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        Thailand seeing signs of 'White Lotus' travel bump
        Now that the fictional guests of Season 3 of The White Lotus have officially checked out of their sumptuous Thai resort, the country is gearing up for the real tourists to arrive.

      

      
        Philippines cracks down on illegal gambling firms
        MANILA - Philippine authorities have launched a crackdown on illegal offshore gambling operators, several run by Chinese firms, as calls to ban their activities mount due to their alleged links to criminal syndicates.

      

      
        'Majority' disagree with amnesty bill
        The majority of people surveyed by the Secretariat of the House of Representatives disagree with a bill sponsored by civil society groups seeking amnesty in political and lese-majeste cases dating back to September 2006.

      

      
        Scam losses 'topped B60bn in last two years'
        The Bank of Thailand is stepping up a crackdown on so-called mule accounts used in online financial fraud after bank customers lost more than 60 billion baht to such scams in the past two years.

      

      
        Commander shunted over unfair salary deductions
        The Royal Thai Army has transferred the commander of a training unit in Nakhon Ratchasima to its northeastern headquarters pending an investigation into deductions from conscripts' salaries for utilities and miscellaneous items -- including a septic tank pumping fee.

      

      
        Fake powdered milk from Vietnam seized
        Consumer protection police have seized 18 million baht worth of counterfeit powdered milk products smuggled from Vietnam and arrested six migrant employees during a raid on a warehouse in Samut Prakan.

      

      
        Cannabis advocates vow long rally against relisting
        Cannabis advocates have vowed to organise a protracted rally next month against the plan by the Ministry of Public Health to relist the plant as a narcotic.

      

      
        Officers sidelined after oil-smuggling boats vanish
        Five police officers have been transferred to inactive posts in connection with the disappearance of three boats with 330,000 litres of smuggled oil and 18 crewmen from a marine police pier in Chon Buri.

      

      
        New Thai-Malaysia bridge work could start next April
        Construction of a new bridge linking Thailand and Malaysia in Sungai Kolok district of Narathiwat could start in April next year, the provincial governor has said.

      

      
        PM: New inflation target should increase rate-cut odds
        An upcoming review of the country's inflation target range by the Bank of Thailand and the Ministry of Finance should increase the chance of an interest-rate cut, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.
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									Thailand seeing signs of 'White Lotus' travel bump

									Foreigners reportedly eager to visit sites where popular TV show was filmed
								

								Now that the fictional guests of Season 3 of The White Lotus have officially checked out of their sumptuous Thai resort, the country is gearing up for the real tourists to arrive.
								The series recently wrapped filming at several resorts and locations in Thailand, and although the show likely won't air until next year, hotels and tour operators are readying for their own White Lotus bump. 

The first two seasons of the show, a satirical look at the privileged lives of its wealthy guests and the employees of the eponymous luxury hotel, were filmed at Four Seasons properties in Maui, Hawaii and the Sicilian town of Taormina. Fans then turned those real-life resorts and cities into bucket-list destinations, spurring an avalanche of visitors. 

Some tourists are getting in before the next season's airing. "You still can't get into the Four Seasons in Taormina -- it's completely chockablock," says Misty Belles, a spokeswoman for Virtuoso, a consortium for some 20,000 luxury advisers.

"We're waiting for Thailand to go crazy because everyone knows as soon as The White Lotus comes out, you won't be able to get in. We're starting to see people wanting to go there before."

Virtuoso's bookings to Thailand this year have increased by 38% from 2023, and the majority of that growth is coming from US travellers.

For Black Tomato, a luxury travel agency that specialises in "set-jetting" vacations designed around popular movies, that phenomenon has already arrived: It reported a 44% spike in sales to Thailand in the first four months of this year from the same period last year. Prices have also started to creep up about 15% from last year, it said. 

Guests are specifically requesting to book at the properties that Bloomberg first reported were being featured in Season Three: Four Seasons Koh Samui, where an ocean-view villa can cost about $1,700 a night, and the Anantara Mai Khao, where pool villas will set you back about $400.

Availability at both properties has started to tighten, says Black Tomato co-founder Tom Marchant, noting that his clients tend to book a year or more ahead. Four Seasons Koh Samui has seen a 39% increase in bookings from Virtuoso clients.

Leading Hotels of the World, a collection of independent, high-end hotels, has also been tracking a spike in interest. The brand says it saw customer searches for its six properties in Thailand jump 25% the month after it was confirmed that the show was being shot in Thailand -- even though none of those hotels were connected to the production.

Chompu Marusachot, director of the New York office of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, says consumer interest has picked up, particularly in and around Koh Samui, Phuket and Bangkok, based on feedback from partner hotels and the sheer increased media coverage.

"Appearing in The White Lotus Season 3 allows us to reach a truly global audience," she says.

All this portends a good year ahead for Thailand, which thus far in 2024 has seen foreign visitors jump about 37%, to 15.5 million arrivals. Not all of that is attributable to the White Lotus effect.

