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      Breaking News

      
        Court accepts petition against PM
        The Constitutional Court has accepted a petition seeking the ouster of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin over his decision to appoint a minister with a prison record. However, the court has voted 5-4 not to suspend him from duty pending its ruling.

      

      
        PM encouraged by Japanese business interest
        Several Japanese companies are interested in investing more and expanding their production bases in Thailand, in areas including biofuel production, green packaging, artificial intelligence (AI) and electric vehicles, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.

      

      
        Bogus 'healers' could face legal action
        The Ministry of Public Health has warned people who claim to have healing powers that they can face charges with jail terms of up to eight years.

      

      
        Cannabis permit system in pipeline
        Permits will be required to grow and use cannabis for medical purposes and research, and recreational use will be banned under new legislation, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin said on Thursday.

      

      
        Senate candidates warned to obey election rules
        The Election Commission (EC) has stressed the importance of all Senate election candidates abiding by election regulations.

      

      
        Referendum law tweaked for charter rewrite
        The referendum law is being amended in six areas, with electronic votes now being permitted, and the first round of the referendum on rewriting the constitution is expected towards the end of the year, according to the panel studying the issue.

      

      
        Hospital: No 'life-threatening' cases from turbulence
        Twenty people who were aboard a Singapore Airlines flight that hit severe turbulence and made an emergency landing in Bangkok on Tuesday remain in intensive care but none have life-threatening conditions, say hospital officials.

      

      
        Man found dead inside electrical utility box
        The body of a man was found inside an electrical utility box on a footpath in Min Buri district of Bangkok on Thursday.

      

      
        Gas cylinder explosion kills man at home used for storage
        A worker was killed when an oxygen cylinder exploded at a two-storey house being used for an oxygen distribution business in Nong Khaem district of Bangkok on Thursday.

      

      
        Indian PM says party heading for 'historic mandate'
        Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has already won a majority of the seats contested in the parliamentary elections due to end next week, putting him in a position to return to office for a third term.
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                Court votes against suspending Srettha from PM duties while awaiting ruling
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, left, is welcomed at Haneda airport, Japan, on Wednesday. (Photo: Government House)]
                                              
                          Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, left, is welcomed at Haneda airport, Japan, on Wednesday. (Photo: Government House)                        

                                          

                  

                                The Constitutional Court has accepted a petition seeking the ouster of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin over his decision to appoint a minister with a prison record. However, the court has voted 5-4 not to suspend him from duty pending its ruling.
Nine charter court judges convened on Thursday morning to deliberate on the petition filed by a group of 40 caretaker senators. By a vote of 6-3, the judges agreed to accept the petition and ordered Mr Srettha to provide an explanation within 15 days.

Mr Srettha, who is currently in Japan, said he respected the court's decision and would hold talks with his legal team to prepare his defence.

"I respect the court's decision [to accept the petition]. When I entered politics, I was ready to be scrutinised," he said.

The court also voted 8-1 to reject a similar petition against former Prime Minister's Office Minister Pichit Chuenban, citing his resignation on Tuesday.

Pichit tendered his resignation in what was seen as a bid to spare Mr Srettha from possible legal wrangles associated with appointing him as a cabinet minister despite his eligibility being in question.

Previously, the caretaker senators had asked the Constitutional Court if both Mr Srettha and Pichit should be terminated from their positions under Section 170 (4) and (5) of the charter, which deals with the ethics of cabinet ministers.

Before Pichit was given the cabinet post, he was an adviser to Mr Srettha. But long before that Pichit was former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra's lawyer in the "lunchbox cash" scandal and served a prison sentence for attempting to bribe the Supreme Court. This led to questions about his eligibility to serve as a cabinet minister.

On June 25, 2008, the Supreme Court sentenced Pichit and two of his colleagues to six months in prison after they had tried to bribe Supreme Court officials by handing them a lunchbox with a paper bag containing 2 million baht in cash a fortnight earlier.

All three were representing Thaksin and his ex-wife Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra in the Ratchadaphisek land case, for which Thaksin was sentenced to two years in prison in 2008.

Mr Srettha said earlier that he had asked the Council of State, the government's legal arm, for legal advice on the appointment of Pichit before submitting the new cabinet line-up for royal endorsement.

Anusorn Iamsa-ard, a Pheu Thai Party MP, said he believed Mr Srettha will not be distracted from his job following the court's decision.

Mr Anusorn said Pheu Thai and other coalition parties have thrown their full support behind Mr Srettha and are confident the government will be able to complete a full four-year term.

He also dismissed speculation that the ruling party might choose someone to replace Mr Srettha as prime minister if he fails to clear himself in court.

"Pheu Thai will not change horses in midstream," Mr Anusorn said.

Olarn Thinbangtieo, a political science lecturer at Burapha University, told the Bangkok Post that the petition submitted by the 40 senators was really aimed at Mr Srettha, not Pichit.

"It looks as if Mr Srettha has now been taken hostage. Pheu Thai now has to assess the political situation," Mr Olarn said.

"Mr Srettha has 15 days to submit a defence. But If he cannot clear himself, the court may suspend him as prime minister and this could subsequently lead to a change of prime minister."

In this scenario, Pheu Thai leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's daughter, could replace Mr Srettha, Mr Olarn said.

Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, welcomed the court's decision not to suspend Mr Srettha, saying the he can continue to carry out government policies uninterrupted.

In a related development, lawyer Thanatenat Sukhonthapan on Thursday asked the police Anti-Corruption Division to investigate the legality of the petition filed against Mr Srettha.

Mr Thanatenat said the names and signatures of some senators on the petition may be forged. He said some senators had complained earlier that they did not sign the petition and that their names appeared on it without their consent.
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                Srettha says major companies keen on biofuel, green packaging, AI and electric vehicles
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                                Several Japanese companies are interested in investing more and expanding their production bases in Thailand, in areas including biofuel production, green packaging, artificial intelligence (AI) and electric vehicles, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.
He made the comment after meetings with executives in Tokyo as part of his official visit to Japan, which will conclude on Friday.

Mitsui & Co expressed its intention to invest more in Thailand in the field of clean energy production in particular, said Mr Srettha. He assured the company that the government was speeding up updating the national energy plan, which will make it easier for international companies interested in investing in Thailand.

Mitsui reportedly said its interest in biofuel and clean energy in Thailand was inspired by a Thai government investment roadshow in Japan last December.

The prime minister also discussed energy exploration, healthcare and green packaging with Mitsui executives, government officials said.

Sony Corp, meanwhile, briefed Mr Srettha about its plan to open a fourth factory at Bangkadi Industrial Park in Pathum Thani to make semiconductor lasers for computer hard disk drives and image sensors for vehicles.

Sony also expressed its confidence in Thailand's policies and capacity to support the expansion of investment in AI technology and other high-tech products.

The prime minister also held talks with executives of MUFG Bank, Japan's largest bank and the major shareholder in Thailand's Bank of Ayudhya, as well as the tech-focused investment holding firm SoftBank.

They reportedly said they were ready to work together with the Thai government and the Board of Investment to encourage more Japanese investors to consider moving their production bases from countries with geopolitical risk to Thailand, which has demonstrated its geopolitical neutrality.

Nidec Corporation, meanwhile, briefed Mr Srettha on a plan to expand its investment in Thailand for the production of new AI-enabled products.

Mr Srettha asked the company to also consider investing more in production of EV parts, an important industrial area that the Thai government is promoting.

Ajinomoto, the Japanese seasonings maker, affirmed its intention to expand investment in Thailand and continue supporting the development of high-quality cassava, which is used as the main ingredient in its flavour enhancers.
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                Health ministry cracking down on people claiming to use supernatural powers to cure illness
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                                The Ministry of Public Health has warned people who claim to have healing powers that they can face charges with jail terms of up to eight years.
Thanakrit Jitareerat, a vice-minister, was responding to news reports about people claiming to have supernatural powers to cure sicknesses.

He cited the example of a man and a woman calling themselves "Achan and Nong Ying" in Udon Thani. They claimed to have phalang bun or "merit power" from five Buddhas, including the previous, present and future ones, to treat their devotees' illnesses.

In Buri Ram, Pradit Anprakhon, who calls himself "Luang Pu Trai", claims to cure sickness by placing an aluminium cooking pot over the head of a person while they pray.

According to Mr Thanakrit, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin has ordered officials to develop a proactive approach to such cases as the number of public complaints has increased.

He said the ministry has sent out warnings to those who claim to have "curing powers" and will press charges if they don't stop what they are practising.

The law is being broken, he said, because these people use the word "curing" even though they are not medical doctors or traditional doctors.

They are not authorised to perform any medical treatments, he said, adding that there is no scientific evidence proving the effectiveness of the "cures" they promote.

People found guilty under the Healing Arts Practices Act, BE 2542 (1999) can face up to three years in jail and/or a fine of up to 30,000 baht.

Those who have a physical location for carrying out their treatments could be in violation of the Medical Facilities Act, BE 2541 (1998), which can result in a jail term of up to five years and/or a fine of up to 100,000 baht.

In total, they could face up to eight years in prison, he said.

In a related development, netizens are demanding that the National Office of Buddhism investigate a man who claims to have the spirit of the late famous Luang Pu Thep Luk Udon.

The Ubon Ratchathani resident calls himself "Achan Dam" and says he can help people ward off bad luck or crises in their lives by performing a ritual -- for a price of 10,000 baht.
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                Health minister Somsak reiterates determination to ban all recreational use
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                                Permits will be required to grow and use cannabis for medical purposes and research, and recreational use will be banned under new legislation, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin said on Thursday.
His comments follow the surprising policy reversal earlier this month by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who pledged to re-criminalise cannabis by the end of the year after it was de-criminalised in 2022.

Details of the licensing process were still being worked out, Mr Somsak said.

"The permit system must not place an unreasonable burden on the public," he said in a post on Facebook, adding that there would be a grace period for the public to adjust.

Pro-cannabis groups have protested against Mr Srettha's move, saying it stands to damage business confidence after thousands of cannabis cafes and dispensaries sprang up after legalisation, an industry projected to be worth up to $1.2 billion by 2025.

The country first legalised cannabis for research and medical use in 2018 and two years ago dropped the plant from the national narcotics list, allowing people to grow, sell and consume it.

In order to curb recreational use, Mr Somsak said that cannabis buds and flowers would be reclassified as Category 5 narcotics. The leaves, branches, roots, stems and seeds would still be available to use for approved health and medical applications, he said.

The previous government failed to pass a new law to regulate cannabis. The Pheu Thai government has prepared a bill that would clearly spell out approved medicinal uses of the plant, as well as what forms of consumption would be banned. It hopes to have a law in effect before the end of the year.

Mr Somsak, who was named health minister in the recent cabinet reshuffle, said earlier that he wanted to listen to people's opinions first before making a final decision on how to proceed.



	Special Report: Businesses up in smoke




						

							
						

              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2798237/cannabis-permit-system-in-pipeline



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Senate candidates warned to obey election rules                

                Applications close on Friday, but target of 100,000 contenders far from being met
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: A woman applies for the Senate election at the registration office in Muang district of Nakhon Ratchasima province on Thursday. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)]
                                              
                          A woman applies for the Senate election at the registration office in Muang district of Nakhon Ratchasima province on Thursday. (Photo: Prasit Tangprasert)                        

                                          

                  

                                The Election Commission (EC) has stressed the importance of all Senate election candidates abiding by election regulations.
The poll body on Thursday outlined seven things that could give a candidate unfair advantages over others.

Any violations of the regulations could result in up to one year in jail and/or a fine of up to 20,000 baht plus a five-year ban from voting, the EC said on Thursday.

The Administrative Court is still considering a complaint filed by some candidates and activists that the rules on self-introduction are overly restrictive. It is not known when it will rule.

Friday is the final day for nationwide candidacy registration for the forthcoming election of new 200 senators. Only candidates will be allowed to vote in the election, and the EC had been hoping to see 100,000 people register. However, only about 35,000 had picked up applications as of Monday.

The first regulation, the EC said, is that all candidates and their assistants are prohibited from mentioning or making any reference to the monarchy when introducing themselves for the election.

Second, candidates who are broadcasters or who work in the media or show businesses are prohibited from exploiting their job as a means of introducing themselves.

Third, candidates are forbidden from giving away or posting in public leaflets to introduce themselves.

Candidates are also prohibited from using harsh words in their self-introduction and verbally instigating social unrest.

They are also prohibited from introducing themselves on TV, radio and print media.

The last rule is that all candidates must not allow political party executives or holders of political positions, including local leaders, to help them with the election.

The EC advised all candidates to carefully study Sections 36 and 70 of the 2018 organic law on the composition of the Senate and the EC regulations pertaining to the self-introduction of candidates.

Between May 10 and 20, a total of 34,847 people asked for applications, with Bangkok recording the highest number at 3,217, followed by the northeastern province of Si Sa Ket (1,834) and the northern province of Chiang Mai (1,594), the EC said.

The fewest applications were seen in Phangnga (60), Bueng Kan (67) and Yala (78).

By region, the Northeast had 10,243 people asking for applications, followed by the South (6,208), North (5,281), East (2,075) and Western region (1,761), the EC said.
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                Electronic voting among options to be offered in amendments being sent to cabinet soon
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                                The referendum law is being amended in six areas, with electronic votes now being permitted, and the first round of the referendum on rewriting the constitution is expected towards the end of the year, according to the panel studying the issue.
The parliament-appointed committee has outlined six areas for amendment in a draft bill to be sent to the cabinet on May 28, said spokesman Nikorn Chamnong.

First, the referendum will be held on the same day as either a general election or a local election in the event that new MPs or local administrative organisation members are needed.

Second, voting by mail, electronic voting or voting by other means is permitted. A constituency may use a combination of voting methods.

Third, a referendum must achieve a majority vote based on the nationwide voter turnout, not the number of eligible voters. The majority vote must also exceed the number of "no result" votes.

Fourth, the Election Commission (EC) is required to permit equal and unhindered expression of views by people supporting or opposing the referendum. In the previous referendum arranged by the military regime in 2016, opponents complained their views were suppressed.

Fifth, the EC reserves the right to designate the entire country as a single constituency or create separate constituencies along provincial or district lines, with votes to be pooled and tallied later.

Sixth, votes for the referendum and the general or local election will be cast at the same polling stations.

Mr Nikorn said he believed the cabinet would approve the amendments and forward the bill to parliament in time for its first ordinary session on June 18.

Once in parliament, the bill will be scrutinised within 45 days.

"I think it will proceed without a hitch because both the government and opposition are on the same page over the proposed amendments," he said.

The bill is likely to sail through its second and third, or final, readings, at the end of July before the legislation is presented to the Senate for consideration for about a month.

"We're looking at the work in parliament wrapping up in August," Mr Nikorn said.

After the bill is enacted, the EC will decide on the referendum date and announce the referendum question pre-approved by the cabinet.

The first of three rounds could take place before the end of the year.

The first referendum will ask voters whether they agree with writing a new charter. If the majority agrees, the second will ask if Section 256 should be amended to allow for the drafting of a new charter.

Once a new charter has been produced, the government will hold a third referendum, asking voters to decide whether it should be adopted.

However, Mr Nikorn insisted the timeline remains tentative at this point even though the process is being expedited.

He said he was confident a new constitution would be promulgated before the government's time in office ends in less than four years.

He also suggested a separate referendum be held on the question of whether chapters 1 and 2 of the charter should be changed.

Chapter 1 defines Thailand as a single, indivisible kingdom with a democratic regime and the King as head of state, while Chapter 2 contains sections about royal prerogatives.



	Related: Pheu Thai vows to rewrite charter, outlaw coups
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                  Hospital: No 'life-threatening' cases from turbulence                

                But Samitivej still treating many spinal cord and brain injuries, and 20 people remain in ICU
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                                Twenty people who were aboard a Singapore Airlines flight that hit severe turbulence and made an emergency landing in Bangkok on Tuesday remain in intensive care but none have life-threatening conditions, say hospital officials.
"The number of patients in ICU remains the same (as on Wednesday)," Dr Adinun Kittiratanapaibool, director of Samitivej Srinakarin Hospital, told reporters on Thursday.

The patients are in ICU because they "need close attention", he said, but added that currently there were no life-threatening cases.

In the immediate aftermath of the incident on Tuesday, three local hospitals admitted a total of 85 people -- 79 passengers and six crew. Fifty-eight remained in hospital as of Wednesday afternoon but 18 have since been discharged.

Of the 40 people still under treatment, 22 patients have spinal cord injuries and six have brain and skull injuries, Dr Adinun said. The rest  were being treated for various bone and muscle injuries.

"We have never treated people with these kinds of injuries caused by turbulence," he told reporters.

"Some patients suffered from paralysis but the weakness of the muscles is changing all the time. We have to observe them every day. It's too soon to determine if it will be permanent."

The injured at the hospital range in age from two to 83, he said.

A total of 17 patients have undergone surgery, he added.

A presentation prepared by the hospital said 41 people -- 19 men and 22 women -- were still under treatment, but one person was subsequently discharged.

Ten British, nine Australian, seven Malaysian and four Philippine citizens were among the 41 people, according to the presentation given by Dr Adinun.

He did not specify how many people were passengers and how many were crew.

One passenger died of a suspected heart attack and dozens were injured after Singapore Airlines flight SQ321 encountered what the airline described as "sudden, extreme turbulence" while flying over Myanmar on Tuesday afternoon.

Numerous passengers were flung about violently inside the cabin, with many striking their heads on overhead luggage bins. The captain declared an emergency and contacted Suvarnabhumi Airport to get clearance for an emergency landing.

The London-Singapore flight was carrying 211 passengers and 18 crew members. More than 140 passengers and crew from the flight arrived in Singapore on Wednesday morning.

Singapore Airlines said on Thursday evening that a total of 65 people from the flight were still in Bangkok, though not all of them were in hospital.


	Related: Briton recounts helping passenger who died
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                                The body of a man was found inside an electrical utility box on a footpath in Min Buri district of Bangkok on Thursday.
Police at the Min Buri station were alerted about the discovery of the body in front of OneHome, a construction materials shop near the Rom Klao intersection, at about 7.20am, said Pol Lt Anukul Chanchek, deputy investigation chief of the station.

Police, forensic officers, a doctor and and rescue workers went to the scene to investigate. They found an old utility box, 45cm wide and 100cm high, with its cover opened.

At the base of the box was a hole about 40cm wide and one metre deep. The team saw a corpse lying on its back, with the right hand holding an electrical wire. A foul odour was spreading.

Police asked the Metropolitan Electricity Authority to cut off the power so that they could retrieve the body safely. Rescue workers then used tools to remove the box and the cement around the hole before they managed to bring the body out.

The man, wearing a black T-shirt and blue shorts, was believed to have died two or three days earlier. A small pack of tobacco, a lighter and a 20-baht banknote were found in his pocket.

Panadda Ngokngam, 44, a street cleaner with the Min Buri district office, said she smelled a bad odour from the utility box while sweeping leaves at the Rom Klao intersection at about 6.40am on Thursday. When she went to check, she saw the body and immediately contacted traffic police at a nearby booth.

Pol Col Krit Komnoi, chief of the Min Buri police station, said it was initially unclear how the man died.

He believed the man might have gone into the box and been unable to climb up, or he might have died from an electric shock.

Police are examining security video from cameras in the area to see if they can learn more. The body was sent for autopsy to find out the exact cause of death, said the station chief.
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                  Gas cylinder explosion kills man at home used for storage                

                Owner uncertain how accident happened, saying only empty cylinders are stored on property
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                                A worker was killed when an oxygen cylinder exploded at a two-storey house being used for an oxygen distribution business in Nong Khaem district of Bangkok on Thursday.
The incident happened at the Phetkasem 1 housing estate on Phetkasem 77 Road at about 11am.

Rescue workers rushed to the scene and found a severely injured worker aged 30, with the lower part of his body and two arms torn away by the blast.

Sakaoduean Phutthamma, a rescue worker from the Ruamkatanyu Foundation, said the man remained conscious and breathed for a short while before succumbing to his injuries.

The homeowner, who identified himself only as Chaiwat, said he stored empty oxygen gas cylinders at home and normally had them refilled elsewhere before delivering them to factories. He said he neither assembled nor modified the cylinders on the site.

He said the explosion happened while his lone employee was loading a cylinder onto a pickup truck. Normally, it is nearly impossible for an empty cylinder to burst, he said, adding he had no idea how the blast could have occurred.

Rescue worker Mana Kenpak quoted an eyewitness as saying that the cylinder exploded when it hit the ground while being handled near the pickup.

A neighbour said the owner of the house had been in the oxygen cylinder business for about a decade, and that the explosion sent an impact to nearby houses.
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                Voting doesn't end for another week but Modi says BJP has already won a majority of seats
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Prime Minister Narendra Modi gestures to supporters during an election campaign rally in New Delhi on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)]
                                              
                          Prime Minister Narendra Modi gestures to supporters during an election campaign rally in New Delhi on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)                        

                                          

                  

                                Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi said his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has already won a majority of the seats contested in the parliamentary elections due to end next week, putting him in a position to return to office for a third term.
The BJP will win a "historic mandate", Modi said in an interview with The Economic Times, published on Thursday.

There's a "clear signal from the people on the ground" that the party has crossed the majority mark by winning 272 out of 543 seats in the lower house of the parliament, he said.

Voting in the country of 1.4 billion is being carried out in seven phases that began on April 19 and will end on June 1, with results to be released on June 4. Modi had predicted the BJP and its allies would win more than 400 seats, up from about 350 in 2019. The ruling party on its own won 303 seats in the 2019 elections.

Modi said the BJP had made significant gains in the southern and eastern parts of the country. "This time, we will vastly improve our performance in states like Tamil Nadu, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Kerala, West Bengal and Odisha," Modi told the newspaper.

India's NSE Nifty 50 Index hit a fresh high in intraday trading on Thursday, with a gauge of 12 state-owned banks jumping 2%. Markets were also buoyed by the central bank's announcement on Wednesday of a record $25-billion payout to the government.

The BJP faces an opposition alliance of more than 20 groups, which aims to topple Modi and the BJP. Opposition leaders like Akhilesh Yadav, who heads a regional party in Uttar Pradesh state, and Arvind Kejriwal, chief minister of Delhi, have said the BJP will fail to win a majority in the elections.

Speaking about the recent volatility in Indian financial markets -- triggered by uncertainty about the BJP's support -- Modi said in the interview that his government had undertaken "maximum reforms and managed the economy with fiscal prudence".

"I can say with confidence that on June 4, as BJP hits record numbers, the stock market will also hit new record highs," he said.
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                  Court accepts petition against PM                

                Court votes against suspending Srettha from PM duties while awaiting ruling
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                                The Constitutional Court has accepted a petition seeking the ouster of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin over his decision to appoint a minister with a prison record. However, the court has voted 5-4 not to suspend him from duty pending its ruling.
Nine charter court judges convened on Thursday morning to deliberate on the petition filed by a group of 40 caretaker senators. By a vote of 6-3, the judges agreed to accept the petition and ordered Mr Srettha to provide an explanation within 15 days.

Mr Srettha, who is currently in Japan, said he respected the court's decision and would hold talks with his legal team to prepare his defence.

"I respect the court's decision [to accept the petition]. When I entered politics, I was ready to be scrutinised," he said.

The court also voted 8-1 to reject a similar petition against former Prime Minister's Office Minister Pichit Chuenban, citing his resignation on Tuesday.

Pichit tendered his resignation in what was seen as a bid to spare Mr Srettha from possible legal wrangles associated with appointing him as a cabinet minister despite his eligibility being in question.

Previously, the caretaker senators had asked the Constitutional Court if both Mr Srettha and Pichit should be terminated from their positions under Section 170 (4) and (5) of the charter, which deals with the ethics of cabinet ministers.

Before Pichit was given the cabinet post, he was an adviser to Mr Srettha. But long before that Pichit was former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra's lawyer in the "lunchbox cash" scandal and served a prison sentence for attempting to bribe the Supreme Court. This led to questions about his eligibility to serve as a cabinet minister.

On June 25, 2008, the Supreme Court sentenced Pichit and two of his colleagues to six months in prison after they had tried to bribe Supreme Court officials by handing them a lunchbox with a paper bag containing 2 million baht in cash a fortnight earlier.

All three were representing Thaksin and his ex-wife Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra in the Ratchadaphisek land case, for which Thaksin was sentenced to two years in prison in 2008.

Mr Srettha said earlier that he had asked the Council of State, the government's legal arm, for legal advice on the appointment of Pichit before submitting the new cabinet line-up for royal endorsement.

Anusorn Iamsa-ard, a Pheu Thai Party MP, said he believed Mr Srettha will not be distracted from his job following the court's decision.

Mr Anusorn said Pheu Thai and other coalition parties have thrown their full support behind Mr Srettha and are confident the government will be able to complete a full four-year term.

He also dismissed speculation that the ruling party might choose someone to replace Mr Srettha as prime minister if he fails to clear himself in court.

"Pheu Thai will not change horses in midstream," Mr Anusorn said.

Olarn Thinbangtieo, a political science lecturer at Burapha University, told the Bangkok Post that the petition submitted by the 40 senators was really aimed at Mr Srettha, not Pichit.

"It looks as if Mr Srettha has now been taken hostage. Pheu Thai now has to assess the political situation," Mr Olarn said.

"Mr Srettha has 15 days to submit a defence. But If he cannot clear himself, the court may suspend him as prime minister and this could subsequently lead to a change of prime minister."

In this scenario, Pheu Thai leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's daughter, could replace Mr Srettha, Mr Olarn said.

Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, welcomed the court's decision not to suspend Mr Srettha, saying the he can continue to carry out government policies uninterrupted.

In a related development, lawyer Thanatenat Sukhonthapan on Thursday asked the police Anti-Corruption Division to investigate the legality of the petition filed against Mr Srettha.

Mr Thanatenat said the names and signatures of some senators on the petition may be forged. He said some senators had complained earlier that they did not sign the petition and that their names appeared on it without their consent.
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                Health minister Somsak reiterates determination to ban all recreational use
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                                Permits will be required to grow and use cannabis for medical purposes and research, and recreational use will be banned under new legislation, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin said on Thursday.
His comments follow the surprising policy reversal earlier this month by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who pledged to re-criminalise cannabis by the end of the year after it was de-criminalised in 2022.

Details of the licensing process were still being worked out, Mr Somsak said.

"The permit system must not place an unreasonable burden on the public," he said in a post on Facebook, adding that there would be a grace period for the public to adjust.

Pro-cannabis groups have protested against Mr Srettha's move, saying it stands to damage business confidence after thousands of cannabis cafes and dispensaries sprang up after legalisation, an industry projected to be worth up to $1.2 billion by 2025.

The country first legalised cannabis for research and medical use in 2018 and two years ago dropped the plant from the national narcotics list, allowing people to grow, sell and consume it.

In order to curb recreational use, Mr Somsak said that cannabis buds and flowers would be reclassified as Category 5 narcotics. The leaves, branches, roots, stems and seeds would still be available to use for approved health and medical applications, he said.

The previous government failed to pass a new law to regulate cannabis. The Pheu Thai government has prepared a bill that would clearly spell out approved medicinal uses of the plant, as well as what forms of consumption would be banned. It hopes to have a law in effect before the end of the year.

Mr Somsak, who was named health minister in the recent cabinet reshuffle, said earlier that he wanted to listen to people's opinions first before making a final decision on how to proceed.



	Special Report: Businesses up in smoke
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                  Hospital: No 'life-threatening' cases from turbulence                

                But Samitivej still treating many spinal cord and brain injuries, and 20 people remain in ICU
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                                Twenty people who were aboard a Singapore Airlines flight that hit severe turbulence and made an emergency landing in Bangkok on Tuesday remain in intensive care but none have life-threatening conditions, say hospital officials.
"The number of patients in ICU remains the same (as on Wednesday)," Dr Adinun Kittiratanapaibool, director of Samitivej Srinakarin Hospital, told reporters on Thursday.

The patients are in ICU because they "need close attention", he said, but added that currently there were no life-threatening cases.

In the immediate aftermath of the incident on Tuesday, three local hospitals admitted a total of 85 people -- 79 passengers and six crew. Fifty-eight remained in hospital as of Wednesday afternoon but 18 have since been discharged.

Of the 40 people still under treatment, 22 patients have spinal cord injuries and six have brain and skull injuries, Dr Adinun said. The rest  were being treated for various bone and muscle injuries.

"We have never treated people with these kinds of injuries caused by turbulence," he told reporters.

"Some patients suffered from paralysis but the weakness of the muscles is changing all the time. We have to observe them every day. It's too soon to determine if it will be permanent."

The injured at the hospital range in age from two to 83, he said.

A total of 17 patients have undergone surgery, he added.

A presentation prepared by the hospital said 41 people -- 19 men and 22 women -- were still under treatment, but one person was subsequently discharged.

Ten British, nine Australian, seven Malaysian and four Philippine citizens were among the 41 people, according to the presentation given by Dr Adinun.

He did not specify how many people were passengers and how many were crew.

One passenger died of a suspected heart attack and dozens were injured after Singapore Airlines flight SQ321 encountered what the airline described as "sudden, extreme turbulence" while flying over Myanmar on Tuesday afternoon.

Numerous passengers were flung about violently inside the cabin, with many striking their heads on overhead luggage bins. The captain declared an emergency and contacted Suvarnabhumi Airport to get clearance for an emergency landing.

The London-Singapore flight was carrying 211 passengers and 18 crew members. More than 140 passengers and crew from the flight arrived in Singapore on Wednesday morning.

Singapore Airlines said on Thursday evening that a total of 65 people from the flight were still in Bangkok, though not all of them were in hospital.


	Related: Briton recounts helping passenger who died
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                                The body of a man was found inside an electrical utility box on a footpath in Min Buri district of Bangkok on Thursday.
Police at the Min Buri station were alerted about the discovery of the body in front of OneHome, a construction materials shop near the Rom Klao intersection, at about 7.20am, said Pol Lt Anukul Chanchek, deputy investigation chief of the station.

Police, forensic officers, a doctor and and rescue workers went to the scene to investigate. They found an old utility box, 45cm wide and 100cm high, with its cover opened.

At the base of the box was a hole about 40cm wide and one metre deep. The team saw a corpse lying on its back, with the right hand holding an electrical wire. A foul odour was spreading.

Police asked the Metropolitan Electricity Authority to cut off the power so that they could retrieve the body safely. Rescue workers then used tools to remove the box and the cement around the hole before they managed to bring the body out.

The man, wearing a black T-shirt and blue shorts, was believed to have died two or three days earlier. A small pack of tobacco, a lighter and a 20-baht banknote were found in his pocket.

Panadda Ngokngam, 44, a street cleaner with the Min Buri district office, said she smelled a bad odour from the utility box while sweeping leaves at the Rom Klao intersection at about 6.40am on Thursday. When she went to check, she saw the body and immediately contacted traffic police at a nearby booth.

Pol Col Krit Komnoi, chief of the Min Buri police station, said it was initially unclear how the man died.

He believed the man might have gone into the box and been unable to climb up, or he might have died from an electric shock.

Police are examining security video from cameras in the area to see if they can learn more. The body was sent for autopsy to find out the exact cause of death, said the station chief.
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                Production may shift to Thailand
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                                The US recently imposed very high tariffs on Chinese products, notably electric vehicles and semiconductors, which will cause China to concentrate on expanding its EV manufacturing within Asia, with Thailand poised to become a key export hub, says the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).
President Joe Biden's administration cited Beijing's unfair trade practices for the hike, with EV tariffs to be quadrupled to a 100% rate, solar cells and semiconductors doubled to a 50% rate, and certain steel and aluminium imports from China raised to 25%, more than triple the current level, according to media reports.

China reportedly vowed to take measures to protect its interests.

"The trade war is intensifying and putting pressure on industries, presenting a challenge to the Thai government as it seeks an appropriate stance amid a conflict that could impact its economy," said Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the FTI.

He said he believes Thailand can take advantage of the trade war, provided the government carefully implements its overseas policies.

Chinese EV makers are expected to relocate their production facilities to Asian countries, including Thailand, as well as expand their market in the region, said Mr Kriengkrai.

To avoid high tariffs on EVs, Chinese automakers will use Thailand as an export base, shipping EVs to countries including the US, he said.

Many Chinese companies have invested several billion baht building EV assembly plants and battery factories in Thailand, following the government's EV incentive packages, launched as part of efforts to make Thailand an EV production hub in Southeast Asia.

Over the past 2-3 years, the Board of Investment supported investments worth 80 billion baht in the EV industry, with total EV production of 400,000 units.

The government set a goal for battery EVs to comprise 30% of total car manufacturing by 2030 through the production of 725,000 zero-emission cars, 675,000 electric motorcycles and 34,000 electric buses and trucks.

Mr Kriengkrai said the FTI is aware the growth of the EV industry will affect local auto parts makers that make up the supply chain for internal combustion engine cars.

The federation is conducting a study on measures to improve the capabilities of these manufacturers, mostly small and medium-sized original equipment manufacturers, equipping them with new technological know-how to adjust their businesses to serve the EV market.
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                  A lever to capture corporate tax scofflaws                

                EXPLAINER: Thailand is making progress on a law meant to limit profit shifting by multinational enterprises
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                                Global tax reform efforts, led by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), have been building momentum since 2021, reaching agreement on one of the two pillars of tax reform: the establishment of a global minimum tax.
A total of 160 countries, representing about 90% of the world's economy, agreed in October 2021 to implement this agreement by setting a minimum corporate income tax rate of 15% to close loopholes that allow profit shifting to countries with lower tax rates, thus preventing the erosion of the tax base in those countries.

Q: Why is global tax reform needed?

Over the past half-century, as the global economy has expanded, many countries seeking foreign direct investment have competed by lowering their domestic tax rates to attract investors.

This competition led to the average global corporate income tax rate dropping from 50% to 24% between 1980 and 2020.

The competition to reduce taxes allowed large multinational enterprises (MNEs) to evade taxes by shifting profits to subsidiaries in countries with lower corporate tax rates.

As profits were transferred from parent companies located in countries with higher tax rates to subsidiaries in countries with lower tax rates, the G20 and OECD proposed collaborative efforts to prevent tax competition and profit shifting.

In October 2021, these discussions resulted in an agreement to set a global minimum tax (GMT) at 15%.

Q: What is the GMT agreement?

The principle of the GMT is to mandate that large MNEs pay a minimum global tax rate of 15% in each country where they operate. If taxes paid in any country are less than 15%, the difference must be paid to the country where the parent company is headquartered.

The GMT agreement applies only to MNEs with global revenue exceeding EU750 million per year (around US$870 million).

Countries participating in the agreement can impose a minimum corporate income tax rate of 15% on these MNEs operating within their borders. If a subsidiary of an MNE operates in a country with a corporate tax rate lower than 15%, the parent company's home country can collect the difference up to the 15% minimum.

While some countries have not joined this agreement and have corporate tax rates less than 15%, the mechanism allowing the parent company's home country to collect the tax difference creates an incentive for non-participating countries to raise their corporate tax rates to 15%.

This gives countries an incentive to collect the tax revenue themselves, rather than allowing the parent company's home country to benefit from collecting the difference in tax revenue.

Q: What has Thailand done to implement the tax?

Thailand, as one of the 140 countries that signed the global tax reform agreement, drafted the Top-Up Tax Act.

This draft law prepared by the Revenue Department passed a series of public hearings, in accordance with the constitution.

The draft includes the Top-Up Tax Act, which aligns with the principles of OECD Pillar 2, as well as secondary or subordinate legislation.

The Revenue Department submitted these to the secretariat of the cabinet and they are awaiting scheduling for a cabinet meeting.

If the law is approved by parliament and published in the Royal Gazette, it will take effect from the first day of the year following its publication.

The Revenue Department expects this law to come into force by 2025.

The draft law applies to constituent entities located in Thailand that are part of an MNE group, with the ultimate parent entity (UPE) having a total consolidated revenue of no less than the baht equivalent of EU750 million, based on at least two of the four accounting periods preceding the accounting period under consideration for the top-up tax.

The UPE is the primary entity in an MNE group responsible for financial reporting and compliance, ensuring that the group's activities are reflected accurately in a single set of consolidated financial statements.

Certain entities within an MNE group may be exempt from this draft law, including government agencies, international organisations, non-profit organisations, pension funds, investment funds that are UPEs, real estate investment vehicles that are UPEs, and other entities specified in the royal decree.

If a top-up entity disagrees with the assessment results, it can appeal to the Appeals Committee within 30 days from the date of receiving the top-up tax assessment notice.

If the appellant is dissatisfied with the decision of the Appeals Committee, it can file a petition with the Central Tax Court within 30 days from the date of the decision.

In addition, Thailand's competent authority, or the director-general as applicable, has the power to disclose top-up tax information under this draft law for (1) the economic and financial security of the country, or (2) compliance with international obligations regarding the exchange of top-up tax information under the Global Anti-Base Erosion Rules, to which Thailand is committed.

Although Thailand's current corporate income tax rate is 20%, which is higher than the GMT, some MNEs benefit from Board of Investment incentives, reducing their corporate income tax burden to less than the Revenue Department's statutory rate.

If the Top-Up Tax Act is enforced, MNEs in Thailand paying less than 15% tax will have to pay top-up tax to reach the 15% threshold, according to this draft law and international Pillar 2 tax standards.