Asia, generally, has experienced a slow post-pandemic recovery--but appetite for Thailand and its similarly tourism-dependent neighbours has started to accelerate this year as travellers shift their focus beyond Europe.

Thailand expects to more than double its total foreign arrivals, to nearly 36 million, this calendar year from 2023, but that rebound will still fall short of 2019's tally of nearly 40 million. 

Although HBO, the network behind The White Lotus, has kept details of the exact Thailand locales under wraps, the TAT announced that the shoots featured Bangkok, Phuket and Samui. Four Seasons and Anantara hotels have both declined to comment on their involvement.

According to sources on Samui with knowledge of the production, scenes on the island were also shot at the remote Taling Ngam Beach -- its white sands sit on the edge of a tropical jungle bordered by palm trees, purportedly offering the best sunset views on the island.

Scenes were also shot at Fisherman's Village, a favorite tourist spot known for its lively night market, where walkways are lined with wooden shophouses and rustic buildings.

Still, Thailand -- and Samui in particular -- have some work to do before welcoming more Jennifer Coolidge wannabes.

The island has 150,000 tonnes of waste that's been piling up because its incinerator isn't working properly, and it faces a water shortage, forcing some hotels to buy water from private companies while residents go without. 

On an April visit, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin pledged to help the island cope with at least some of those issues as it braced for a surge in tourism, says Ratchaporn Poolsawadee, president of the Tourism Association of Koh Samui.

Ratchaporn says the tourism industry is beyond excited that the island's attractions will hit screens in millions of homes. He's urging leaders to get Koh Samui ready for the surge. 

"We have to expand roads, improve our waterworks and deal with waste," he explains. "We want to give the guests a good experience of Thailand. We have to get ready for them to come." 
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                  Philippines cracks down on illegal gambling firms                

                Many unlicensed offshore operations reportedly linked to Chinese crime groups
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                                MANILA - Philippine authorities have launched a crackdown on illegal offshore gambling operators, several run by Chinese firms, as calls to ban their activities mount due to their alleged links to criminal syndicates.
Around 250 to 300 offshore gambling firms are operating in the Philippines without a licence, the chief of the country's gaming regulator said on Thursday. That is around six times more than the 46 legitimate gaming operators in the country.

"Together with the police, we search for these illegal operators, conduct raids and shut them down," Alejandro Tengco, chairman of the state regulator Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corp (Pagcor), told Reuters in a telephone interview.

The online gaming industry emerged in the Philippines in 2016 and grew exponentially as operators capitalised on the country's liberal gaming laws to target customers in China, where gambling is banned.

At their peak, Philippine offshore gambling operators, or Pogos, totalled 300 and employed more than 300,000 Chinese workers. But the pandemic and tighter tax rules have forced many to relocate or go underground, Tengco said.

The crackdown was triggered by reports of Pogo-related crimes such as human trafficking, torture, kidnapping, and fraudulent activities like credit card, crypto investment, and "love scams" -- when criminals adopt fake online identities to persuade victims to give them money.

In March, law enforcers raided a Pogo facility in Pampanga province that led to the rescue of more than 800 workers, including Filipino and Chinese nationals, local media reported.

Security officials have also expressed concern over illegal Pogos, with the defence minister saying criminal syndicates posing as Pogos were a national security concern, while the national security council said these illegal activities must not be tolerated.

"The concern is that we should stop these syndicated criminal activities operating out of our base, which weaken our financial standing, our country ratings, (and) corrupt our society," Defence Secretary Gilberto Teodoro said in a statement on Wednesday.

Pagcor's Tengco said the gaming regulator would comply with the government's final decision on Pogos, which might include banning the industry altogether.

The government is expected to generate 24.5 billion pesos ($417 million) this year in Pogo fees and taxes from 46 licensed Pogos, half of which are Chinese firms, Tengco said.
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                  'Majority' disagree with amnesty bill                

                Deputy House speaker orders investigation of online survey results for possible irregularities
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                                The majority of people surveyed by the Secretariat of the House of Representatives disagree with a bill sponsored by civil society groups seeking amnesty in political and lese-majeste cases dating back to September 2006.
The final results of the month-long online survey showed that 64.66% rejected the bill, with 35.34% in favour.

A total of 90,503 respondents participated in the survey from May 13 until midnight on June 12, the secretariat said.

However, supporters of the bill have complained about a surge of about 26,000 "No" votes on June 11, which appeared to be part of an organised operation. Prior to that time, they said, opinions had been running close to 50:50.

Padipat Suntiphada, the deputy speaker of the House, said the results might be suspect and he wants to take a second look.

"I have ordered an inspection of the IP addresses and any irregularities that occurred on the website and have listened to the opinions of the legal drafters. I will inform everyone of the facts soon," Mr Padipat, a former member of the Move Forward Party, wrote on his X account on Thursday.

The draft bill was proposed by Poonsuk Poonsukcharoen, of Thai Lawyers for Human Rights, and was seconded by 36,723 people. It was submitted to parliament for consideration.

It aims to cover related cases from Sept 19, 2006, when Gen Sonthi Boonyaratklin staged a coup against the government of Thaksin Shinawatra, up until the present day.

Under the bill, a committee would be set up to review the cases and determine which ones would be granted instant amnesty. These would include violations under the lese-majeste law, orders of National Council for Peace and Order and the 2016 referendum law. The latter effectively banned the expression of dissenting opinions on a military-drafted constitution.

The review committee would comprise 19 members, including the parliament president, opposition leader, chief whip, representatives of all political parties and representatives of the people facing legal action since the 2006 coup.

However, the bill does not cover state authorities who used excessive force in their handling of political protests and those who broke Section 113 of the Criminal Code.

Section 113 pertains to acts of using force or threats with the intent to change the constitution, overthrow the legislature, government or judicial powers, divide the Kingdom of Thailand or seize administrative power.

Pat Hemasuk, an independent academic, called on all political parties to heed the results of the survey, noting that the majority of people do not want wrongdoers let off the hook.

He also warned the ruling Pheu Thai Party that it could lose seats in the next general election if it decided to push ahead with the amnesty bid.

Pheu Thai's stance on the amnesty proposal is being closely watched as Thaksin Shinawatra, widely seen as the party's de facto leader, now faces lese-majeste and computer crime charges.

Thaksin has reportedly petitioned the Office of the Attorney General for "fair treatment" and claimed that police who handled the initial complaint in 2015 were pressured by "those in power at the time" -- a reference to the military regime that staged a coup in 2014.
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                  Scam losses 'topped B60bn in last two years'                

                Central bank has frozen 200,000 'mule accounts', with tougher new rules on the way
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                                The Bank of Thailand is stepping up a crackdown on so-called mule accounts used in online financial fraud after bank customers lost more than 60 billion baht to such scams in the past two years.
The central bank and other enforcement agencies have frozen almost 200,000 mule accounts -- operated by people who facilitate the transfer of illegal funds on behalf of someone else -- between March 2023 and April this year, said Daranee Saeju, assistant governor for the payment systems policy and financial consumer protection group.

The BoT will expand the crackdown by sharing the database of risky customers among banks, Ms Daranee said at a news briefing on Thursday.

Individuals suspected of owning mule accounts will have their facilities locked and banks will tighten rules to make it difficult for them to open new ones by the end of next month, she said.

"The situation is getting worse with new cases coming in steadily," she said. "There are about 300,000 reported cases of financial fraud over the past two years. Normally one financial fraud case relates to five mule accounts, which means there are millions of accounts out there we need to deal with."  

The country has struggled to curb a surge in financial crimes as people fall victims to scammers offering loans at cheap rates, high interest rates on deposits or through various ponzi schemes.

The financial damage from online scams totalled 63 billion baht between March 2022 and May 2024, according to official data.

The central bank has ordered commercial banks to upgrade their security systems for online transactions within the fourth quarter by offering customers an option to lock their money from digital transactions and providing double authorisation in transfers, Ms Daranee said.

Under the new rules, she said, the regulator is focusing on individual depositors rather than controlling deposit accounts for suspected mule activities.

Banks can verify suspected mule accounts using three data sources: internal data from each bank, the data-sharing system of the Central Fraud Register (CFR) under the Thai Bankers' Association, which is scheduled to start operating on July 31, and data from the Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo).

Suspected mule accounts, as defined by banks, often exhibit numerous deposit transfers in a short period followed by large amounts of money transfers. Banks can immediately suspend suspicious transactions via online channels to mitigate cyber-risks swiftly, she said.

The central bank is also tightening regulations for opening new deposit accounts. Individuals wishing to open new accounts must be verified using data from the same three sources: Amlo, the CFR and the banks.

If a bank notices something suspicious based on risk assessment, she said, it can impose special conditions, prohibit deposit account opening via mobile banking apps, or block opening through all channels.

"The central bank believes stronger regulations will better protect consumers from financial fraud, while improved tools can manage cyber-risks," Ms Daranee said.


	Special Report: Diving into the mule account crackdown
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                  Commander shunted over unfair salary deductions                

                Conscript got to keep just 40% of earnings while being charged for items such as septic tank cleaning
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                                The Royal Thai Army has transferred the commander of a training unit in Nakhon Ratchasima to its northeastern headquarters pending an investigation into deductions from conscripts' salaries for utilities and miscellaneous items -- including a septic tank pumping fee.
The matter came to light after a Facebook page named E-Sor Khayee Khao 3 (E-Sor crushing news) shared details of the expenses charged to a new conscript with the 2nd Army Support Command in Nakhon Ratchasima.

The post showed the conscript's financial summary for the past 42-day cycle which revealed earnings of 10,990 baht and expenses of 6,280 baht, or 57% of earnings.

Among his expenses were costs for camping gear and his uniform, cleaning equipment, meals during a long-distance hike, alcohol and an ATK test kit, and a septic tank pumping fee. The latter cost 500 baht.  

Jirayu Houngsub, spokesman for political affairs at the Ministry of Defence, confirmed on Thursday that the financial statement was genuine and the salary deductions, including the septic tank fee, were true.