Revenue from the Top-Up Tax Act is designated to be allocated to the Competitiveness Enhancement Fund for Targeted Industries at a rate of at least 50%, but not more than 70% of the revenue.

The Revenue Department expects to generate about 12 billion baht per year from this tax.
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                  Baht fundamentals have deteriorated                

                Factors that have supported the currency in the past are weakening, say BMI analysts
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                                Uncertainty surrounding the US interest rate trajectory, alongside geopolitical tensions, underpin much of the baht's weakness so far this year. We think the baht will trade sideways and reach 37.50 to the US dollar by year-end once these temporary factors subside.
We are, however, less optimistic about the baht's long-term outlook, especially as the key fundamentals that originally supported the currency have deteriorated.

A smaller current account surplus, portfolio outflows and lesser foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows are among the reasons why we think that the baht remains on a depreciatory trend.

Looking at the short-term outlook (3 to 6 months), we note that the baht has depreciated by nearly 7% in the year to date, making it one of the worst-performing currencies in the region. For now, movements in the baht will rest mostly on the interest rate trajectory, both domestically and in the US.

An eventual stabilisation in monetary conditions will pave the way for the currency to stabilise. We forecast it to end the year at 37.50, about 2.0% weaker than the current spot rate of 36.78.

[image: ]

ALL EYES ON THE FED

To be clear, we are not ruling out any further spikes of volatility in the baht. Much of this will be led by the constant repricing of interest rate expectations in the US. Markets are currently pricing in a 50-basis-points cut by year-end. But this could potentially shift lower given how the disinflationary process in the US has stalled.

Indeed, the Fed struck a more hawkish tone recently with chairman Jerome Powell deliberately dropping the mention of any rate cuts in his recent comments. Upside pressures on the dollar should fade once market expectations stabilise and the Fed begins its first cut. We think that this will happen in July.

Moreover, the Bank of Thailand (BoT) is now poised to begin easing sooner than the Fed. A possible 25-basis point cut in June would put the central bank ahead of the Fed in its loosening cycle, which could in turn induce short-term downside pressure on the baht.

Yet, there is a silver lining. We think that the BoT will be mindful of cutting rates too extensively due to elevated household debt levels and currency stability concerns.

In fact, we think the BoT will only embark on two rounds of easing compared to the three rounds we are currently pencilling in for the Fed. This means that interest rate differentials between the two countries will narrow in favour of Thailand.

For the long-term outlook (6 to 24 months), we think the baht will remain on a gradual depreciatory trend. We have long argued that the baht will rebound on the back of strong fundamentals. But we have been too optimistic in this regard.

One major problem is that Thailand's allure as an investment hub has noticeably diminished in recent years. The nation, once a magnet for foreign capital, now contends with escalating regional competition. Economies such as India and Vietnam have emerged as predominant recipients of shifting investment currents. In stark contrast, Thailand finds itself trailing, unable to keep pace with its peers.

Several factors contribute to Thailand's waning investment appeal. The country's demographic landscape presents a challenging picture, with an ageing population that does not bode well for its labour market dynamics.

Moreover, Thailand's political climate has been marred by instability, deterring potential investors seeking a predictable and stable environment for their capital. The impact of these impediments is starkly evident in the data. Indeed, FDI inflows as a share of GDP declined from a peak of 6.9% in 2013 to just 2.8% in 2023.

Current account surpluses will also fall short of pre-pandemic levels.The country historically ran a large surplus of 8% of GDP before the pandemic struck. But we think that the external sector will struggle to reach these numbers again. For one, we do not think that tourism revenue growth will return to trend anytime soon, given the shift in spending trends.

We have pointed out before that tourism income has fallen considerably behind the trend despite a pickup in international visitors. This shift in spending trends will likely be permanent, weighing on the country's current account balance.

BIGGER FISCAL DEFICITS

A significant increase in government spending is unlikely to boost investor confidence. Given the Pheu Thai Party's history of favouring populist measures, it is expected that the country will run a wider fiscal deficit over the coming years.

In less than a year since Pheu Thai's return to power, it has already rolled out a 500-billion-baht (equivalent to 3.0% of GDP) digital wallet initiative aimed at stimulating economic growth. To finance this programme, the government has chosen a mix of budget reallocations and a one-off loan from the state-owned Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives.

A major point of concern is that the nation's debt has soared to unprecedented levels. If similar policies continue in the upcoming years, it's almost certain that investor confidence will wane, potentially resulting in the withdrawal of investment portfolios.

Risks to our currency outlook lean towards a stronger baht. Two factors underpin our view. First, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has placed a growing emphasis on attracting foreign investors into the country.

If he were to succeed, FDI inflows could pick up over the coming years, lending some support to the currency. Second, a recovery in tourism receipts and a return to trend could widen the current account surplus.




BMI is a Fitch Solutions company. BMI is solely responsible for the content of this article, without any input from Fitch Ratings.
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                                The Education Ministry will amend its regulation to list e-cigarettes in the prohibited category of narcotics, Suthep Kaengsanthia, permanent secretary, said on Wednesday.
Mr Suthep said the ministry wants to crimp the growing popularity of e-cigarette use among students and has ordered schools nationwide to take action against vape use in schools.

"We have amended our regulations to classify e-cigarettes in the prohibited category of narcotic drugs," Mr Suthep said.

"Punishment for students who bring e-cigarettes to school will be serious and equal to the penalty of having illicit drugs," he said.

The amendment is under consideration by the Council of State, he said, adding the ministry expects to have the new regulation enforced within the month.

Mr Suthep said the ministry has also initiated a project to promote safety in schools with the participation of all sectors.

He said the project is designed to keep students safe from the time they leave home for school until they return home.

For this, education officials will cooperate with agencies such as local police, public health offices and drug suppression police.

The officials will also help create awareness among students about various social risks, he added. No further details were available.

Meanwhile, Provincial Police Region 5 arrested a 28-year-old woman, known only as Ms Chana, for allegedly selling e-cigarettes, with students among her customers, in tambon Phra Sing of Chiang Mai's Muang district, a source said on Wednesday.

Police also confiscated about 4,000 items, including 1,500 baht in cash, e-cigarette advertisement signs, disposable pods, and vape juice in various flavours such as watermelon, grape and cola.
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                  Srettha hails 'fruitful' talks in Italy                

                Bilateral ties boosted across several sectors
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                                Thailand and Italy have agreed to strengthen bilateral cooperation in a wide range of areas, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Wednesday following his official visit to the European nation.
Speaking while in Japan, which he visited after Italy, Mr Srettha said his talks with Italian Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni were fruitful.

As an example, he said Thailand's chance to win approval for its request for a Schengen visa waiver for Thai ordinary passport holders has improved after Ms Meloni pledged to support such a proposal.

With support from Italy -- currently assuming the rotating presidency of the Group of Seven leading industrial nations (G7) -- Thailand's negotiations with other Schengen states will likely be successful, Mr Srettha said.

Ms Meloni also pledged support for Thailand's bid to seal a free trade agreement (FTA) with Italy, he said.

Both sides have also agreed to work together to expand cooperation in the fashion and design industries, he said.

As for clean energy development, Mr Srettha said Italy expressed particular interest in Thailand's plan to explore new natural gas sources in the Thai-Cambodian overlapping claims areas.

The Italian side made a proposal for the government to consider supplying Italy with more seasonal Thai workers to work in Italy's agricultural sector during the harvest season, said Mr Srettha.

The proposal is in line with the government's intention to send more Thai workers to a country offering them high-paying jobs, he said.

Other key topics discussed at the meeting included investment opportunities for Italian investors in Thailand's Land Bridge megaproject and planned expansions of Thailand airports, an area in which Italy has special expertise.

The Italian prime minister suggested both nations work together toward signing a memorandum of understanding (MoU) on the expansion of their bilateral cooperation in the agreed areas, said Mr Srettha.

The Thai military attache to Italy will pursue further discussions with the Italians on opportunities for Thailand and Italy to work more closely together on Thailand's plan to develop its defence industry, said Mr Srettha.

Mr Srettha also said direct flights between Bangkok and Milan would be inaugurated on July 1, while flights between Bangkok and Rome are expected to begin in the winter months.

The premier is on an official trip to France, Italy and Japan from May 15-24. He said his next travel plans in the third and fourth quarters of this year are India, Africa and Turkey.
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                                Thais and foreigners flocked to the National Museum Bangkok on Wednesday to see the 900-year-old "Golden Boy" statue that was repatriated recently after having been smuggled out of the country in 1975 by notorious art dealer Douglas Latchford.
The Golden Boy, along with a bronze statue of a kneeling lady, arrived back in the country on Tuesday from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in the United States.

Believed to have been cast over 900 years ago, the Golden Boy was in the Met's possession from 1988 to 2023. Last December, the museum agreed to return both statues to Thailand, as well as 14 artefacts to Cambodia.

The return of the former was secured after confirmation of the link to Latchford, who in 2019 was charged with operating a major network that stole treasures from all over Southeast Asia.

According to Latchford's books Khmer Bronzes and Khmer Gold, the Golden Boy was discovered in Ban Yang Pongsadao village in tambon Ta Chong in Buri Ram's Lahan Sai district.

The two artefacts are being displayed on the 2nd floor of the Lop Buri Art Room at the Mahasurasinghanat Building inside the National Museum Bangkok. The exhibition has already pulled in large crowds.

A larger bronze statue -- believed to be of King Surayavaraman I -- that was discovered at the excavation site of Prasat Sa Kamphaeng Yai in Sri Sa Ket and bears a strong resemblance to the Golden Boy was also taken from Phimai National Museum to be exhibited alongside the two new items.

The entry fee for the museum is 30 baht for Thais and 200 baht for foreign nationals. The museum opens from 9am to 4pm.

Meanwhile, Radklao Inthawong Suwankiri, a deputy government spokeswoman, said the cabinet had approved the return of 20 prized artefacts to Cambodia in compliance with the memorandum of understanding between the two countries to boost bilateral ties.

These were among 43 artefacts illegally smuggled from Singapore to the kingdom in 2000.

A total of 23 artefacts were handed back to Cambodia in 2009 and 2015, while the rest were verified before being given clearance for a return to Cambodia.
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        PM encouraged by Japanese business interest
        Several Japanese companies are interested in investing more and expanding their production bases in Thailand, in areas including biofuel production, green packaging, artificial intelligence (AI) and electric vehicles, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.

      

      
        April export growth beats forecasts
        The dollar value of Thai exports rose 6.8% in April from a year earlier, the Ministry of Commerce said on Thursday, beating analysts' expectations.

      

      
        Car production drops 11%, domestic sales fall
        Car production in Thailand fell 11% in April from a year earlier to 104,667 units, the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) said on Thursday.

      

      
        Bangkok Land keen to develop 'smart' Muang Thong Thani
        SET-listed Bangkok Land wants to develop Muang Thong Thani as a smart city district, with plans to build a new seafood and fruit centre offering goods at affordable prices to attract tourists to Nonthaburi, banking on the Pink Line monorail service that is scheduled to start running there next year.

      

      
        Beyond Food Experience for Success Beyond at THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024
        At the end of May, there is a pivotal event that businesses and entrepreneurs in the food and beverage industry cannot afford to miss. That event is "THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024," organised by the Department of International Trade Promotion, Ministry of Commerce of Thailand, and the Thai Chamber of Commerce, in collaboration with Koelnmesse from Germany. It stands as the largest and most...

      

      
        Group seeks gain from US-China trade war
        The US recently imposed very high tariffs on Chinese products, notably electric vehicles and semiconductors, which will cause China to concentrate on expanding its EV manufacturing within Asia, with Thailand poised to become a key export hub, says the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).

      

      
        A lever to capture corporate tax scofflaws
        Global tax reform efforts, led by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), have been building momentum since 2021, reaching agreement on one of the two pillars of tax reform: the establishment of a global minimum tax.

      

      
        Baht fundamentals have deteriorated
        Uncertainty surrounding the US interest rate trajectory, alongside geopolitical tensions, underpin much of the baht's weakness so far this year. We think the baht will trade sideways and reach 37.50 to the US dollar by year-end once these temporary factors subside.

      

      
        Biofuels to help ramp up BBGI's income
        SET-listed BBGI, the biotechnology arm of energy conglomerate Bangchak Corporation Plc, expects a significant increase in revenue driven by key businesses such as biofuels that have a promising business outlook following Bangchak's takeover of Esso (Thailand) Plc.

      

      
        Thailand, Bhutan start trade talks
        Thailand and Bhutan opened free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations, aiming to complete the deal by next year.
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                  PM encouraged by Japanese business interest                

                Srettha says major companies keen on biofuel, green packaging, AI and electric vehicles
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                                Several Japanese companies are interested in investing more and expanding their production bases in Thailand, in areas including biofuel production, green packaging, artificial intelligence (AI) and electric vehicles, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.
He made the comment after meetings with executives in Tokyo as part of his official visit to Japan, which will conclude on Friday.

Mitsui & Co expressed its intention to invest more in Thailand in the field of clean energy production in particular, said Mr Srettha. He assured the company that the government was speeding up updating the national energy plan, which will make it easier for international companies interested in investing in Thailand.

Mitsui reportedly said its interest in biofuel and clean energy in Thailand was inspired by a Thai government investment roadshow in Japan last December.

The prime minister also discussed energy exploration, healthcare and green packaging with Mitsui executives, government officials said.

Sony Corp, meanwhile, briefed Mr Srettha about its plan to open a fourth factory at Bangkadi Industrial Park in Pathum Thani to make semiconductor lasers for computer hard disk drives and image sensors for vehicles.

Sony also expressed its confidence in Thailand's policies and capacity to support the expansion of investment in AI technology and other high-tech products.

The prime minister also held talks with executives of MUFG Bank, Japan's largest bank and the major shareholder in Thailand's Bank of Ayudhya, as well as the tech-focused investment holding firm SoftBank.

They reportedly said they were ready to work together with the Thai government and the Board of Investment to encourage more Japanese investors to consider moving their production bases from countries with geopolitical risk to Thailand, which has demonstrated its geopolitical neutrality.

Nidec Corporation, meanwhile, briefed Mr Srettha on a plan to expand its investment in Thailand for the production of new AI-enabled products.

Mr Srettha asked the company to also consider investing more in production of EV parts, an important industrial area that the Thai government is promoting.

Ajinomoto, the Japanese seasonings maker, affirmed its intention to expand investment in Thailand and continue supporting the development of high-quality cassava, which is used as the main ingredient in its flavour enhancers.
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                  April export growth beats forecasts                

                6.8% gain from a year ago helped by healthy industrial goods shipments and jump in rice exports
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                                The dollar value of Thai exports rose 6.8% in April from a year earlier, the Ministry of Commerce said on Thursday, beating analysts' expectations.
The reading compared with a forecast for a 0.35% year-on-year increase in a Reuters poll of economists, and followed a 10.9% decline in March.

Exports, a key driver of Southeast Asia's second-largest economy, rose 1.4% in the first four months of 2024 from a year earlier.

The ministry has maintained its export growth target of 1% to 2% this year, after a fall of 1% in 2023.

In April, exports of industrial goods increased 9.2% year-on-year, while rice export volumes jumped 64.2%, it said.

Thailand, the world's second-largest shipper of the grain after India, expects rice exports to exceed a target of 7.5 million this year.

April imports rose 8.3% from a year earlier, against a rise of 5.05% forecast in the poll, leading to a trade deficit $1.64 billion for the month, compared with a forecast deficit of $1.7 billion.
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                  Car production drops 11%, domestic sales fall                

                Domestic car sales down 21.5% in April
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                                Car production in Thailand fell 11% in April from a year earlier to 104,667 units, the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) said on Thursday.
The figure compared with March's 23.1% year-on-year drop. There were long holidays in April, the FTI said.

In the January-April period, car production contracted 17% from a year earlier to 518,790 units, it said.

The FTI has has attributed the slump in vehicle output to weaker demand for pickup trucks as financial institutions tighten lending standards in the face of rising bad loans.

Domestic car sales dropped 21.49% in April from a year earlier, after a drop of 29.8% year-on-year in the previous month, the federation said.

Thailand is Southeast Asia's biggest autos production centre and an export base for some of the world's top carmakers, including Toyota and Honda, with pickup trucks among the key vehicles manufactured.

The federation has predicted car production at 1.9 million vehicles this year after 1.84 million made in 2023.
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                  Bangkok Land keen to develop 'smart' Muang Thong Thani                
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                                SET-listed Bangkok Land wants to develop Muang Thong Thani as a smart city district, with plans to build a new seafood and fruit centre offering goods at affordable prices to attract tourists to Nonthaburi, banking on the Pink Line monorail service that is scheduled to start running there next year.
Paul Kanjanapas, chief executive of Bangkok Land, the operator of Impact Exhibition Management, said there are about 300,000 residents of Muang Thong Thani, with around 200,000 of them commuting daily.

He said the company's development plan aims to increase revenue for residents and businesses such as restaurants in Muang Thong Thani, eventually encouraging them to incorporate and adopt a sustainable development plan, such as energy-saving practices and safety management that would be enhanced by artificial intelligence technologies in the future.

Bangkok Land is holding discussions with food delivery and ride-hailing service providers on developing an application that can create jobs for local residents and expand the market for businesses in the area, Mr Paul said.

"There's strong demand for taxi and ride-hailing services when Impact hosts big events. With the new booking system, local residents who own a vehicle could earn extra income by doing driving jobs," he said.

"The app would also help solve issues related to taxi scams."

Mr Paul said the company wants to persuade exhibition organisers to use catering services from restaurants in Muang Thong Thani, rather than solely relying on Impact's catering services.

"Although this may reduce Impact's catering revenue, it offers a greater benefit to visitors and stakeholders in the area," he said.

"The company can instead allocate its resources to outside businesses that can create a higher margin."

In the short term, Bangkok Land wants to expand Ruamjai fresh market into a fresh seafood and local fruit centre by directly supplying products from local farmers and fishermen without using middlemen, such as bringing in seafood from Samae San or Sattahip to ensure good prices for both consumers and suppliers.

One strategy is to add 300 seats for people wishing to dine in, while another is to build a new warehouse dedicated to durian sales, said Mr Paul.

The goal is to develop a new tourist hotspot such as the famous Or Tor Kor market in Bangkok's Chatuchak district, or well-known fish markets overseas.

With the first wholesale and retail durian distribution centre launching in Nonthaburi, he said the market would increase traffic in Muang Thong Thani, creating more jobs for locals and volume for businesses.

PINK LINE EXTENSION

Mr Paul said the opening of two new stations on the Pink Line monorail within Muang Thong Thani should strengthen the company's smart city development plan.

One station directly connects with Impact Challenger Hall, while the other station is by a lakeside area that can be expanded as part of the project.

To help increase income for condo owners residing in Muang Thong Thani, he said the company plans to feature more rental units on its website to provide local accommodation options for exhibitors and attendees.

Bangkok Land is also holding talks with a hotel management company to develop a new five-star hotel worth 2 billion baht as a mixed-use development located within a 600-rai plot by the lake.

The company plans to sign a memorandum of understanding with the National Innovation Agency to attract startups focused on the development of smart living technology in Muang Thong Thani, said Mr Paul.

He said startups could use Muang Thong Thani as a case study for their products and services, which would be more convenient than other public areas that may require complex procedures to obtain permission for such activities.

These innovations could include self-driving technologies, with the smart city providing a dedicated area for startups to test their products, said Mr Paul.
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                                At the end of May, there is a pivotal event that businesses and entrepreneurs in the food and beverage industry cannot afford to miss. That event is "THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024," organised by the Department of International Trade Promotion, Ministry of Commerce of Thailand, and the Thai Chamber of Commerce, in collaboration with Koelnmesse from Germany. It stands as the largest and most comprehensive food and beverage trade show in Asia. Held under the concept of Beyond Food Experience, it aims to connect industry players, facilitate business negotiations with global leaders, explore opportunities, and foster new experiences toward greater success.
Now & Beyond: THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024 serves as a platform to showcase innovations and new food and beverage products that respond to current and future lifestyle trends. This includes offerings from leading companies to startups, focusing on health-conscious trends, sustainable food production, plant-based proteins, and various new food formats.

Opportunity Beyond: THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024 provides a comprehensive meeting area for manufacturers, entrepreneurs, and stakeholders all under one roof. The event sees an increasing number of attendees each year, with exhibitors from 50 countries/regions worldwide, spanning across East Asia, ASEAN, Europe, America, Latin America, the Middle East, and Australia. With over 3,000 exhibitors occupying over 6,000 booths, it is a platform where traders can explore and negotiate with manufacturers and suppliers in the food and beverage industry comprehensively.

[image: ]

Inspiration Beyond: For those looking to venture into the food business or seeking new knowledge and skills, THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024 is a spark of ideas and a holistic learning hub. It encompasses seminars, exhibitions, business consulting services, product quality competitions, culinary skill contests, and more, all geared towards advancing business management or fostering greater business success.

THAIFEX - ANUGA ASIA 2024 spans over an area of over 130,000 square metres, open for business negotiations from 28th May to 1st June 2024, from 10:00 am to 6:00 pm, with retail sales available on 1st June 2024, from 10:00 am to 8:00 pm, at IMPACT Challenger Halls 1-3 and IMPACT Exhibition & Convention Center Halls 5-12, IMPACT Muang Thong Thani. Those interested can find further details and register for the event at www.thaifex-anuga.com.
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                  Group seeks gain from US-China trade war                

                Production may shift to Thailand
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                                The US recently imposed very high tariffs on Chinese products, notably electric vehicles and semiconductors, which will cause China to concentrate on expanding its EV manufacturing within Asia, with Thailand poised to become a key export hub, says the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI).
President Joe Biden's administration cited Beijing's unfair trade practices for the hike, with EV tariffs to be quadrupled to a 100% rate, solar cells and semiconductors doubled to a 50% rate, and certain steel and aluminium imports from China raised to 25%, more than triple the current level, according to media reports.

China reportedly vowed to take measures to protect its interests.

"The trade war is intensifying and putting pressure on industries, presenting a challenge to the Thai government as it seeks an appropriate stance amid a conflict that could impact its economy," said Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the FTI.

He said he believes Thailand can take advantage of the trade war, provided the government carefully implements its overseas policies.

Chinese EV makers are expected to relocate their production facilities to Asian countries, including Thailand, as well as expand their market in the region, said Mr Kriengkrai.

To avoid high tariffs on EVs, Chinese automakers will use Thailand as an export base, shipping EVs to countries including the US, he said.

Many Chinese companies have invested several billion baht building EV assembly plants and battery factories in Thailand, following the government's EV incentive packages, launched as part of efforts to make Thailand an EV production hub in Southeast Asia.

Over the past 2-3 years, the Board of Investment supported investments worth 80 billion baht in the EV industry, with total EV production of 400,000 units.

The government set a goal for battery EVs to comprise 30% of total car manufacturing by 2030 through the production of 725,000 zero-emission cars, 675,000 electric motorcycles and 34,000 electric buses and trucks.

Mr Kriengkrai said the FTI is aware the growth of the EV industry will affect local auto parts makers that make up the supply chain for internal combustion engine cars.

The federation is conducting a study on measures to improve the capabilities of these manufacturers, mostly small and medium-sized original equipment manufacturers, equipping them with new technological know-how to adjust their businesses to serve the EV market.
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                  A lever to capture corporate tax scofflaws                

                EXPLAINER: Thailand is making progress on a law meant to limit profit shifting by multinational enterprises
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                                Global tax reform efforts, led by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), have been building momentum since 2021, reaching agreement on one of the two pillars of tax reform: the establishment of a global minimum tax.
A total of 160 countries, representing about 90% of the world's economy, agreed in October 2021 to implement this agreement by setting a minimum corporate income tax rate of 15% to close loopholes that allow profit shifting to countries with lower tax rates, thus preventing the erosion of the tax base in those countries.

Q: Why is global tax reform needed?

Over the past half-century, as the global economy has expanded, many countries seeking foreign direct investment have competed by lowering their domestic tax rates to attract investors.

This competition led to the average global corporate income tax rate dropping from 50% to 24% between 1980 and 2020.

The competition to reduce taxes allowed large multinational enterprises (MNEs) to evade taxes by shifting profits to subsidiaries in countries with lower corporate tax rates.

As profits were transferred from parent companies located in countries with higher tax rates to subsidiaries in countries with lower tax rates, the G20 and OECD proposed collaborative efforts to prevent tax competition and profit shifting.

In October 2021, these discussions resulted in an agreement to set a global minimum tax (GMT) at 15%.

Q: What is the GMT agreement?

The principle of the GMT is to mandate that large MNEs pay a minimum global tax rate of 15% in each country where they operate. If taxes paid in any country are less than 15%, the difference must be paid to the country where the parent company is headquartered.

The GMT agreement applies only to MNEs with global revenue exceeding EU750 million per year (around US$870 million).

Countries participating in the agreement can impose a minimum corporate income tax rate of 15% on these MNEs operating within their borders. If a subsidiary of an MNE operates in a country with a corporate tax rate lower than 15%, the parent company's home country can collect the difference up to the 15% minimum.

While some countries have not joined this agreement and have corporate tax rates less than 15%, the mechanism allowing the parent company's home country to collect the tax difference creates an incentive for non-participating countries to raise their corporate tax rates to 15%.

This gives countries an incentive to collect the tax revenue themselves, rather than allowing the parent company's home country to benefit from collecting the difference in tax revenue.

Q: What has Thailand done to implement the tax?

Thailand, as one of the 140 countries that signed the global tax reform agreement, drafted the Top-Up Tax Act.

This draft law prepared by the Revenue Department passed a series of public hearings, in accordance with the constitution.

The draft includes the Top-Up Tax Act, which aligns with the principles of OECD Pillar 2, as well as secondary or subordinate legislation.

The Revenue Department submitted these to the secretariat of the cabinet and they are awaiting scheduling for a cabinet meeting.

If the law is approved by parliament and published in the Royal Gazette, it will take effect from the first day of the year following its publication.

The Revenue Department expects this law to come into force by 2025.

The draft law applies to constituent entities located in Thailand that are part of an MNE group, with the ultimate parent entity (UPE) having a total consolidated revenue of no less than the baht equivalent of EU750 million, based on at least two of the four accounting periods preceding the accounting period under consideration for the top-up tax.

The UPE is the primary entity in an MNE group responsible for financial reporting and compliance, ensuring that the group's activities are reflected accurately in a single set of consolidated financial statements.

Certain entities within an MNE group may be exempt from this draft law, including government agencies, international organisations, non-profit organisations, pension funds, investment funds that are UPEs, real estate investment vehicles that are UPEs, and other entities specified in the royal decree.

If a top-up entity disagrees with the assessment results, it can appeal to the Appeals Committee within 30 days from the date of receiving the top-up tax assessment notice.

If the appellant is dissatisfied with the decision of the Appeals Committee, it can file a petition with the Central Tax Court within 30 days from the date of the decision.

In addition, Thailand's competent authority, or the director-general as applicable, has the power to disclose top-up tax information under this draft law for (1) the economic and financial security of the country, or (2) compliance with international obligations regarding the exchange of top-up tax information under the Global Anti-Base Erosion Rules, to which Thailand is committed.

Although Thailand's current corporate income tax rate is 20%, which is higher than the GMT, some MNEs benefit from Board of Investment incentives, reducing their corporate income tax burden to less than the Revenue Department's statutory rate.

If the Top-Up Tax Act is enforced, MNEs in Thailand paying less than 15% tax will have to pay top-up tax to reach the 15% threshold, according to this draft law and international Pillar 2 tax standards.

Revenue from the Top-Up Tax Act is designated to be allocated to the Competitiveness Enhancement Fund for Targeted Industries at a rate of at least 50%, but not more than 70% of the revenue.

The Revenue Department expects to generate about 12 billion baht per year from this tax.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2797879/a-lever-to-capture-corporate-tax-scofflaws



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Baht fundamentals have deteriorated                

                Factors that have supported the currency in the past are weakening, say BMI analysts
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                                Uncertainty surrounding the US interest rate trajectory, alongside geopolitical tensions, underpin much of the baht's weakness so far this year. We think the baht will trade sideways and reach 37.50 to the US dollar by year-end once these temporary factors subside.
We are, however, less optimistic about the baht's long-term outlook, especially as the key fundamentals that originally supported the currency have deteriorated.

A smaller current account surplus, portfolio outflows and lesser foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows are among the reasons why we think that the baht remains on a depreciatory trend.

Looking at the short-term outlook (3 to 6 months), we note that the baht has depreciated by nearly 7% in the year to date, making it one of the worst-performing currencies in the region. For now, movements in the baht will rest mostly on the interest rate trajectory, both domestically and in the US.

An eventual stabilisation in monetary conditions will pave the way for the currency to stabilise. We forecast it to end the year at 37.50, about 2.0% weaker than the current spot rate of 36.78.
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ALL EYES ON THE FED

To be clear, we are not ruling out any further spikes of volatility in the baht. Much of this will be led by the constant repricing of interest rate expectations in the US. Markets are currently pricing in a 50-basis-points cut by year-end. But this could potentially shift lower given how the disinflationary process in the US has stalled.

Indeed, the Fed struck a more hawkish tone recently with chairman Jerome Powell deliberately dropping the mention of any rate cuts in his recent comments. Upside pressures on the dollar should fade once market expectations stabilise and the Fed begins its first cut. We think that this will happen in July.

Moreover, the Bank of Thailand (BoT) is now poised to begin easing sooner than the Fed. A possible 25-basis point cut in June would put the central bank ahead of the Fed in its loosening cycle, which could in turn induce short-term downside pressure on the baht.

Yet, there is a silver lining. We think that the BoT will be mindful of cutting rates too extensively due to elevated household debt levels and currency stability concerns.

In fact, we think the BoT will only embark on two rounds of easing compared to the three rounds we are currently pencilling in for the Fed. This means that interest rate differentials between the two countries will narrow in favour of Thailand.

For the long-term outlook (6 to 24 months), we think the baht will remain on a gradual depreciatory trend. We have long argued that the baht will rebound on the back of strong fundamentals. But we have been too optimistic in this regard.

One major problem is that Thailand's allure as an investment hub has noticeably diminished in recent years. The nation, once a magnet for foreign capital, now contends with escalating regional competition. Economies such as India and Vietnam have emerged as predominant recipients of shifting investment currents. In stark contrast, Thailand finds itself trailing, unable to keep pace with its peers.

Several factors contribute to Thailand's waning investment appeal. The country's demographic landscape presents a challenging picture, with an ageing population that does not bode well for its labour market dynamics.

Moreover, Thailand's political climate has been marred by instability, deterring potential investors seeking a predictable and stable environment for their capital. The impact of these impediments is starkly evident in the data. Indeed, FDI inflows as a share of GDP declined from a peak of 6.9% in 2013 to just 2.8% in 2023.

Current account surpluses will also fall short of pre-pandemic levels.The country historically ran a large surplus of 8% of GDP before the pandemic struck. But we think that the external sector will struggle to reach these numbers again. For one, we do not think that tourism revenue growth will return to trend anytime soon, given the shift in spending trends.

We have pointed out before that tourism income has fallen considerably behind the trend despite a pickup in international visitors. This shift in spending trends will likely be permanent, weighing on the country's current account balance.

BIGGER FISCAL DEFICITS

A significant increase in government spending is unlikely to boost investor confidence. Given the Pheu Thai Party's history of favouring populist measures, it is expected that the country will run a wider fiscal deficit over the coming years.

In less than a year since Pheu Thai's return to power, it has already rolled out a 500-billion-baht (equivalent to 3.0% of GDP) digital wallet initiative aimed at stimulating economic growth. To finance this programme, the government has chosen a mix of budget reallocations and a one-off loan from the state-owned Bank for Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives.

A major point of concern is that the nation's debt has soared to unprecedented levels. If similar policies continue in the upcoming years, it's almost certain that investor confidence will wane, potentially resulting in the withdrawal of investment portfolios.

Risks to our currency outlook lean towards a stronger baht. Two factors underpin our view. First, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has placed a growing emphasis on attracting foreign investors into the country.

If he were to succeed, FDI inflows could pick up over the coming years, lending some support to the currency. Second, a recovery in tourism receipts and a return to trend could widen the current account surplus.




BMI is a Fitch Solutions company. BMI is solely responsible for the content of this article, without any input from Fitch Ratings.
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                  Biofuels to help ramp up BBGI's income                
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                                SET-listed BBGI, the biotechnology arm of energy conglomerate Bangchak Corporation Plc, expects a significant increase in revenue driven by key businesses such as biofuels that have a promising business outlook following Bangchak's takeover of Esso (Thailand) Plc.
The gasohol and biodiesel business alone should increase revenue by 30% this year, said chief executive and president Kittiphong Limsuwannarot.

BBGI's push for sustainable aviation fuel (SAF) and specific enzyme production should also raise its earnings over the next two years, he said.

After the asset acquisition last year, Bangchak changed the name of Esso (Thailand) to Bangchak Sriracha Plc (BSRC), as it operates an oil refinery business. Bangchak continues to run its own oil refinery separately.

BBGI, which produces 1.8 million litres of ethanol and methyl ester a day, supplies them to BSRC and Bangchak.

Ethanol is mixed with gasoline to make gasohol, while palm oil-derived methyl ester is blended with diesel to make biodiesel.

"The asset purchase increases biofuel demand, coming from both Bangchak and BSRC. The demand is 30% more than our biofuel supply," said Mr Kittiphong.

But BBGI does not intend to boost biofuel production or acquire additional assets to expand capacity. Instead, he said, the company will purchase biofuels from other producers in the industry, which is currently experiencing an oversupply of biofuels.

The firm has set a new business direction to focus more on value-added products, especially biological products.

BBGI is looking forward to making SAF, made from used cooking oil, next year, said Mr Kittipong.

The company teamed up with Thanachok Oil Light Co, which runs an integrated vegetable oil business, to form a joint venture, BSGF Co, to run the SAF business.

A 10-billion-baht SAF production facility is being built adjacent to Bangchak oil refinery in Bangkok's Phra Khanong district.

The factory has a production capacity of 1 million litres a day.

BBGI also partnered with India-based Fermbox Bio to set up a joint venture, BBGI Fermbox Bio, in a move to produce an enzyme that can change agricultural waste into a variety of new products.

The new firm plans to produce 200,000 litres of cellulosic enzyme under an investment budget of 440 million baht in the Eastern Economic Corridor, according to the Board of Investment.

The cellulosic enzyme decomposes cellulose, a complex carbohydrate found in scrap wood, rice straw, cassava pulp and bagasse, and turns it into glucose.

Developers can use glucose as a raw material to produce a range of biological products, including biological plastics and SAF.

Fermbox Bio specialises in the research and production of synbio products.

Synbio, referring to synthetic biology, is a field of science that involves redesigning organisms, notably microbes, for specific purposes by engineering them to have new abilities.
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                  Thailand, Bhutan start trade talks                

                Aiming to complete deal by next year
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                                Thailand and Bhutan opened free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations, aiming to complete the deal by next year.
Deputy Commerce Minister Napintorn Srisunpang said Bhutanese Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay signed the terms of reference to commence FTA negotiations.

Mr Napintorn said both nations view the FTA as an important mechanism to enhance bilateral trade and investment, reduce trade barriers and provide better market access, especially for agricultural products, aiming to reach a target of US$120 million by 2025.

Both countries also discussed Bhutan's planned development project of a "Mindfulness City" near the town of Gelephu, along Bhutan's southern border with India.

The plan for the city is to serve as an economic hub and tourist gateway to the rest of the country. The city plan calls for a low to mid-rise metropolis built around a series of inhabitable bridges.

According to the plan, each bridge will "house" key features of the city: a new international airport, a university, a hydroponic greenhouse, a cultural centre, a spiritual centre, a market for local goods and a hydroelectric dam, envisioned as a new economic hub for the country.

Mr Napintorn said the project will be an economic corridor connecting South Asia with Southeast Asia via India's northeastern region and the Thai business sector has the potential to be a partner in developing this project.

The Thai side has requested information about the incentives and regulations related to business operations and investment in such projects.

Thailand and Bhutan have always enjoyed close bonds of friendship given their shared Buddhist spiritual heritage and a love for their monarchy, as well as strong relations at all levels which include economic cooperation, particularly in the areas of agriculture, tourism, investment and handicrafts.

Many tourist from Bhutan travel to Thailand for health and wellness tourism services and Bhutan has expressed an interest in participating in a tourism festival in Thailand to promote the culture and tourism of Bhutan.

Thailand commended Bhutan's continued economic development as it exited the list of least developed countries in December 2023 and assured that King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck's new vision to transform Bhutan into an economic hub for South Asia will facilitate its goal of becoming a high-income country by 2034.

Chotima Iemsawasdikul, director-general of the Trade Negotiations Department, said the first round of negotiations held on May 17 in Thimphu, Bhutan finalised the structure and outline of the FTA, identified the various working groups, focal points and agreed on a work plan for the negotiations.

The next round of FTA negotiations will be hosted by Thailand in August. The agreement is expected to be completed by November 2025.

When the FTA with Bhutan is implemented, tariffs and non-tariff barriers will be eliminated, aiming to increase the competitiveness of export products, namely dry fruits, garments, rubber and plastic products, and electronic appliances.

Trade between the two countries has grown steadily over the years with total trade in goods accounting for $18.7 million in 2023. For the first three months of 2024, the value of two-way trade between Thailand and Bhutan tallied $3.06 million.