The 22nd Transportation and Service Battalion unit where the conscript was sent to train has around 100 recruits. According to Mr Jirayu, the unit was found to have charged the expenses detailed in the statement.

Lt Gen Adul Boonthamcharoen, the 2nd Army Area Commander, said the army had more than 200 training units for new recruits but none collected a septic tank pumping fee.

The relevant officers have been summoned for questioning, he said, adding that if violations were found within any units, wrongdoers would face disciplinary action.

Lt Gen Adul said he initially ordered the transfer of Col Achawin Akapin, commander of the 22nd Transportation and Service Battalion, pending an investigation.

He also maintained that some of the information in the documents posted online was accurate and some of it was not. He declined to elaborate.

"This is something that should not have happened. It is unacceptable," Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said.

Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang said the ministry had previously issued orders prohibiting any deductions from soldiers' salaries for non-official expenses.

He stressed that one of the ministry's policies is to ensure enlisted officers will have monthly earnings of about 10,000 baht. This aligns with the government's plan to raise the minimum salary for recruits to this level.

"I insist those responsible for this issue will be held accountable and punished," said Mr Sutin.

"The military inspector-general has been ordered to inspect units nationwide. So far, there have been no reports of similar issues. Strict measures will be taken.

"But some units may still have misunderstandings," he added.
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                  Fake powdered milk from Vietnam seized                

                Online advertisements making exaggerated claims lured buyers to order products, say police
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                                Consumer protection police have seized 18 million baht worth of counterfeit powdered milk products smuggled from Vietnam and arrested six migrant employees during a raid on a warehouse in Samut Prakan.
Officers from the Consumer Protection Police Division (CPPD) and officials from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) seized 41 items of evidence along with about 20,000 cans of powdered milk and other food supplement products from the warehouse in tambon Bang Khru of Phra Pradaeng district, Pol Maj Gen Witthaya Sriprasertparb, CPPD commander, said during a media briefing on Thursday.

The raid came after the FDA found that there was a website advertising powdered milk and claiming exaggerated benefits. It claimed the products were certified by the FDA in the US and were No 1 best sellers in New Zealand. The advertisements appeared on many social media platforms.

Police investigators discovered the products were kept at a warehouse in Phra Pradaeng, where they found 12,625 cans of powdered milk from eight different brands, 1,776 supplement products for children, 3,660 items of unregistered medicines and 95 vitamin products.

Six migrant workers from Laos and Myanmar were found packing products when police raided the warehouse. All were arrested and charged with colluding in selling unregistered products and working without work permits.

Pol Col Veeraphong Khlaithong, superintendent of CPPD sub-division 4, said Vietnamese nationals were behind the smuggling of the products from their country. They rented buildings to store the products before selling them online.

"Interested people are required to fill out their names, addresses and phone numbers on the website," he said. Sellers then contact the potential buyers by phone to convince them of the properties of the products and persuade them to buy more.

"About two or three weeks after receiving the products, the buyers will be contacted by sales staff who will ask about the results of using the products and will offer additional products for sale. Each month, 3,000 to 6,000 purchase orders are made."

The powdered milk and other supplement products were sold at 1,090 to 1,190 baht a can.

Investigators said the Vietnamese owners of the products visited Thailand once a month to check up on the operation. They also kept abreast of Thai authorities' warnings about powered milk products that were not certified by the FDA.

If they learned that their products would be at risk of being inspected, they would immediately move their products to other storage sites to avoid legal action, police said.


[image: ]
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) deputy secretary-general Weerachai Nalawachai displays a can of counterfeit powdered milk during a briefing on Thursday. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                  Cannabis advocates vow long rally against relisting                

                Group walks out of talks with health minister, accusing him of being too rigid
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                                Cannabis advocates have vowed to organise a protracted rally next month against the plan by the Ministry of Public Health to relist the plant as a narcotic.
Prasitchai Nunual, secretary-general of Writing Thai Cannabis' Future Network, announced the group's intention after its representatives walked out of a meeting on the issue with Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin on Wednesday.

Prior to the meeting, the group had been urging the minister to push for a law to control the use of cannabis and for a committee to launch a study to determine if a separate cannabis act is needed to regulate the plant's use.

Without a separate cannabis act, the plant's use would be regulated by the Criminal Code, which prescribes tough penalties for cannabis-related offences.

Cannabis was removed from the narcotics list two years ago but without any proper regulations to govern its use. The result was an explosion in recreational use and the opening of thousands of shops nationwide selling marijuana and related products.

Attempts by the previous government to pass a cannabis bill failed, but Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has taken a tough line and insisted that cannabis would be back on the narcotics list before the year is out.

Mr Prasitchai insisted the ministry drop its plan to reclassify the plant as a narcotic, except in instances where it could be proven that legalisation or decriminalisation has been against the interests of the people.

An hour into the meeting, Mr Prasitchai and other members of the group staged a walkout.

He accused Mr Somsak of being too insistent on the ministry's announced stand and refusing to compromise, according to a source close to the matter.

Patients could suffer

Before he left the meeting, Mr Prasitchai warned that at least 10,000 patients who rely on cannabis-based traditional medicine would seek justice from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.

Their access to the essential medicine could be cut off if cannabis is recriminalised, he said, adding that people would not be allowed to grow the plant in their backyards for personal use if Mr Somsak has his way.

Once cannabis is relisted as a Category 5 narcotic, the plant can only be grown and harvested on a large scale for medicinal and research purposes.

Such ventures are capital-intensive, so critics say the plan effectively places the industry in the hands of big businesses.

Mr Prasitchai alleged that a certain financier with close connections to a political party was eyeing such a venture. He declined to elaborate.

He branded as scaremongers people who came up with "fictitious" claims and stories about people losing their sanity from using cannabis.

The network has vowed to lie low for a while before converging on July 8 for a protracted rally near Government House to press for cannabis rules that fairly benefit the people.

Meanwhile, Mr Somsak said at least two ministerial regulations would need to be issued to specify which parts of the cannabis plant are considered narcotics, and to outline legal ways to cultivate cannabis for medical and research use, which would require a licence.

He ruled out the consumption of cannabis for recreational use.

"That's where the problem lies. People smoke weed in public areas, and the smell bothers those around them," the minister said.

The permanent secretary for public health, Opas Karnkawinpong, confirmed the minister's plan to ban the private cultivation of the plant for personal use.



	Commentary: Thailand's weed legislation dilemma
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                  Officers sidelined after oil-smuggling boats vanish                

                Three seized vessels that left police pier in Sattahip believed to be still in Thai waters
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                                Five police officers have been transferred to inactive posts in connection with the disappearance of three boats with 330,000 litres of smuggled oil and 18 crewmen from a marine police pier in Chon Buri.
A search is continuing for the vessels, which police say were owned by "Joe Namman Thue", also known as "Joe Pattani", a major oil smuggler in the South. Police suspect they are heading for Cambodian waters but might not have got that far yet.

The Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) has set up a fact-finding committee to discover how three of the five vessels that had been confiscated in an oil smuggling case vanished from the pier in Sattahip district early Wednesday with a total of 18 crewmen aboard.

The transfers of the officers are intended to ensure an unbiased and thorough investigation, according to senior officers.

Pol Maj Gen Jaroonkiat Pankaew, the CIB deputy commissioner who travelled to Sattahip to head the investigation, said it was divided into three parts: the officers who were negligent, the missing boats and their crews, and the establishment of a command centre to determine the cause of the disappearance and retrieve the vessels.

Police are working with their counterparts in Cambodia to locate the boats, he added.

"It is likely that the three missing ships are still in the Gulf of Thailand and have not yet reached neighbouring countries," he said on Thursday. "That's because they have oil onboard, allowing them to travel at a speed of only 7 to 8 knots. Covering the distance of 240 nautical miles to the neighbouring country would take about 15 hours."

Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop Bhuridej, the CIB commissioner, on Thursday signed an order to transfer the five marine police officers to inactive posts at the CIB operations centre.

The officers are Pol Col Intarat Panya, superintendent of Marine Police Division 5; Pol Lt Col Ajin Wangwatthana, deputy superintendent of Division 5; Pol Lt Col Kobchai To-on, an inspector with Marine Police Sub-Division 3, Division 5; Pol Sgt Maj Thammarat Lekmontra, squad leader of Sub-Division 3, Division 5; and Pol Cpl Apichart Channu, squad leader of Marine Police Sub-Division 3, Division 5.

If they are found guilty, they will be charged under Section 147 of the Criminal Code for misappropriation of official property and Section 157 for wrongful exercise of their duties, said Pol Maj Gen Jaroonkiat.
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                  New Thai-Malaysia bridge work could start next April                

                Narathiwat governor says construction timeline linked to completion of environmental study
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                                Construction of a new bridge linking Thailand and Malaysia in Sungai Kolok district of Narathiwat could start in April next year, the provincial governor has said.
Trakul Thotham said the start of construction would depend on the completion of the environmental impact assessment (EIA), Bernama news agency reported on Thursday.

He was briefing visiting members of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) on Wednesday in Sungai Kolok. They also visited the site of the present bridge connecting the district with Rantau Panjang in Kelantan state of Malaysia.

The provincial public relations office in Narathiwat reported the trip but made no mention of the construction date, saying only that new bridge would promote economic and tourism activities between the two neighbours.

Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said last week that the EIA is expected to be completed in September. The government has earmarked 160 million baht for the bridge project.

The new bridge crossing the Kolok River was first approved in 2009 to ease traffic on the existing bridge. It will be erected parallel to the present bridge, with a road surface about twice as large to better handle traffic flows.

The construction cost will be shared equally by the two countries.

In addition to visiting the bridge, OIC representatives toured Yala and Pattani provinces from Tuesday to Thursday.