Exports were valued at $3.03 million, while imports were valued at $30,000.

Key exports include computers and computer parts, textiles, wheat, electrical appliances and ready-to-eat food.

Key imports include aviation equipment and components, metal products and fine arts.
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        The Senate election process has kicked off with little fanfare. As of Monday, a little over 36,000 people had registered for the race, raising questions about the Election Commission's (EC) chances of achieving its target of getting at least 100,000 people to take part in the process.

      

      
        India Inc must only cheer growth, not question it
        Large parts of corporate India aren't exactly feeling the economy's world-beating growth performance. But woe to those who dare to question it.

      

      
        Why the US can't win trade war with China
        Allegations about China's manufacturing overcapacity have sparked heated discussions among policymakers. During her visit to China in April, US Treasury Secretary Janet L Yellen reportedly argued that "when the global market is flooded by artificially cheap Chinese products, the viability of American and other foreign firms is put into question", adding that it was the same story a decade ago.

      

      
        Securing Thailand's energy future
        Since the 2021 military coup in Myanmar, foreign governments -- in particular the European Union and the United States, have issued travel bans and frozen the financial assets of corporate entities and individuals involved with the military regime. The most recent US financial sanction on the Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (Moge), a major source of foreign currency revenue for the military...
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        In recent months, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and others have pointed to an increase in food insecurity and "hunger hotspots" in various parts of Asia and the Pacific. While conflicts and climate crises can carry some of the blame, we must acknowledge that the slow but steady erosion of our region's biodiversity is an equal or even greater threat to our future...

      

      
        Decarbonisation needs joint effort
        As countries around the world experienced record temperatures last year, United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres declared, "We must turn a year of burning heat into a year of burning ambition." But to move away from fossil fuels and unlock the green transition's economic benefits, such as job creation and universal access to clean energy, industry leaders and policymakers must work...

      

      
        A small Slovak assassination bid; few hurt
        Madeleine Albright, the former US Secretary of State, once called Slovakia "the black hole at the heart of Europe", which seems a harsh judgement on five million Slovaks. The assassination attempt on Prime Minister Robert Fico was alarming, but we can narrow the problem down to a more specific group of people.
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																Even though PM's Office Minister Pichit Chuenban has suddenly resigned from the cabinet, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin -- who appointed him in a controversial reshuffle -- still finds his fate hanging in mid-air.
Mr Pichit's resignation came on Tuesday evening -- a few hours after he vehemently ruled out his early departure from the cabinet, citing legal issues that he said ensured he was eligible for the role.

He was appointed in a reshuffle late last month amid questions over a previous six-month jail term associated with an attempted bribery case when he represented former PM Thaksin Shinawatra in the controversial Ratchadaphisek land case back in 2008.

The Lawyers Council stripped him of his licence on ethical grounds due to the case.

In an interview from Italy, Mr Srettha praised Mr Pichit for what he said was his "political spirit'' that enabled the cabinet to move on. But this has nothing to do with spirit, it's more about the pressure surrounding the case.

The party knows what the consequences would be if Mr Pichit had stayed on.

Today the charter court is set to decide if it will proceed with the petition by a group of caretaker senators who have alleged that both Mr Pichit and Mr Settha engaged in unethical conduct.

The petition said the PM was fully aware of Mr Pichit's ineligibility due to his prior convictions, but still handed him a ministerial job. As this is a fait accompli case, they asked the court to dismiss both men from their positions under Section 170 (4) and (5) of the charter, which deals with the ethics of ministers.

There were attempts to name Mr Pichit as a minister when Mr Srettha formed the cabinet last August but intense objections by the Senate and other critics made the party decide to play it safe by dropping him from the line-up.

The party opted to name him again, however, probably because of the looming power vacuum as the old Senate recently completed its term. Nonetheless, the upper chamber retains its power to scrutinise the government, in a caretaker capacity.

The charter court once suspended former premier Prayut Chan-o-cha from office over allegations that he exceeded his eight-year limit in power. While there was some grey area that benefited Gen Prayut, the law may not be on side of Mr Srettha or Mr Pichit when it comes to questions of ethics.

This is a tough lesson for the ruling Pheu Thai Party which apparently underestimated the challenge. With such an arrogant attitude, the Srettha cabinet has now encountered another setback by losing its third minister in a row.

The list also includes Parnpree Bahiddha-Nukara, the minister of foreign affairs, who was upset about not being consulted before the party removed him as deputy prime minister, and deputy finance minister Krisada Chinavicharana, who claimed he did not get his fair share of ministerial assignments.

Some critics have blamed Thaksin's firm management in handling the party, as he is still considered its de facto or honorary leader, and is holding the real cards. But in the case of Mr Pichit, Thaksin went too far by putting his former lawyer in the role despite the man's dubious background.

If Mr Srettha is lucky enough to survive this crisis, he must be careful when making future cabinet picks and ensure the party -- or Thaksin -- pays heed to its critics and the public alike.
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																What distinguishes Thailand from many other countries is our rich diversity in culture and history. Yet slowly but surely, the distinctive heritage of our local communities is disappearing. Often property developers destroy historic buildings in pursuit of profit. But why do their rights always seem to come first? Why do we have to beg to protect our cultural assets?
The underlying problem is neglect of duty by the state sector and politicians. Our leaders and government agencies fail to see the value of Thailand's diverse community heritage, dodging their responsibility to protect it. We need lawmakers and officials to enact strong, new legislation to revamp our heritage conservation system, which is weak and long out of date.

The gradual disappearance of Bangkok's heritage-rich Sam Yan district shows the problem. Look at aerial photographs taken 20 years ago, and you will see that this neighbourhood around Chulalongkorn University was packed with schools, religious buildings, shophouses, small restaurants, and movie theatres such as the Lido Cinema and Scala Cinema. For decades, these low-rise, vintage buildings have hosted a rich community life mixing local, national, regional and global people, cooking, art, learning, commerce, sports, spirituality and more.

The temples came alive on festival days. Those movie theatres were stylish places for young people to spend free time. Secondary schools there include top institutions such as Triam Udom Suksa, Satit Chula, and the Satit Patumwan as well as schools for disadvantaged children. Generations of Sam Yan's ethnic Chinese community have fond memories and stories about these places.

The Sam Yan area is owned by Chulalongkorn University, which is a government institution funded by our taxes. As landlord, it is the steward not only of property but also of cultural resources and historical legacies. In just the past 10 years, however, this institution has sacrificed much of the community's heritage. Many buildings have disappeared. Chula's property company raised rents, forcing families and legacy businesses to vacate. Religious sites are threatened. Condominiums and shopping malls have replaced rows of commercial shophouses and community schools.

The university has awarded concessions to big real estate developers. A much reported case is that of the Central Group -- a concessionaire that redeveloped a major site at Siam Square. Within half a year, the Scala Cinema, the largest standalone theatre left in Southeast Asia, was demolished to make way for a multi-storey commercial complex.

Culture fans and conservationists pleaded for the university to save this architecturally important building and use the structure as a cultural and education space. Scala indeed had been more than a theatre. Famous for its extravagant exterior with a giant hall, grand staircase and chandelier, built in the Art Deco style that emphasises the use of geometric shapes, the cinema -- designed by Chira Silpakanok and built in 1969 -- eventually received the Outstanding Architectural Conservation Award 2012.

But the Chula executive supervising property management responded that the Scala Cinema lacked sufficient merit as heritage. The university claimed that it had no responsibility to conserve the half-century old venue because it had not been registered as a heritage site under Thai law. This legalistic stance let our city down.

Old heritage, new generation

The heart of Sam Yan and its ethnic Chinese community is the sacred site popularly known as the "Mazu Shrine," named after one of the two goddesses worshipped there by descendants of Teochew immigrants from south China. Today's shrine dates from a 1959 renovation, but it was first established 150 years ago, before the university was founded. It now stands in the middle of an ugly construction site, soon to be surrounded by modern towers.

Despite this shrine's cultural and historical significance, the university, as landlord, defied the protests by demanding to take control of the site by 2020 so it could be demolished. Since the shrine's caretakers did not comply, the university sued them for 120 million baht in damages.

The struggle to save the Mazu Shrine continues. But even if it fails, the campaign has been worth the effort because it shows how much the public cares about heritage. The protesters have sued, refusing to give up even after four years. Students at Chula and other universities support the cause. A documentary film, The Last Breath of Sam Yan, revealed this story to Thais nationwide and people around the world when released last year in theatres and on Netflix. Social media posts about the Mazu Shrine on X (formerly Twitter) and on other platforms have been shared tens of thousands of times. During the past year, young people have flocked to the shrine to make offerings.

Why do millennial and Gen Z Thais love an old shrine? For many of us, it reminds us of our cultural roots. In a globalised city cluttered with look-alike high-rises, the Mazu Shrine stands out. It embodies the spirit of the unique town that we once had -- or that we might have again.

Sam Yan's redevelopment might make some profit, but these gains are outweighed by a huge loss of heritage. Nevertheless, Chulalongkorn and the rest of the government don't seem to care.

Mounting losses nationwide

Dozens of other historic buildings have been destroyed throughout Thailand since 2000. Bangkok's Mahakan Fort Community was evicted, and their 19th century wooden houses demolished in 2018. Thonburi's great temple, Wat Kalayanamit, tore down its century-old monk houses and other extraordinary buildings. These and other sad cases demonstrate the failure of the state and institutional landowners to protect historic buildings valued by the public.

We need a new approach. Yongthanit Pimonsathean, a Thammasat University conservation expert, says that unfortunately, our only legal tool to preserve heritage is the 1961 "Act on Ancient Monuments, Antiques, Objects of Art and National Museums, B.E. 2504," which is weak, ambiguous and outmoded.

This law mandates preservation of "monuments," but does not clearly define what they are. It puts the Culture Ministry's Fine Arts Department in charge of conservation, giving it discretion to interpret the law. In practice, the department tends to take a narrow approach, usually focusing on major religious, royal and government properties that are very old. Since the department is underfunded and understaffed, this might well be the most pragmatic approach. And to its credit, the department works hard to protect monument sites. But our vague 1961 law leaves many thousands of properties, such as important mid-20th century buildings, at risk of destruction. In the case of the Mazu Shrine, for example, the Fine Arts Department does not view it eligible for legal protection.

We need a strong law and system that, like in other countries, outlines specific, objective criteria for the classification and protection of all types of heritage, with guidelines and data accessible to the public. It should devolve some authority to local officials and communities, so that they are empowered to protect local sites. Because our system is so centralized, even the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration lacks the authority to protect heritage buildings and neighbourhoods. Only the Fine Arts Department can.

Decentralizing conservation would benefit our grass-roots economies. Our national government wants to develop "secondary" travel destinations and promote "quality" tourism. One good way to do this is to empower provinces, towns and villages to take care of their own architectural assets.

Quality heritage would appeal to visitors, help nurture small hospitality businesses and let local people keep their sense of identity and belonging.

My generation loves heritage. We and future generations have a right to keep it. Our lawmakers and government institutions have a duty to respect this right and to protect our heritage. The way to do it is clear: revise the outdated heritage law.



Netiwit Chotiphatphaisal is a human rights activist, preservationist and former president of the Student Council of Chulalongkorn University. Settanant Thanakitkoses is former president of academic affairs of the Student Government of Chulalongkorn University. Heritage Matters is a monthly column presented by The Siam Society Under Royal Patronage to advocate conservation of the architectural, cultural and natural heritage of Thailand and the neighbouring region. Each edition is by a different guest contributor. The views expressed are those of the authors.
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																The international development sector has become fixated on calculating financing gaps. Hardly a day goes by without new estimates of the funds low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) need to meet their climate targets and achieve the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The Independent High-Level Expert Group on Climate Finance, for example, estimates that developing and emerging economies (excluding China) need US$2.4 trillion (87.2 trillion baht) annually by 2030 to close the financing gap for investments in mitigation and adaptation. Achieving the SDGs would require an extra $3.5 trillion per year. Similarly, the UN's 2023 Trade and Development Report suggests that LMICs need roughly $4 trillion per year to meet their climate and development goals.

Such estimates can elicit a range of psychological and policy responses. Ideally, they would encourage greater ambition and urgency in crafting and implementing policies at both the national and international levels. But they can also be distracting and demoralising, especially given the current shortfalls in climate and development financing. Consequently, a growing number of commentators argue that governments and multilateral lenders alone cannot meet developing countries' financing needs.

At first glance, this argument is difficult to dispute. The vast majority of the world's financial assets, currently valued at roughly $470 trillion, are privately held. Redirecting just 1% of these resources toward climate and development initiatives would be enough to meet even the highest annual estimates. This math has helped popularise the "billions to trillions" slogan, which calls for governments and development banks to incentivise and mobilise private-sector investment.

The World Bank has been a leading proponent of this approach, especially under the leadership of President Ajay Banga, who has spent most of his career in the private sector. The Bank's newfound private-sector-oriented strategy focuses on four key priorities: ensuring regulatory certainty, providing insurance against political risks, mitigating foreign-exchange risks, and implementing an originate-to-distribute model, which typically involves securitising loans and selling them to investors.

Some of these priorities are not new. The World Bank has long championed regulatory certainty, which often translates into advocating deregulation. Managing political risks has also always been a priority, though success remains notoriously difficult to measure. It is unclear whether the bank's solution -- providing data on sovereign defaults and recovery rates across countries dating back to 1985 -- actually leads to effective risk mitigation.

Likewise, the bank's endorsement of the originate-to-distribute model is puzzling, given securitisation's track record of triggering financial crises in both developed and developing countries. Unsurprisingly, the various Bank funds established to encourage private investment have had a limited impact so far.

But the problems with the "billions to trillions" approach are not confined to the World Bank. For starters, this strategy's potential impact on the availability of funds for public spending remains unclear. Then there is the challenge of ensuring that "incentivised" private capital actually delivers the promised results.

It is important to remember that international financial institutions, particularly multilateral development banks (MDBs), have been underperforming for years. A 2023 report by the G20's Independent Expert Group highlights the procyclical behaviour of these institutions, which were originally established to counteract such trends.

According to the report, net transfers from the International Monetary Fund to LMICs fell by $19 billion from 2022 to 2023, while those from the World Bank Group decreased by $6 billion. Regional development banks also experienced declines. Overall, net resource transfers from MDBs turned negative in 2023, owing partly to a downturn in private financial flows.

Simply put, MDBs reduced lending just when it was most needed. If they allocate more resources to mitigating risks for private investors, available funds for essential public services will shrink even further. Historically, private investors have relied on the public sector to finance infrastructure projects and riskier, less profitable ventures. If governments and international institutions remain resource-constrained, it is highly unlikely that private entities will step in to bridge the gap.

The problem is compounded by the difficulty of ensuring that private entities fulfil their commitments. The prevailing approach involves offering incentives, such as subsidies and risk underwriting, but not at the same time establishing clear conditions, enforcement mechanisms, and regulations to curb monopolistic and anticompetitive behaviour. Countries like China have successfully mobilised significant private investment for their energy transitions by wielding carrots and sticks. By contrast, many LMICs and the international financial institutions that advise them have relied heavily on incentives without making any effort to shape markets through effective regulation and controls.

It is time to move beyond the hollow "billions to trillions" mindset and ensure that the billions we do have are spent wisely. This requires boosting LMICs' public revenues by facilitating sovereign-debt reductions, enhancing cooperation to ensure that multinational companies and the super-rich are properly taxed, and advancing new allocations of special drawing rights (the IMF's reserve asset). Together, these measures are far more likely to generate the trillions of dollars needed to close development- and climate-financing gaps in the developing world. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Jayati Ghosh, Professor of Economics at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, is a member of the Club of Rome's Transformational Economics Commission and Co-Chair of the Independent Commission for the Reform of International Corporate Taxation.
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																The Senate election process has kicked off with little fanfare. As of Monday, a little over 36,000 people had registered for the race, raising questions about the Election Commission's (EC) chances of achieving its target of getting at least 100,000 people to take part in the process.
In this election, the public can't directly vote for a candidate, as only those who have applied to take part in the race have the right to vote.

These individuals will be asked to vote for a candidate within their professional groups before voting for individuals in other categories. The rationale for choosing this method is to ensure the legitimacy of the outcome -- the more participants take part in the election, the more neutral the result.

However, there are still fears that political parties and various interest groups will send their representatives to dominate the Upper House.

On Monday, former prime minister Somchai Wongsawat, brother-in-law of paroled former PM Thaksin Shinawatra, applied to be a senator candidate.

Given the lack of interest from the general public, established parties and political groups looked set to dominate the process by sending in their proxies to run in the race.

Thailand's Senate has rarely, if ever, been politically neutral. To date, senators have been chosen using one of two selection methods. They were either appointed by the government (or coup-makers) of the day or elected through different voting methods.

Regardless of how the senators are chosen, the outcomes of past selection processes have been discouraging, to say the least. The latest batch of senators, who were appointed by the junta in 2014, was among the worst performing.

But the first batch of senators who were elected through popular voting was not any better, as close relatives and friends of politicians ended up dominating the Senate.

The face and performance of the Upper Chamber remain to be seen, yet one does not need to wait for the outcome to be known to see that the EC needs to be reformed.

The body needs to act as an active promoter of democracy instead of a back office tasked with handling administrative tasks or enforcing election rules.

In the current Senate selection process, the body has failed to educate the public on the importance of the Upper House and explain why the senator election is organised differently from other votes.

Sure, the EC has set high goals, vowing to do its best to ensure the election is transparent and neutral. However, it did not create a pathway to achieve such goals.

The low participation rate shows EC needs to communicate better. Not many eligible Thais realise that they can just pick up application documents without having to register and pay the 2,500-baht fee.

The EC also allowed individuals to collect such documents at 900 district offices nationwide in an effort to make it harder for political groups to rig the vote. However, the EC failed to inform the public of this decision and other steps it has taken to improve the process.

Media agencies which cover the EC have complained of the agency's poor public relations capacity. When faced with criticisms, EC executives simply react by saying, "We are following the law," or "We did not write the rules."

EC needs to be a more proactive agent of democracy. It can start by better educating people about the process.
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																Large parts of corporate India aren't exactly feeling the economy's world-beating growth performance. But woe to those who dare to question it.
The chief executive officer of the country's largest decorative paints maker learned that lesson on a recent earnings call. To an analyst's question about the relationship between gross domestic product and paint demand, Asian Paints Ltd CEO Amit Syngle said that the usual correlation of the business with fast GDP growth is out of kilter in the current year.

And then he said something borderline controversial, suggesting that he's looking at ways to find "the real GDP".

That widely publicised remark, doing the rounds on social media in the middle of a bruising, six-week general election, was enough to get the Mumbai-based firm worried. Mr Syngle has referred to GDP often enough in the past, as a guidepost to business. But this time, the opposition Congress Party used his statement to poke a hole in the government's claim that India is the world's fifth-largest economy. "The comments were not, in any way, meant to question the sanctity of the GDP numbers as being projected," Asian Paints said in a clarification last week.

How often people decorate their homes, and how much they're willing to pay for it, is a function of income growth: Paint demand in India tends to outpace GDP expansion by a multiple of 1.5 to 1.75 times. The nominal GDP growth rate in the year that ended on March 31 is estimated at about 9%, but Mr Syngle's sales only expanded by 3% in value terms, so he has every reason to be a little perplexed about the official data. Last year, when the economy had grown by a little more than 14% in nominal terms, Asian Paints' business had jumped by 20%.

GDP everywhere is a statistical artefact. No authority can claim to have measured a country's exact output. China's data has been notoriously unreliable for a very long time. India's GDP calculations have faced serious criticism since a major overhaul in 2015. Suppressing information that might cast a harsh light on Prime Minister Narendra Modi's performance has given the contentions an added political colour.

A labour-force survey from 2017-18 was delayed until after Mr Modi's 2019 reelection. It showed unemployment at a 45-year high. An assessment of consumption from the same year was junked. The government said the cancellation was warranted by "data quality issues". Critics said the report was shelved because it showed a drop in household spending, the first in more than four decades. It was replaced by a 2022-23 study, which hews closer to the government's claim on poverty reduction. But it can't be compared with previous surveys because of methodological differences.

The Chennai-based economics commentator Pramit Bhattacharya recently put in a right-to-information application to inquire about the fate of an annual survey of unincorporated enterprises, which was first conducted before the Covid-19 outbreak. It appears that two more editions have been completed and a third is ongoing. But there's no sign of any data in the public domain. Had the informal economy been doing well or revived strongly after the pandemic, the government would have gone to town with the information.

In the absence of specific data, formal corporate businesses are taken as a proxy for the informal sector. But tiny enterprises, which provide subsistence incomes to the nonfarming labour force, are a very different animal. An average worker employed by them added US$1,500 (54,500 baht) of value to the economy -- or just about $5 a day -- before the Modi government's overnight ban on 86% of the country's cash in November 2016 broke their backs. Then came two further shocks: a goods-and-services tax rollout and the pandemic.

How are mom-and-pop operations faring now? It's crucial to know because nine out of 10 of India's workers are informally employed. A paint maker needs to gauge the incomes of the masses, not just of those who can afford costly coatings. When there's little growth in disposable incomes at the bottom of the pyramid, companies must offer hefty discounts to push more volume out the door.

It isn't just the official statistics that Indian CEOs find hard to discuss nowadays. It's a bigger problem if they talk about policies. Very few, as Rajiv Bajaj, the managing director of Bajaj Auto Ltd, did earlier this month, have the temerity to question the wisdom of charging a 28% goods and service tax on motorcycles, even though two-wheeler sales volumes haven't revived to pre-pandemic levels.

Multinationals have learned to keep quiet because when they do complain -- like when a Toyota Motor Corp executive spoke up against taxing cars as drugs and alcohol -- they only get pressure to walk back their words. Either that or social-media troll armies are unleashed. Makers of food and soap walk on eggshells when discussing weak rural demand.

In such a climate, the domain of acceptable corporate speech has predictably shrunk -- except when firms question local policies in states where opposition parties are in control. Larsen & Toubro Ltd, which decided nearly two years ago to pare its ownership interest in the disastrously planned Hyderabad metro rail project, recently deflected the blame for poor ridership on free bus tickets for women in the state of Telangana, which has only had this policy under a Congress Party government since December. The prime minister lost no time in picking up on it as a campaign theme. "You're taking away 50% of your metro passengers," Mr Modi said in an interview. "How will the metro move forward?"

The writing is on the wall. Whether they feel the growth or not, companies have to applaud the published GDP figures, praise India's regressive tax system and demonise Mr Modi's opponents as anti-growth. Those who make pricing decisions and deploy capital aren't all taken in by the rhetoric -- but by now, most executives like Mr Syngle know better than to air their concerns in public. (c)2024 Bloomberg

Andy Mukherjee is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering industrial companies and financial services in Asia.
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																Allegations about China's manufacturing overcapacity have sparked heated discussions among policymakers. During her visit to China in April, US Treasury Secretary Janet L Yellen reportedly argued that "when the global market is flooded by artificially cheap Chinese products, the viability of American and other foreign firms is put into question", adding that it was the same story a decade ago.
Indeed, Ms Yellen is partly correct: the Sino-American trade war has strengthened, not weakened, China's export competitiveness. In 2023, China accounted for about 14% of total global exports, up 1.3 percentage points from 2017 (before the conflict began). More striking still, China's trade surplus was around US$823 billion in 2023, nearly double what it was in 2017.

Over a decade ago, China's trade surplus was largely the result of an undervalued renminbi (RMB). Today's circumstances are somewhat similar. My research shows that in 2023, the RMB was 16% undervalued against the dollar, contributing to China's high exports and trade surplus.

I reached this conclusion because the inflation rate in the United States over the past two years has been ten percentage points higher than in China. According to purchasing-power-parity calculations, the RMB should have appreciated by 10% against the dollar; instead, it depreciated by 11%. From this perspective, the RMB was 21% undervalued against the dollar.

Of course, short-term exchange rates are influenced more by the interest-rate differential than by the inflation rate. I, therefore, used econometric methods, incorporating factors such as the interest-rate spread and economic growth, to estimate what the RMB exchange rate should be.

My comparative studies found that the extent of RMB undervaluation has been much greater than that of major Asean currencies over the past two years. Compared to the last round of US Federal Reserve rate hikes from 2015 to 2018, the extent of the RMB's undervaluation in recent years has also significantly increased.

Strangely, there is no evidence that the Chinese government is targeting the exchange rate. Even the US agrees that China has not acted as a currency manipulator in recent years. In this respect, the situation today is very different from a decade ago, as China has made significant progress in reforming its exchange-rate system in the intervening period. As a result, the volatility of the RMB exchange rate has become more pronounced.

This raises the question of why the RMB is still undervalued. Looking at the balance of payments in 2020 and 2021, the cumulative net inflow of capital from direct and securities investments exceeded $400 billion, whereas, in 2022 and 2023, the cumulative net outflow from the capital and financial account exceeded $500 billion. China's enormous current account surplus has not led to RMB appreciation -- as one might expect -- because of these high capital outflows. This makes exchange-rate changes ineffective in adjusting the trade balance.

Such capital outflows cannot be attributed solely to the changes in the interest-rate spread between China and the US. In fact, the capital outflow is mainly a result of non-economic factors, including some of China's own policies, such as its clampdown on certain industries. Recognising this, the Chinese government began to incorporate non-economic policies into its self-assessment framework late last year.

More importantly, the recent escalation of Sino-American tensions has led the US to adopt a series of policies that discourage investment in China. These include limiting venture capital flows into China and exaggerating the risks of travelling there. The US Congress is also considering legislation that would further restrict American investment in China. Together, these factors have exacerbated capital outflows, thereby amplifying the degree of RMB undervaluation and further undermining the effect that exchange-rate adjustments would typically have on the trade balance.

As long as Sino-American relations continue to be rocky, the RMB exchange rate will most likely remain significantly undervalued, and Ms Yellen's complaints will become ever more difficult to resolve. Of course, the political factors distorting the exchange rate will also slow the development of China's services sector, and thus hinder its structural-adjustment efforts.

Given all this, the solution seems clear. In the interest of both sides, China must develop a consistent mechanism for assessing the impact of its non-economic measures, and the US must ease its restrictive policies. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Qiyuan Xu is Senior Fellow and Deputy Director of the Institute of World Economics and Politics at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences.
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																Since the 2021 military coup in Myanmar, foreign governments -- in particular the European Union and the United States, have issued travel bans and frozen the financial assets of corporate entities and individuals involved with the military regime. The most recent US financial sanction on the Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (Moge), a major source of foreign currency revenue for the military government, which took effect in November 2023, is a potential risk to Thailand as it is reliant on gas from Myanmar for electricity generation.
As of 2023, Myanmar gas accounts for 14% of Thailand's total gas supply or approximately 4.6 billion standard cubic feet per day. The remaining supply is divided between gas from the Gulf of Thailand (61%) and Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) imported from abroad (25%). Myanmar gas is primarily used for electricity generation in power plants in Ratchaburi, while imported LNG is processed and stored in Map Ta Phut in Rayong and then used to generate electricity for eastern and central Thailand.

The gas supply market is closely linked to electricity production. Gas-based electricity accounts for 53% of Thailand's total electricity production, with 33% from Gulf of Thailand gas, 12% from imported LNG, and 8% from Myanmar gas.

The remaining electricity is generated from coal and renewable energy sources. Though Myanmar gas comprises a relatively small portion of Thai power production, it is significant as the primary source of electricity generation for western Thailand. Losing the entire volume of Myanmar gas could impact power generation in the region.

Analysing the potential impact of the Moge sanctions on Thailand, our geopolitics team at the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) determined two possible scenarios. The first is an optimistic scenario, which estimates that gas imports from Myanmar will continue as usual. The second is a moderately worse but manageable scenario, which assumes gas imports cannot continue but that energy can be substituted from elsewhere.

We consider the first scenario highly probable. However, the main complication arises from the US sanctions. PTT Exploration and Production (PTTEP), the importer of Myanmar gas into Thailand, will need to find other methods beyond the SWIFT international payments networks to continue purchasing gas from Myanmar. If PTTEP manages this, it can continue providing Myanmar gas to the Ratchaburi Power Plant with minimal impact on the broader Thai economy.

There is a small probability that PTTEP will be unable to continue importing Myanmar gas into Thailand. In this case, there will be a moderate impact on the Thai economy. PTTEP will immediately need to substitute the missing 8% of gas for its electricity generation. While it is technically possible to transfer power from central and eastern Thailand to the west, PTTEP and the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) would need to import more LNG for Egat power plants. The additional volume of LNG would have to be purchased from spot markets at higher prices than PTTEP's long-term contract LNG supply, increasing operating costs for Egat.

While Myanmar gas is delivered to Thailand via a shared pipeline, any LNG purchased from spot markets would have to come through ships, meaning Thailand must also have the capacity to store extra volumes of imported LNG.

It is estimated that imports of spot LNG to compensate for the missing Myanmar gas (approximately 484.25 billion Btu of equivalent energy) will immediately cost Egat an additional 3.7 billion baht per month, based on spot LNG prices of US $16 million Btu. These additional energy production costs would increase the fuel adjustment charge (Ft) by 0.22 baht per unit. The higher costs would, in turn, increase inflation by 0.24% and shrink the Thai GDP by 0.04% per year.

Irrespective of which scenario takes effect, Thailand will need to carefully consider its current energy dependencies. In the short term, there is a pressing need to accelerate the development of additional LNG storage capacity to cope with increasing demand and to provide an emergency backup to maintain Thai energy security. In the long run, transitioning from the current gas-based energy framework to one with increased renewable sources is unavoidable. Continued dependence on imported LNG may increasingly become a liability.

Policymakers need to advance the implementation and adjustment of Thailand's power and energy development plans to accelerate the use of clean/renewable energy, reducing the use of imported gas and LNG, which currently constitute around 20% of electricity generation -- a significant proportion.

There is foreseeable risk in the event LNG cannot be imported due to supply chain disruption. It is imperative these risks are factored in and mitigated, especially since Thailand may increasingly require more imported LNG from foreign markets under its current energy framework, as domestic gas production in the Gulf of Thailand is likely to gradually reduce in the medium-term if there is no further exploration.

As the rapidly changing global geopolitical environment increases risk to Thailand, policymakers will need to follow global and regional situations such as the Myanmar sanctions very carefully. They must be ready to adjust various extant policies to mitigate potential impacts, especially within the Thai energy sector.

It is now necessary to quickly adjust or implement energy policies to reduce Thailand's current reliance on imported LNG and fossil fuels. New policies should further promote renewable energy as a key substitute, in line with Thailand's international agreements, internal trade practices, and commitments to reducing greenhouse gas emissions to achieve sustainable growth and development.




Supra-kasem Kashemsri Na Ayudhaya is a TDRI Researcher in geopolitics. Tippatrai Saelawong is a TDRI Senior Researcher. Policy analyses from the TDRI appear in the Bangkok Post on alternate Wednesdays.
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																In recent months, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and others have pointed to an increase in food insecurity and "hunger hotspots" in various parts of Asia and the Pacific. While conflicts and climate crises can carry some of the blame, we must acknowledge that the slow but steady erosion of our region's biodiversity is an equal or even greater threat to our future food security.
FAO's most recent outlook report on Asia-Pacific's Forest Sector found that biodiversity and ecosystem resilience in natural forests are declining along with the capacity of these forests to deliver water and soil protection, climate regulation, amenity and cultural values, and wood, foods, and medicines. Reversing this trend must be a priority for all countries in the region now and in the next decade to ensure our survival, especially in the face of dangerous climate change.

While this biodiversity loss is a crisis for Asia and the Pacific in many ways, the impact it can have on our ability to achieve future food security poses a serious threat. We know from FAO's recent reports that the Asia-Pacific region is home to half of the world's undernourished people and that nearly 45% cannot afford a sustainable and healthy diet. At the heart of some of these nutrition challenges is a food system that is currently founded on a narrow genetic base of 10-15 crops. We have lost much of the diversity that was, historically, commonplace in our diets and increasing dietary diversity is a key part of the solution to ending malnutrition.

According to the "The State of the World's Biodiversity for Food and Agriculture", published by the FAO Commission on Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture Assessments, biodiversity for food and agriculture (BFA) contributes to food security and nutrition in many ways. This includes the enabling of food to be produced in a wide range of environments, helping to maintain the stability of food supplies throughout the year and resilience to shocks such as droughts and pest outbreaks, and supplying a wide variety of nutritionally diverse foods.

Indeed, wild biodiversity is an important source of food for many people, particularly in poorer parts of our region. It also provides raw materials for crop breeding programmes and contributes to the supply of many ecosystem services that support food production.

This month, we observe the International Day for Biological Diversity. Its slogan, indeed its call to action, is that we must all "Be part of the Plan" to halt and reverse the loss of biodiversity by supporting actions called for in the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework.

At the FAO, we are working to that end in our efforts to help our member nations enhance efforts at biodiversity and sustainability in agriculture, aquaculture, fisheries, and forestry, particularly through our updating of action plans to reach the 2030 biodiversity targets. Ultimately, the goal is to ensure a sustainable food systems transformation across the region to achieve food security, nutrition, and livelihoods -- especially for local communities and indigenous people who rely on the existing biodiversity.

Given the importance and the increased demand for aquatic foods in our region and worldwide, the FAO has committed to a vision for Aquaculture Transformation for Asia and the Pacific. This will enable the sustainable intensification of aquaculture by improving sustainability and reducing the environmental impacts of production. It also aims to harness the rich and diverse cultural foundation of aquaculture in this region by strengthening its contribution to food security and improved nutrition while also securing livelihoods, socioeconomic development, and environmental recovery.

Halting deforestation and forest degradation while enabling forest and landscape restoration are also vital components of addressing the challenge of biodiversity loss and climate change. Some 15 years ago, the FAO and its partners, the UNDP and UN Environment, launched the REDD+ Programme. "REDD+" is the abbreviation for "Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation in developing countries". FAO, as co-lead for the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration and host of the Asia-Pacific Forestry Commission, is working to support countries in upscaling restoration with an aim for better livelihoods and environment. FAO also provides technical expertise directly linked to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).

As part of these transformative efforts at country and regional levels, it is imperative to promote sustainable natural resources management, as well as protecting critical ecosystems to conserve biodiversity and protect land, soil, and water -- while reducing food loss and energy use. I believe that, together with many stakeholders, we can "walk the talk" necessary to achieve this. That's if everyone, including every woman and man in this region, steps forward to "Be part of the Plan".



Jong-Jin Kim is assistant director-general and regional representative, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO). This article marks the International Day for Biodiversity, May 22.


	Reforestation seen as only viable smog solution
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																As countries around the world experienced record temperatures last year, United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres declared, "We must turn a year of burning heat into a year of burning ambition." But to move away from fossil fuels and unlock the green transition's economic benefits, such as job creation and universal access to clean energy, industry leaders and policymakers must work together to translate the commitments made at the UN Climate Change Conference in Dubai (COP28) into actual renewable gigawatts.
COP28 marked a historic turning point in the battle against climate change. Rallying around the UAE Consensus, world leaders pledged to move away from fossil fuels, agreeing to triple renewable power capacity to at least 11,000 GW and double energy efficiency by 2030.

But ambition alone is not enough to achieve these targets and limit global warming to 1.5deg Celsius. Governments must invest in mature, cost-competitive renewable technologies that can be rapidly deployed at scale. When integrated with long-duration energy storage, green hydrogen, and system optimisation, these technologies represent the most reliable and flexible way to accelerate the energy transition.

Renewables will undoubtedly shape the global energy landscape in the coming years. Both solar and wind power are expected to grow significantly, with hydropower serving as the backbone of grid flexibility. Consequently, renewables are poised to become the twenty-first century's dominant source of global electricity.

But as a joint report released by the International Renewable Energy Agency (Irena) and the Global Renewables Alliance (GRA) ahead of COP28 noted, tripling renewable capacity will require cooperation between the private and public sectors.

Partnerships should focus on initiatives that deliver immediate results, such as mobilising low-cost financing, accelerating permitting processes, clearing grid connection backlogs, reforming government auction mechanisms for renewable-energy projects, and diversifying global supply chains.

A strong commitment to inclusivity and the active participation of developing economies must be at the heart of these efforts.

We must, however, move faster, especially if we aim to ensure that progress is equitably distributed around the world. While renewable power capacity rose by 473 GW in 2023, the economic benefits of the energy transition did not reach every country. Remarkably, 83% of these increases were concentrated in China, the European Union, and the United States, leaving many countries in the Global South behind.

In fact, the shift to renewables is alarmingly slow in many parts of the world. Opportunities to address development and access challenges in Sub-Saharan Africa, where more than 500 million people still lack access to electricity, are being squandered.

This sluggish transition can be attributed largely to the lack of affordable financing, adequate planning, and the policy and market frameworks needed to support the adoption of renewable energy. Tellingly, public fossil-fuel subsidies reached $1.3 trillion (46.8 trillion baht) in 2022 -- roughly the annual investment needed to triple renewable capacity by 2030.

A critical first step toward fostering greater public-private cooperation in pursuit of COP28's ambitious targets is to reform the global financial architecture.

Africa, for example, accounts for 17% of the world's population but has received less than 2% of global investments in renewable energy over the past two decades, underscoring the need to reduce capital costs and attract private investors. Developing industrial clusters and initiating grant programmes could also help foster environments conducive to innovation and private-public partnerships.