	Related: Malaysia to support twin-cities concept in South
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                  PM: New inflation target should increase rate-cut odds                

                Srettha declines to comment on latest central bank decision 'as there will be conflict'
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                                An upcoming review of the country's inflation target range by the Bank of Thailand and the Ministry of Finance should increase the chance of an interest-rate cut, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.
The central bank left its key interest rate unchanged for a fourth straight meeting on Wednesday, despite calls by the government to reduce borrowing costs to help revive the economy.

The current inflation target range is 1% to 3%, which has been adopted since 2020. The target is reviewed every year.

"Setting a new range for inflation may give more flexibility in reducing interest rates," Mr Srettha told reporters.

Last month, Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira said he would meet the central bank chief to review the inflation target range, which would lead to appropriate interest rate settings.

Mr Srettha has said the current policy rate of 2.5% is hurting the economy and the public, and it should be cut. The central bank said on Wednesday the rate was "neutral and not too high".

"I've said it several times. I don't want to say any more as there will be conflict," the prime minister said on Thursday, adding he would also try other measures to stimulate activity, including accelerating budget spending.

The average headline inflation rate was -0.13% in the first five months of the year, and the central bank has forecast it would be 0.6% for the whole year.

The annual change in the Consumer Price Index was in negative territory for seven consecutive months before creeping up to 0.6% in April. It rose again in May to a 13-month high of 1.54%.

The central bank said in a statement on Wednesday that the current inflation target range was still in line with economic fundamentals and still reflected medium-term inflation expectations.

"Inflation has turned positive and is expected to increase, as the effects from the domestic diesel price subsidy and excess supply of certain raw food items are gradually phased out," it said.

The economy grew 1.5% in the first quarter from a year earlier, slowing from 1.7% in the prior quarter, lagging regional peers.

The government has forecast growth of 2.5% this year, after last year's 1.9% expansion.
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									Thailand seeing signs of 'White Lotus' travel bump

									Foreigners reportedly eager to visit sites where popular TV show was filmed
								

								Now that the fictional guests of Season 3 of The White Lotus have officially checked out of their sumptuous Thai resort, the country is gearing up for the real tourists to arrive.
								The series recently wrapped filming at several resorts and locations in Thailand, and although the show likely won't air until next year, hotels and tour operators are readying for their own White Lotus bump. 

The first two seasons of the show, a satirical look at the privileged lives of its wealthy guests and the employees of the eponymous luxury hotel, were filmed at Four Seasons properties in Maui, Hawaii and the Sicilian town of Taormina. Fans then turned those real-life resorts and cities into bucket-list destinations, spurring an avalanche of visitors. 

Some tourists are getting in before the next season's airing. "You still can't get into the Four Seasons in Taormina -- it's completely chockablock," says Misty Belles, a spokeswoman for Virtuoso, a consortium for some 20,000 luxury advisers.

"We're waiting for Thailand to go crazy because everyone knows as soon as The White Lotus comes out, you won't be able to get in. We're starting to see people wanting to go there before."

Virtuoso's bookings to Thailand this year have increased by 38% from 2023, and the majority of that growth is coming from US travellers.

For Black Tomato, a luxury travel agency that specialises in "set-jetting" vacations designed around popular movies, that phenomenon has already arrived: It reported a 44% spike in sales to Thailand in the first four months of this year from the same period last year. Prices have also started to creep up about 15% from last year, it said. 

Guests are specifically requesting to book at the properties that Bloomberg first reported were being featured in Season Three: Four Seasons Koh Samui, where an ocean-view villa can cost about $1,700 a night, and the Anantara Mai Khao, where pool villas will set you back about $400.

Availability at both properties has started to tighten, says Black Tomato co-founder Tom Marchant, noting that his clients tend to book a year or more ahead. Four Seasons Koh Samui has seen a 39% increase in bookings from Virtuoso clients.

Leading Hotels of the World, a collection of independent, high-end hotels, has also been tracking a spike in interest. The brand says it saw customer searches for its six properties in Thailand jump 25% the month after it was confirmed that the show was being shot in Thailand -- even though none of those hotels were connected to the production.

Chompu Marusachot, director of the New York office of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, says consumer interest has picked up, particularly in and around Koh Samui, Phuket and Bangkok, based on feedback from partner hotels and the sheer increased media coverage.

"Appearing in The White Lotus Season 3 allows us to reach a truly global audience," she says.

All this portends a good year ahead for Thailand, which thus far in 2024 has seen foreign visitors jump about 37%, to 15.5 million arrivals. Not all of that is attributable to the White Lotus effect.

Asia, generally, has experienced a slow post-pandemic recovery--but appetite for Thailand and its similarly tourism-dependent neighbours has started to accelerate this year as travellers shift their focus beyond Europe.

Thailand expects to more than double its total foreign arrivals, to nearly 36 million, this calendar year from 2023, but that rebound will still fall short of 2019's tally of nearly 40 million. 

Although HBO, the network behind The White Lotus, has kept details of the exact Thailand locales under wraps, the TAT announced that the shoots featured Bangkok, Phuket and Samui. Four Seasons and Anantara hotels have both declined to comment on their involvement.