Recent commitments by world leaders offer glimmers of hope. African leaders at the September 2023 Africa Climate Summit in Nairobi, for example, pledged to increase the continent's renewable capacity to at least 300 GW by 2030. This effort aims to reduce energy poverty and boost the global supply of cost-effective clean energy suitable for industrial use.

In the words of Kenyan President William Ruto, a key advocate of the Nairobi agreement, today's energy crisis is "a wake-up call that fossil fuels are the opposite of freedom, yet the world has become shackled to them. We need to break free from those chains."

To this end, Mr Ruto established the Accelerated Partnership for Renewables in Africa, an African-led international alliance of governments and stakeholders that aims to accelerate renewable-energy deployment, increase access, promote green industrialisation, and strengthen economic and societal resilience.

Governments and business leaders should harness the current political momentum to foster cooperation between policymakers and private investors. As governments develop appropriate policy and market frameworks to facilitate the transition to renewables, the private sector -- historically responsible for 86% of global investments in renewable energy -- is poised to lead the charge.

Together, we can achieve a clean, secure, and just energy future. But to realise this vision, we must act fast. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Francesco La Camera is Director-General of the International Renewable Energy Agency. Bruce Douglas is CEO of the Global Renewables Alliance.
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									A small Slovak assassination bid; few hurt								

															

																Madeleine Albright, the former US Secretary of State, once called Slovakia "the black hole at the heart of Europe", which seems a harsh judgement on five million Slovaks. The assassination attempt on Prime Minister Robert Fico was alarming, but we can narrow the problem down to a more specific group of people.
Albright was really talking about the gang of ex-Communists in which Mr Fico honed his political skills. Some were violent thugs from the start, and their tactics have enabled them to hold power in Slovakia for almost half the time since Communist rule was overthrown in 1989. But first, let's be clear on what this attempted assassination did not mean.

It does not herald a new era of political extremism in Europe. It stands on the lowest rung of the escalation ladder, in which some "lone wolf" individual with obscure or unknown motives tries to kill a prominent political figure.

That always generates speculation about broader motives, like Slovak security expert Juraj Zabojnik's remark that "when four or five shots are fired, someone is at fault. I didn't see anyone jump in front of the prime minister" (to take a bullet or five for him).

The second rung of the ladder is when governments arrange the killing of opponents at home or abroad. This is fairly common and ranges from India ordering contract killings of Sikh nationalists in Canada to Israel killing Iranian generals with ballistic missiles in Iran's embassy in Syria. It is seen as very naughty but not worth a war for.

The highest level is reached when governments arrange the murder of the heads of other governments. That is very rare because the consequences can be extreme.

Serbian army officers set up the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austrian throne, and triggered the First World War. The murder of John F Kennedy might have caused the Third World War if the CIA had concluded that Lee Harvey Oswald, his assassin, had been acting on Moscow's orders.

However, the events in Slovakia last week will not cause a war. "We are on the doorstep of a civil war," warned Matus Sutaj Estok, the interior minister in Mr Fico's government, stirring up panic while pretending to calm it, but Slovakia is nowhere near that.

Mr Fico's Smer Party is the kind of nationalist-populist organisation that is now commonplace in Eastern Europe. It tries to shut down opposition media -- "hyenas, idiots, and anti-Slovak prostitutes", in Mr Fico's words -- and it likes Vladimir Putin's regime in Russia. It loathes Jews, Roma, gays, Ukrainians and the European Union (though it takes EU money).

In other words, Mr Fico is the lost twin to Hungary's Prime Minister Viktor Orban. They are both cousins to Poland's Jaroslaw Kaczynski (except that his Law and Justice Party, being Polish, is deeply pro-Catholic and anti-Russian). And they all look hard-right, but it's more complicated than that.

The fact, generally unmentioned in polite company, is that most underskilled, poorly educated people did better under the Communist regimes than they are doing now. They are getting old, which makes them feel even more excluded. And since Eastern European countries have very low birth rates, they are still quite a big chunk of the adult population.

So, if you are an ambitious younger politician who is flexible on ideology, this is the voting group you need to appeal to: disappointed, left behind and with all the old national prejudices intact. Mr Orban started out as a liberal firebrand, and he managed to find them; Mr Fico started out as a careerist young Communist, and he found them, too.

This cohort is not stereotypically "right-wing". They dislike minorities and fear immigration, but they are all in favour of big state welfare spending. They are not much concerned about human rights and media freedoms, and a little rough stuff doesn't bother them either.

The attack on Mr Fico was a much bigger deal, and of course, they are concerned, but they are unlikely to respond with violence. After all, their party is still safely in power -- and anyway, it's not clear who they should attack.

The man who shot Mr Fico, Juraj Cintula, was a 71-year-old retired security guard with no known political ties, although acquaintances say he had previously supported some of Mr Fico's policies and opposed others. We don't know what he was thinking last Wednesday, but it seems it was a fairly random event.

Mr Fico will survive, although his injuries are clearly life-changing. There is a "surge" in violent rhetoric in Europe, but not in actual violence. As for the voting bloc that empowers people like Mr Fico, it is ageing out one year at a time.
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									New movies out this week: May 23-29

									'Furiosa' serves as both a spin-off and prequel to 'Mad Max: Fury Road'
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga


Directed by George Miller.

Who's in it?

Anya Taylor-Joy, Chris Hemsworth and Charlee Fraser.

What's it about?

As the world falls, young Furiosa is snatched from the Green Place of Many Mothers into the hands of a great biker horde led by the warlord Dementus. Sweeping through the wasteland, they encounter the citadel presided over by Immortan Joe. The two tyrants wage war for dominance and Furiosa must survive many trials as she puts together the means to find her way home.

Why watch it?

All Mad Max movies have been filmed in Australia, with the exception of "Fury Road", when record rain falls transformed the normally arid desert areas into lush green growth areas.
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 Marita


Directed by Roni Benaid.

Who's in it?

Louise Delos Reyes, Rhen Escano and Ashtine Olviga.

What's it about?

An actress commits suicide in a theatre full of people. Now she haunts the venue and those who visit.

Why watch it?

A Filipino horror movie.  
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									Dive into the abstract world of Meguru Yamaguchi

									
								

								Art enthusiasts have until June 2 to witness floating art by New York-based contemporary Japanese artist Meguru Yamaguchi who has his Bangkok and East Asia debut, "Out Of Bounds", at Maison JE Bangkok.
								On display are unique artworks that express the artistic spirit of Yamaguchi, allowing visitors to meaningfully absorb the soul of his art.

Reputed as a digital impressionist, the Shibuya-born artist creates abstract art that is both sophisticated and vibrant. He uses the "cut & paste" method for making art with the process of mixing colours onto plastic sheets before cutting, peeling and placing them on various surfaces. It's like skipping across several surfaces with a brush. He deftly blends unconventional patterns and hues joined with the unique combination of different materials in a rhythmic way to create an impression of unpretentiousness.

The ethereal quality of his lines is the distinguishing feature of his art. This makes his works appealing to collectors and art enthusiasts all around the world.

One of his favourite hues is blue which represents the sky, the ocean and planet, and appears in almost all of his paintings, as well as black and white.

Blended with abstract art, his artwork draws inspiration from ancient Japanese calligraphy. In addition to being abstract, Yamaguchi enjoys bringing out the highlights of cultures, cities and people by creating artworks using multiple techniques.

Yamaguchi is also known in the street fashion world, thanks to his collaborations with world-renowned labels such as Issey Miyake Men, Uniqlo, Levi's, Oakley and Fendi  Foundation collections. His spirit fills every square inch of the gallery which also showcases his exclusive collections of clothes, bags and accessory designs.

Maison JE Bangkok is on Surawong Road and opens Tuesday to Sunday from 11am to 7pm.




There is no admission fee.  Visit maisonje.com.
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									Thai-spiced revival

									Local talent shines in unique adaptation of Chicago by Bangkok University Theatre Company
								

								In a sizzling display of talent and creativity, Bangkok University Theatre Company's students and alumni bring the razzle-dazzle of Chicago to life in a Thai adaptation that tackles themes of violence, adultery and murder. With bold performances and innovative staging, this university production is a testament to the capabilities of young artists.
								In the 150-minute full-scale performance, the university production cherry-picks the best elements of both the 2002 Hollywood film and the Broadway theatrical to create a multi-dimensional and diverse experience.

While staying faithful to the musical by Fred Ebb and John Kander and creative choreography and direction by Bob Fosse, the script, masterfully translated by Rattanachai Lueangwongngam, incorporates distinct Thai flavours. Obtaining the official copyright from Concord Theatricals from the US, the translated production doesn't feel out of place because the delivery and humour are well-executed.

Using a translation method called dynamic or functional equivalence, the Thai libretto focuses on conveying the thought or meaning of the original text rather than adhering strictly to its literal form or word-for-word accuracy. The newly translated script prioritises the message and ensures that the translation is natural in the target language. And it works!

From original songs All That Jazz to Seet-Saat (Spicy Sassy), Mister Cellophane to Maa Huaa Naao (Overlooked Outcast) and Class to Huay (Suck!), the well-thought translation matches, or even surpasses, the original in quality. According to Rattanachai, this interpretation is the result of two decades of passionate work since his high school years. Thai script has been used restrictively within university performances, including Burapha University and Bangkok University.

[image: ]

Though still set in Chicago in 1926, the translation incorporates elements of Thai sensibilities with references to local foods and vernacular language, making the story more relatable and engaging.

The well-synced intonation and word choices allow characters to deliver lyrics tailored to Thais, while ensuring that the witty and satirical elements of the original are preserved.

This full revival by BU Theatre Company gives the classic a new breeze of fresh air. Inspired by both movie and stage versions, the use of space goes beyond the main stage with playful inclusion of aisles and pathways and enhancement by live music, making the theatrical experience more dynamic and immersive.

In major scenes like Cellblock Tango and Courtroom Capers, the lighting design acts almost like an additional performer enhancing the spectacle. However, at times it could have been better harmonised with the rest of the performance. There were issues such as lights not coming on at the right moment or being incongruous with the scene. These problems might be attributed to it being the first week of the show.

The cast -- varying from experienced alumni who are now professional artists to students who are learning -- are highly talented, with standout performances across the board.

Tanyapat Jinjantarawong depicted Velma Kelly with charm and brilliant dancing skills. Her portrayal is fiercely competitive and her sassy demeanour masks a ruthless and resilient personality. Adding more of her unapologetically self-assured attitude to this cunning and manipulative character would further enhance her performance with a strong sense of ambition and determination.

Peeraya Rojanarak as Roxie Hart is particularly noteworthy, delivering a stunning performance with a beautiful and enchanting voice. Her command of the stage and ability to engage with space is also impressive. Despite her wardrobe mishaps, she maintains her calm as the show must go on.

[image: ]

The show stealer, however, is Patreeya Payom portraying Mama Morton. She exudes confidence and shrewdness, captivating the audience with her powerhouse singing and ball-of-fire presence every time she emerges on- and off-stage.

Meanwhile, outstanding among the troupe is Varintorn Yaroojjanont as suave lawyer Billy Flynn. He brings good looks with a strong voice and self-assured performance. The impressive depiction of Amos Hart by Weeracheat Kantisa cannot be overlooked either.

Clearly the ensemble is the heart and soul of the show. They perform their hearts out demonstrating a high level of training cultivated by the Faculty of Communication Arts. Their energy and dedication bring the show to life and the ensemble's seamless coordination with characters and passionate performances are crucial in maintaining the flow of the musical.

Recognition should be given to teacher-cum-director Punnasak Suklee, who has dedicated himself to nurturing new talent. In the director's notes, he also observes that this musical resonates with the socio-political elements of contemporary Thailand. In line with the original musical, it mirrors the media frenzy over human stories, fame seekers and social injustice. A remark at the end of the performance mockingly raises questions about whether we should still have faith and trust in our country.

Bangkok University Theatre Company's revival of Chicago is fresh and the dedication and talent of the cast and crew are evident throughout the production, making it a must-see. This production not only showcases the artistic capabilities of the students and alumni, but also highlights the potential of local adaptations.
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									Join Ned Goodwin for a wine masterclass

									
								

								Ned Goodwin, one of the wine world's most profound and well-respected masters from Australia, is conducting two 90-minute masterclasses to bring a unique experience to wine lovers in Thailand, at Neilson Hays Library, Surawong Road, on June 2 from 1-4.30pm.
								Presented by Wine Garage as a celebration of 10 years of supplying Bangkok with the best wines from all corners of the globe, the masterclass will focus on important and contemporary discussions around the world's most beloved regions and the wines they produce.

The first session will be "How Are Vignerons In Burgundy Exploring Techniques To Mitigate Excessive Ripeness While Promoting Balance, Freshness, And Drinkability?". Eight Burgundian wines from recent vintages along with the savoir-faire of Master of Wine Goodwin will be the highlight to guide participants through the modern state of Burgundy wines and the future that lies ahead.

Starting at 3pm, the second session will navigate the current topic of climate change in relation to the growth of grape varietals titled "The Growing Importance Of Late-Ripening Mediterranean Varieties As They Maintain Greater Freshness And Poise In Warmer Regions". This session will also feature eight distinct wines revolving around the prescient importance of grape varieties.

Born in London, raised in Australia and educated in Tokyo and Paris, Goodwin is one of a few wine masters in Asia, and the first in Japan. He has chosen a path in wine that has encompassed work as a sommelier, educator, show judge and consultant.

He became a Master of Wine in 2010 and has deep understanding of Australian, Californian and Jerez wines, and most French and Italian high-profile regions such as Piedmont, Champagne and Burgundy.

The fee is 4,500 baht per masterclass. Seats are limited.




Email marketing@winegarage.asia or add Line: @winegaragebangkok.
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									Premier food and beverage expo returns for another edition

									
								

								Thaifex - Anuga Asia 2024, a leading food and beverage trade show in Asia Pacific, will bring exhibitors from 45 countries at Impact Muang Thong Thani from May 28 to June 1.
								Hailed as Asia Pacific's leading food and beverage trade show, the five-day event promises to be a vibrant experience and provide traders and buyers from around the globe unique opportunities to explore strategies for enhancing the value of their food and beverage business.

Visitors can expect rich offerings at 11 signature areas covering coffee and tea, drinks, fine foods, food service, food technology, frozen food, fruits and vegetables, meat, rice, seafood, and sweet and confectionery.

This year's special zones will be the Future Food Market, Halal Market, Organic Market, Startup, Taste Innovation Show and Trend Zone.

Set to take centre stage will be Canada, bringing a diverse array of innovative companies to offer health-conscious organic snacks and gourmet condiments, herbal supplements for holistic health, and organic fruits and vegetables. Also expect to explore exceptional agricultural and culinary offerings from the US.

Newcomers to this year's event include Czech Republic, Egypt, Macau, Monaco, North Macedonia, Romania, Uruguay and Yemen. They will join established exhibitors in presenting a truly global feast for the senses.

[image: ]
photos courtesy of Thaifex -- Anuga Asia



Debutante is Macau will bring SMEs to showcase distinct flavours and their robust wholesale and distribution network on a global stage.

This is also an opportunity to explore American culinary diversity as the US Department of Agriculture will showcase exhibitors such as the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, USA Dry Pea and Lentil Council, and the California Milk Advisory Board, each spotlighting their unique contribution to America's rich agricultural landscape.

There will also be conferences and seminars on Future Food Experience, the Thailand Ultimate Chef Challenge and Alternative Protein Flavour And Test Contest. They are designed to spark collaboration and knowledge exchange among industry professionals.

The event is open from 10am to 6pm between May 28 and 31, while members of the public are invited on June 1 from 10am to 8pm.

To register, visit thaifex-anuga.com.
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									Loei honours ancestors

									
								

								From Thursday to Saturday, the Ban Na Sao community in Loei province celebrates Isan tradition with the Phi Khon Nam Festival to honour the spirit of their ancestors, show gratitude to buffaloes for working hard and ask the rain to mark the beginning of rice farming.
								Today, villagers will gather at Wat Pho Sri in Chiang Khan district and donate money for the construction of a new sermon hall before a colourful procession of floral floats and a thrilling mobile music stage by Shabu Music starts at 3pm.

On Friday, villagers will wear vibrant buffalo-inspired ghost masks with big ears and horns, costumes made from long-sleeved shirts and coloured fabric strips, and wooden buffalo bells around their hips. The procession will start at 9.09am and go from Wat Sri Phon to Wat Pho Sri where the opening ceremony will be hosted at 11am. In the afternoon, visitors can see rockets and enjoy a parade of music trucks by Q Sound On Tour as well as a free molam concert by Isaan On-son Silp.

Visit facebook.com/Tatloeioffice.
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Chumphon hosts balloon festival

When night falls, Nong Yai Area Development Royal Project in the southern town of Chumphon province will be illuminated with "Chumphon Balloons Festival 2024", from tomorrow to May 28.

It's a collaboration between the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT), the Chumphon Provincial Administrative Organisation, Tourism Council of Chumphon and Chumphon Tourism Business Association.

From 6pm to 9pm, the reservoir and irrigation canals will be trimmed with a million lights and each night visitors can enjoy a dazzling display of seven enormous balloons in various designs that evoke a romantic ambience. There's also live music performances and street food available.

Call 077-502775-6 or visit facebook.com/Tatchumphonoffice.

[image: ]

Bhutan removes mandatory travel insurance

Bhutan has declared it will no longer require travellers to have insurance. During the Covid-19 pandemic, travellers to Bhutan were mandated to have insurance to cover unanticipated problems including pandemic-related medical costs.

Nonetheless, people should get travel insurance as a safety measure in case of unforeseen circumstances.

Visit bhutan.travel or facebook.com/destinationbhutan.

[image: ]

TAT strengthens collaboration with UnionPay

The TAT and UnionPay International have signed a Letter of Intent to strengthen collaboration in promoting Thailand travel experiences to Chinese visitors and UnionPay cardholders.

For two years, TAT and UnionPay will work together on co-funding collaborative marketing campaigns, joint promotions and data sharing that targets high-end customers. To promote Thailand's tourism, specific marketing and outreach efforts towards UnionPay's high-tier client base including Platinum or Diamond cardholders will be launched to increase spending.

"This TAT-UnionPay International agreement supports the Thai government's tourism policy to forge long-term strategic partnerships with leading players in key tourist markets. China is one of Thailand's largest markets. Following the visa-free policy for Chinese tourists, further enhancement of cooperation with Chinese counterparts will help facilitate travel as well as develop and promote quality tourism experiences in Thailand for Chinese visitors," said Thapanee Kiatphaibool of the TAT.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/travel/2797819/loei-honours-ancestors



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Paradise reborn

									Sustainable tourism practices have made Koh Phi Phi a  model for eco-friendly travel
								

								Though the rainy season has officially started in some parts of the country, it appeared we were in luck when rain clouds drifted off Phuket. The Sun was shining and the sky was clear when we arrived at Visit Panwa Pier, where a fleet of speedboats and catamarans were cruising the water to pick up passengers.
								The tour operator Love Andaman offers a check-in area with breakfast and beverages and a team of passionate guides give a safety briefing. Reaching Phi Phi Leh by speedboat takes around 45 minutes, and the main pier is now located in Loh Sama Bay, accommodating a maximum of 4,100 tourists per day.

To preserve coral reefs, a top-quality plastic-based pier, bridge and 500m-long walkway have been made to enable traffic flow to Maya Bay. This is the outcome of changes in tourism management following many years of overtourism.

Focusing on one-day trips to Koh Phai, Koh Phi Phi Don and Maya Bay, tour operators are required to use the QueQ application to register e-tickets in advance and visitors are allowed to stay on the island for an hour. Peering out of our boat, I spotted a fleet of speedboats jostling for position as well as a swarm of people on a bridge.

I was unable to see any difference in the volume of visitors compared to my previous visit in 2018, which was the same year when Hat Noppharat Thara-Mu Ko Phi Phi National Park temporary closed Maya Bay to restore its ecosystem and cut the number of tourists to 2,000 per day.

The national park decided to permanently close the front of the bay after learning tourist boats scooped sand from the beaches and dropped it over the reefs as they entered and left. They also destroyed the coral reefs by anchoring underwater.








						

							
						


Though wave after wave of visitors still pour onto the island, they are aware to avoid the ground and instead wander down a maze of twisting wooden trails. There are trash bins for sorting rubbish, and there is a large dining area for light meals and snacks.

To keep the crowd in order, everyone has to take off their shoes before heading to the shore. Despite the fact that swimming in the ocean is prohibited, visitors are free to stroll along the 400m stretch of crystal sand beach and take dips in knee-deep turquoise water as though they're in the 2000 Hollywood blockbuster The Beach.

Following a three-year closure during Covid-19, the bay became a tranquil haven for marine life and early morning arrivals have the opportunity to witness a large school of blacktip reef sharks hunting for food. The bay is closed between August and September, while the monsoon season lasts from late May to mid-October.

"I've noticed an increase in independent Chinese travellers who prefer to reserve boat trips through Chinese travel platforms. Chinese tour companies have returned with their own fleet of tourist boats. The top five itineraries include one-day trips to Phi Phi, Koh Mai Thon, Koh Phai, the Similans, Phang Nga Bay and Koh Hong in Krabi," said Torphong Wongsathienchai, a founder of Love Andaman.

"A two-month shutdown of Maya Bay won't help anything in my opinion, travellers just relocate to other beaches. Like in Australia, Indonesia and the Philippines, I believe authorities should regulate the amount of tourist boats and restrict the number of tourists to certain diving spots. To protect the environment, we can lower visitor numbers and raise entry fees. The authorities should also establish rigorous standards for controlling tour companies."

[image: ]
Loh Sama Bay currently serves as the main pier to transport visitors to Maya Bay.
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The 2018 closure of Maya Bay was one phase in the Phi Phi Set To Change Project. Initiated in 2016, Hat Noppharat Thara-Mu Ko Phi Phi National Park has worked with experienced marine ecologists, Thon Thamrongnawasawat and Thaithaworn Lirdwitayaprasit, and private sectors to transform Phi Phi into a model of sustainable tourism.

Closing Koh Yung and designating it as a Strict Nature Reserve Zone was one of the most significant steps taken to save coral reefs and halt bleaching in the Andaman Sea. Using reef propagation techniques, the experienced team controlled the number of boats and tourists in Koh Phai and Loh Ba Gao Bay in order to preserve and restore the marine ecosystem.

When it was time to leave the bay, we got to the boat and cruised through Pileh Lagoon where tourists can enjoy snorkelling and viewing coral reefs. As we floated in front of Viking Cave, we noticed islanders gathering bird nests and ancient murals of elephants and schooners on limestone walls.

After a quick five-minute cruise, we made a pit stop at Koh Phi Phi Don where we refuelled with dishes like khao man som tam (rice cooked with coconut milk and served with spicy papaya salad and grilled salmon) and khao pad tom yum talay (fried rice with seafood) that go well with blended mango or watermelon juice.

As the largest of the Phi Phi islands, Koh Phi Phi Don is home to fishing villages, boutique resorts, budget hotels and restaurants, making it a popular holiday destination where vacationers can spend the night and get a taste of local culture.

Set against a backdrop of emerald waters, the banks of Ton Sai beach is a lively walking street with hundreds of shops offering a wide range of vibrant beachwear, diving trip packages, handmade souvenirs and local food.

[image: ]
Pileh Lagoon is a popular snorkelling spot.



It took us 40 minutes from Phi Phi Don to reach our final stop at Koh Mai Thon. My travel companions had a fun ride down a huge slide, snorkelled to see coral and fish, and showed off their paddle-boarding skills, but I chose to stay dry and enjoy light meals served on board.

Back on land, we checked in at the Centara Grand Beach Resort Phuket, which spans 41 rai on Karon beach. Surrounded with a greenish tropical jungle, this pink luxury hotel boasts classic Sino-Portuguese architectural design, an extensive water park with slides and 262 spacious rooms, suites and villas, varying in sizes from 49m2 to 209m2.

Focusing on sustainable living and environmental conservation, it has an organic garden where customers, chefs and therapists can come and collect herbs and vegetables such as basil, lemongrass, aloe vera, sweet basil and pandanus leaves for cooking classes and spa treatments.

At the same time, 80% of wastewater is reused, more than 1,000 solar cells are equipped to generate 572kW of green energy, and a biogas machine produces organic fuel and fertiliser.

The Scholar of Sustenance Foundation receives food waste from the buffet and distributes it to the underprivileged. There are also daily beach cleaning activities to remove potentially harmful litter and plastic from the shore.

I stayed two nights in a 49m2 Deluxe Spa room that seemed like a retro weekend mansion. Convenient and comfortable, it has a king-size bed, a flat-screen TV with satellite channels, and a jacuzzi bathtub on a separate balcony with views of the sea and swimming pool.

The following morning, we went to explore Phuket Old Town which is flanked on all sides by a collection of classic colonial-style buildings. Soi Romanee is still my favourite thanks to a wealth of beautifully decorated cafes, teahouses and fashion boutiques in vibrant shades.

[image: ]
Koh Mai Thon is a great spot for water activities like stand-up paddleboarding and snorkelling.



We continued our sightseeing tour to Wat Phra Thong, which is situated in Thalang district. Built in 1785, it houses a highly revered 200-year-old gold statue of Luang Pho Thong, whose half body protrudes from the earth and was covered with metal during the reign of King Rama I to prevent it from damage by the Burmese army.

According to legend, this gold Buddha statue was made by a Shanghai ruler and while being brought to Tibet, it sank to the bottom of the sea close to the town of Phangnga. Worshipping Luang Pho Thong is believed to bring prosperity and success to locals.

Our trip came to a conclusion at Baan Ar Jor as we travelled back in time to the late 19th and early 20th centuries when Phuket served as a major global centre for tin mining. Constructed in 1936 by Luang Anuphas Phuketkarn, this three-storey colonial Sino-style mansion underwent a massive makeover in 2016 and was turned into a living museum in 2019 by the fourth generation of the Hongyok family.

There are eight rooms adorned with antique furniture, old photographs, vintage electric appliances, musical instruments, jewellery and clothes that reflect charming Chinese traditions and everyday life. On the 1st floor, the welcoming area sports a painting of a flowering peony branch as a symbol of happiness, and the family room is a gathering spot to play games.

On the 2nd floor, there are five bedrooms for parents, children and babysitters. Visitors can also learn about Chinese wedding customs and the way of wealthy couples through a collection of intricate bridal costumes and priceless ceremonial items.

"This weekend residence was built in a simple style that looks like a flying bat, signifying abundance. It functioned as a stopover between our mines in Phuket and Phangnga," said Orasa Tosawang, who works at Thai Beverage and is responsible for designing a new look for Baan Ar Jor.

"We preferred utilising Western-style products because we would travel by boat to Penang or Singapore for one night. Compared to taking three days to get to Bangkok, this way was faster and more convenient."

[image: ]
Viking Cave, where islanders gather bird nests.



Travel info

 


	Maya Bay is open daily from 7am to 5pm. Admission is 20 baht and 40 baht for Thais, and 200 baht and 400 baht for foreigners. For more details, call 075-661-145 or visit facebook.com/hatnoppharatthara.nationalpark.

	Until Oct 31, KTC World Travel Service offers a range of three-day Phuket tour packages that includes a Bangkok Airways return flight between Bangkok and Phuket, accommodation and breakfast at Centara Grand Beach Resort Phuket, a day trip to either Koh Phi Phi-Koh Mai Thon or Koh Phi Phi-Koh Phai. Prices start at 23,990 baht and 25,590 baht per couple. For more details, call 02-123-5050 or contact Line @Ktcworld.

	Baan Ar Jor is at 102, Thalang district, Phuket. Admission is 100 baht for Thais and 200 baht for foreigners. All proceeds will go to the Baan Arjor Foundation, which will be used to renovate Baan Mai Khao School. For more details, call 062-459-8889 or visit baanarjor.com.
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Koh Phi Phi Don.
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Phuket Old Town.
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Centara Grand Beach Resort Phuket focuses on sustainability and environmental conservation.
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Wat Phra Thong, built in 1785.
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The Hongyok family's classic weekend residence is now a living museum of Chinese culture.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: May 22-28

									10 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, Prime Video and Cartoonito
								

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


Premieres on May 22

The heartwarming, critically acclaimed comedy returns with being fast-forwarded six years. Nikki and Jason are experienced adopters who have built a lovely little nuclear family, enriched by an extraordinary support network. However, as their teenage daughter, Princess, starts to yearn for a connection with her birth mother, Nikki and Jason find themselves confronted with the ultimate test of their parenting skills.



NETFLIX
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 Buying London


Premieres on May 22

Follow high-end agent Daniel Daggers and team as they navigate London's luxury property market, where the drama is as jaw-dropping as the price tags.
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 Tires 


Premieres on May 23

The six-episode comedy series follows Will, the anxious and seemingly unqualified heir of an auto repair chain, as he attempts to turn his dad's business around despite constant torture from his cousin and now employee, Shane.
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 Atlas 


Premieres on May 24

A brilliant counterterrorism analyst with a deep distrust of AI discovers it might be her only hope when a mission to capture a renegade robot goes awry.
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 Jurassic World: Chaos Theory


Premieres on May 24

Set years after the events of Camp Cretaceous this new animated series sees you returning to the world of dinosaurs.
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 My Oni Girl 


Premieres on May 24

In an extraordinary world where winter meets summer, the anime weaves an enchanting tale of friendship and self-discovery. Produced by the cutting edge Studio Colorido and directed by Studio Ghibli alumni Tomotaka Shibayama, this youth fantasy film brings together human emotions and mythical elements in a heartwarming narrative.



PRIME VIDEO 
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 5lbs Of Pressure


Premieres on May 22

In this action-thriller, an ex-con back in his old neighborhood walking the path of forgiveness crosses destinies with an unhappy drug dealer, resulting in violence... and redemption.
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 The Blue Angels


Premieres on May 23

The Blue Angels have been enthralling people, across the country and around the globe, for more than 75 years. The documentary takes views soaring with the US navy's elite Flight Demonstration Squadron as never before. Filmed for IMAX, the immersive footage puts you in the cockpit for a firsthand view of the Blue Angels' precision flying, while the aerial shots deliver a spectacular showcase of the breathtaking manoeuvres that have made them the world's premier jet team.
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 Rise Of The Footsoldier: Vengeance


Premieres on May 24

Vengeance will rise. When a brutal crime sees London's underworld shaken to its core, one man steps up to seek revenge on the crime boss who murdered his friend. Pat Tate prepares for one night of mayhem which will see the streets and the clubs of Soho bathed in blood. Tate will stop at nothing as he gets closer to his goal -- making both friends and enemies along the way.



CARTOONITO
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 Batwheels


Premieres on May 25

Bam, Redbird, Bibi, Batwing and Buff are thrust into hijinks and action as they learn important lessons about teamwork, friendship and so much more while helping Batman, Robin and Batgirl defend Gotham.
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									A Thai actor takes the stage at Cannes

									Playing an illegal worker in Taiwanese film Mongrel, Wanlop Rungkamjad gets the international spotlight
								

								In a dreary rural town in Taiwan, illegal Southeast Asian workers live a precarious existence toiling away in farms or homes while enduring tough bosses and prying authorities. Most of them are from the Philippines or Indonesia, but there are also a large number from Myanmar and Thailand.
								In the Taiwanese-Singaporean film Mongrel showing in the Directors' Fortnight programme of the 77th Cannes Film Festival, a Thai worker called Oom (Wanlop Rungkamjad) is seen tending to a disabled man, deliberately wiping faeces off his behind, deliberately performing the extremely unpleasant task with a face devoid of emotion. Besides working in factories and fields, many Thai illegal migrants in Taiwan are hired as caregivers of the elderly and the disabled. They fulfil, perhaps, the moral obligations of the Confucius principle on behalf of Taiwanese men and women far too busy for them.

"For research and preparation, the filmmakers flew me to Taiwan and I spent a lot of time talking with migrant workers, most of them illegal," says Wanlop, who has appeared in several independent films over the past 14 years. "Caregiving is a demanding job. But that's what many migrant workers in the grey area of the labour market resort to in order to make a living."

Wanlop starred in the 2018 Venice-winning film Manta Ray, playing a fisherman who rescues a Rohingya refugee from a mangrove forest. Last year, he played an enigmatic motorbike punk in Morrison, a Cold War parable set in an abandoned hotel in the Northeast. But the film that launched him is the 2010 mournful romance Eternity, which won a top prize at the International Film Festival Rotterdam. When he's not in front of the camera, Wanlop is a TV commercial producer. He's also a well-known figure in the ultra-marathon circuit, clocking upwards of 100km in races up and down trails and mountains in Thailand and abroad.

Mongrel is Wanlop's first non-Thai film, and it's a project that he dedicated a big part of his life to.

[image: ]
Mongrel, a Taiwanese film starring Thai actor Wanlop Rungkumjad.



"Before shooting, I spent a lot of Zoom calls with the directors, going through each scene and discussing how to execute them," Wanlop says.

"I had to learn Mandarin, first in Thailand and then in Taiwan. On set, the directors would come up with new dialogue, and I had to learn it on the spot. I couldn't just memorise the words. The idea is to understand the lines, to know their meaning, and only then could I deliver them convincingly."

Altogether, Wanlop spent five months in Taiwan to prepare and shoot the film. Mongrel doesn't seem like an easy film to make, and it certainly demands a lot of attention and investment from the audience.

In the film, Wanlop's character (which goes by the actor's actual nickname Oom) is pushed into a tight corner by debilitating circumstances. Bruised and beaten, grilled and beseeched, Oom struggles to find humanity in a foreign place he's chosen to stay in and now can't escape. There finally comes a time when he has to make the most wrenching decision in his life.

Statistics from the Labour Ministry state that there are around 67,000 Thai migrant workers in Taiwan, more than any other country in the world. The number goes higher if illegal workers are included.

[image: ]
Wanlop Rungkamjad in Mongrel.



Mongrel, directed by Chiang Wei Liang and You Qiao Yin, is listed in the programme as a production from Taiwan, Singapore and France. It's a solid example of a co-produced, transnational title jointly mounted by Asian companies that explore modern stories which go beyond any specific culture. The filmmakers have made shorts about diaspora life before, and when they set out to make a feature film about Thai migrant workers in Taiwan, they reached out to a network of Southeast Asian independent filmmakers, which naturally led them to auditioning and casting Wanlop in the lead role.

A visitor walking into Cannes' Palais des Festival is greeted by a column poster of Mongrel showing Wanlop's battered face, as he stares at the camera in a posture between helplessness and defiance. The advertisement was put up by the Taiwan film authority to showcase its success in being part of the Cannes selection. Thus, in a way, a Thai actor is representing the pride of Taiwanese cinema in Cannes.

But more than that, it also represents an increasingly liberal, collaborative stream of talent and finance coursing through Asia, where filmmakers, actors and financiers from different countries can find a creative common ground of cinema, and where storytelling goes beyond geography or nationality. It's a favourable kind of mongrel.



Kong Rithdee is a deputy director of the Thai Film Archive. He reports from Cannes for the Bangkok Post.
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									Catch heartthrob Byeon Woo-seok on the small screen

									
								

								Byeon Woo-seok is South Korea's hottest star, with the 32-year-old actor rising to fame for his portrayal of Ryu Sun-jae in the TV series Lovely Runner which can be seen on Viu.
								Lovely Runner tells the story of loyal K-pop fan Im Sol who travels through time to save the life of Ryu Sun-jae, a member of popular boy band Eclipse. When Im turns back time, she discovers that Ryu has had a crush on her since they were high school students. Byeon as Ryu impresses viewers with his unwavering affection for Im despite having difficulties.

After the success of Lovely Runner, Byeon announced he would embark on a debut fan meet in Asia. He will meet Thai fans at the "2024 Byeon Woo-seok Asia Tour In Bangkok" on June 15 at KBank Siam Pic-Ganesha. The tickets for the event sold out in an instant.

Here is the pick of Byeon's previous works for fans to enjoy.

[image: ]
Moonshine. (Photo courtesy of VIU)



Moonshine (2021)

This period TV drama on Viu is set in an era that prohibited the sale and consumption of alcohol. Byeon plays supporting character Lee Pyo, who is a graceful but rebellious crown prince. Prince Lee often escapes from the palace to have a drink and his behaviour causes trouble for the guards.

The character of Prince Lee is different from the gentle Ryu. Though Prince Lee is a rebellious and spoiled royal, his charm is still undeniable. Moonshine has a captivating storyline and outstanding performances.

[image: ]
20th Century Girl. (Photos (c) Netflix)



20th Century Girl (2022)

Set in the late 90s, 20th Century Girl is a coming-of-age drama on Netflix. The movie revolves around four high school students who experience their first love. The script is well crafted and can evoke nostalgic memories.

Although Byeon's character Poong Woon-ho in this movie is similar to Ryu in Lovely Runner, as a versatile actor, Byeon impressively demonstrates his ability in portraying a diverse range of emotions.

[image: ]
Strong Girl Nam-soon. (Photo: NETFLIX)



Strong Girl Nam-soon (2023)

Strong Girl Nam-soon is a TV series on Netflix about a family in which all female members are gifted with superhuman strength. Byeon plays Ryu Shi-oh, the main antagonist, and although he appears in only some episodes, his acting is memorable and has a powerful impact on the series.
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