According to sources on Samui with knowledge of the production, scenes on the island were also shot at the remote Taling Ngam Beach -- its white sands sit on the edge of a tropical jungle bordered by palm trees, purportedly offering the best sunset views on the island.

Scenes were also shot at Fisherman's Village, a favorite tourist spot known for its lively night market, where walkways are lined with wooden shophouses and rustic buildings.

Still, Thailand -- and Samui in particular -- have some work to do before welcoming more Jennifer Coolidge wannabes.

The island has 150,000 tonnes of waste that's been piling up because its incinerator isn't working properly, and it faces a water shortage, forcing some hotels to buy water from private companies while residents go without. 

On an April visit, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin pledged to help the island cope with at least some of those issues as it braced for a surge in tourism, says Ratchaporn Poolsawadee, president of the Tourism Association of Koh Samui.

Ratchaporn says the tourism industry is beyond excited that the island's attractions will hit screens in millions of homes. He's urging leaders to get Koh Samui ready for the surge. 

"We have to expand roads, improve our waterworks and deal with waste," he explains. "We want to give the guests a good experience of Thailand. We have to get ready for them to come." 


	Related: The ultimate product placement
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                  'Majority' disagree with amnesty bill                

                Deputy House speaker orders investigation of online survey results for possible irregularities
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                                The majority of people surveyed by the Secretariat of the House of Representatives disagree with a bill sponsored by civil society groups seeking amnesty in political and lese-majeste cases dating back to September 2006.
The final results of the month-long online survey showed that 64.66% rejected the bill, with 35.34% in favour.

A total of 90,503 respondents participated in the survey from May 13 until midnight on June 12, the secretariat said.

However, supporters of the bill have complained about a surge of about 26,000 "No" votes on June 11, which appeared to be part of an organised operation. Prior to that time, they said, opinions had been running close to 50:50.

Padipat Suntiphada, the deputy speaker of the House, said the results might be suspect and he wants to take a second look.

"I have ordered an inspection of the IP addresses and any irregularities that occurred on the website and have listened to the opinions of the legal drafters. I will inform everyone of the facts soon," Mr Padipat, a former member of the Move Forward Party, wrote on his X account on Thursday.

The draft bill was proposed by Poonsuk Poonsukcharoen, of Thai Lawyers for Human Rights, and was seconded by 36,723 people. It was submitted to parliament for consideration.

It aims to cover related cases from Sept 19, 2006, when Gen Sonthi Boonyaratklin staged a coup against the government of Thaksin Shinawatra, up until the present day.

Under the bill, a committee would be set up to review the cases and determine which ones would be granted instant amnesty. These would include violations under the lese-majeste law, orders of National Council for Peace and Order and the 2016 referendum law. The latter effectively banned the expression of dissenting opinions on a military-drafted constitution.

The review committee would comprise 19 members, including the parliament president, opposition leader, chief whip, representatives of all political parties and representatives of the people facing legal action since the 2006 coup.

However, the bill does not cover state authorities who used excessive force in their handling of political protests and those who broke Section 113 of the Criminal Code.

Section 113 pertains to acts of using force or threats with the intent to change the constitution, overthrow the legislature, government or judicial powers, divide the Kingdom of Thailand or seize administrative power.

Pat Hemasuk, an independent academic, called on all political parties to heed the results of the survey, noting that the majority of people do not want wrongdoers let off the hook.

He also warned the ruling Pheu Thai Party that it could lose seats in the next general election if it decided to push ahead with the amnesty bid.

Pheu Thai's stance on the amnesty proposal is being closely watched as Thaksin Shinawatra, widely seen as the party's de facto leader, now faces lese-majeste and computer crime charges.

Thaksin has reportedly petitioned the Office of the Attorney General for "fair treatment" and claimed that police who handled the initial complaint in 2015 were pressured by "those in power at the time" -- a reference to the military regime that staged a coup in 2014.
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                  Scam losses 'topped B60bn in last two years'                

                Central bank has frozen 200,000 'mule accounts', with tougher new rules on the way
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                                The Bank of Thailand is stepping up a crackdown on so-called mule accounts used in online financial fraud after bank customers lost more than 60 billion baht to such scams in the past two years.
The central bank and other enforcement agencies have frozen almost 200,000 mule accounts -- operated by people who facilitate the transfer of illegal funds on behalf of someone else -- between March 2023 and April this year, said Daranee Saeju, assistant governor for the payment systems policy and financial consumer protection group.

The BoT will expand the crackdown by sharing the database of risky customers among banks, Ms Daranee said at a news briefing on Thursday.

Individuals suspected of owning mule accounts will have their facilities locked and banks will tighten rules to make it difficult for them to open new ones by the end of next month, she said.

"The situation is getting worse with new cases coming in steadily," she said. "There are about 300,000 reported cases of financial fraud over the past two years. Normally one financial fraud case relates to five mule accounts, which means there are millions of accounts out there we need to deal with."  

The country has struggled to curb a surge in financial crimes as people fall victims to scammers offering loans at cheap rates, high interest rates on deposits or through various ponzi schemes.

The financial damage from online scams totalled 63 billion baht between March 2022 and May 2024, according to official data.

The central bank has ordered commercial banks to upgrade their security systems for online transactions within the fourth quarter by offering customers an option to lock their money from digital transactions and providing double authorisation in transfers, Ms Daranee said.

Under the new rules, she said, the regulator is focusing on individual depositors rather than controlling deposit accounts for suspected mule activities.

Banks can verify suspected mule accounts using three data sources: internal data from each bank, the data-sharing system of the Central Fraud Register (CFR) under the Thai Bankers' Association, which is scheduled to start operating on July 31, and data from the Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo).

Suspected mule accounts, as defined by banks, often exhibit numerous deposit transfers in a short period followed by large amounts of money transfers. Banks can immediately suspend suspicious transactions via online channels to mitigate cyber-risks swiftly, she said.

The central bank is also tightening regulations for opening new deposit accounts. Individuals wishing to open new accounts must be verified using data from the same three sources: Amlo, the CFR and the banks.

If a bank notices something suspicious based on risk assessment, she said, it can impose special conditions, prohibit deposit account opening via mobile banking apps, or block opening through all channels.

"The central bank believes stronger regulations will better protect consumers from financial fraud, while improved tools can manage cyber-risks," Ms Daranee said.


	Special Report: Diving into the mule account crackdown
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                  Commander shunted over unfair salary deductions                

                Conscript got to keep just 40% of earnings while being charged for items such as septic tank cleaning
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                                The Royal Thai Army has transferred the commander of a training unit in Nakhon Ratchasima to its northeastern headquarters pending an investigation into deductions from conscripts' salaries for utilities and miscellaneous items -- including a septic tank pumping fee.
The matter came to light after a Facebook page named E-Sor Khayee Khao 3 (E-Sor crushing news) shared details of the expenses charged to a new conscript with the 2nd Army Support Command in Nakhon Ratchasima.

The post showed the conscript's financial summary for the past 42-day cycle which revealed earnings of 10,990 baht and expenses of 6,280 baht, or 57% of earnings.

Among his expenses were costs for camping gear and his uniform, cleaning equipment, meals during a long-distance hike, alcohol and an ATK test kit, and a septic tank pumping fee. The latter cost 500 baht.  

Jirayu Houngsub, spokesman for political affairs at the Ministry of Defence, confirmed on Thursday that the financial statement was genuine and the salary deductions, including the septic tank fee, were true.

The 22nd Transportation and Service Battalion unit where the conscript was sent to train has around 100 recruits. According to Mr Jirayu, the unit was found to have charged the expenses detailed in the statement.

Lt Gen Adul Boonthamcharoen, the 2nd Army Area Commander, said the army had more than 200 training units for new recruits but none collected a septic tank pumping fee.

The relevant officers have been summoned for questioning, he said, adding that if violations were found within any units, wrongdoers would face disciplinary action.

Lt Gen Adul said he initially ordered the transfer of Col Achawin Akapin, commander of the 22nd Transportation and Service Battalion, pending an investigation.

He also maintained that some of the information in the documents posted online was accurate and some of it was not. He declined to elaborate.

"This is something that should not have happened. It is unacceptable," Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said.

Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang said the ministry had previously issued orders prohibiting any deductions from soldiers' salaries for non-official expenses.

He stressed that one of the ministry's policies is to ensure enlisted officers will have monthly earnings of about 10,000 baht. This aligns with the government's plan to raise the minimum salary for recruits to this level.

"I insist those responsible for this issue will be held accountable and punished," said Mr Sutin.

"The military inspector-general has been ordered to inspect units nationwide. So far, there have been no reports of similar issues. Strict measures will be taken.

"But some units may still have misunderstandings," he added.
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                  Fake powdered milk from Vietnam seized                

                Online advertisements making exaggerated claims lured buyers to order products, say police
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                                Consumer protection police have seized 18 million baht worth of counterfeit powdered milk products smuggled from Vietnam and arrested six migrant employees during a raid on a warehouse in Samut Prakan.
Officers from the Consumer Protection Police Division (CPPD) and officials from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) seized 41 items of evidence along with about 20,000 cans of powdered milk and other food supplement products from the warehouse in tambon Bang Khru of Phra Pradaeng district, Pol Maj Gen Witthaya Sriprasertparb, CPPD commander, said during a media briefing on Thursday.

The raid came after the FDA found that there was a website advertising powdered milk and claiming exaggerated benefits. It claimed the products were certified by the FDA in the US and were No 1 best sellers in New Zealand. The advertisements appeared on many social media platforms.

Police investigators discovered the products were kept at a warehouse in Phra Pradaeng, where they found 12,625 cans of powdered milk from eight different brands, 1,776 supplement products for children, 3,660 items of unregistered medicines and 95 vitamin products.

Six migrant workers from Laos and Myanmar were found packing products when police raided the warehouse. All were arrested and charged with colluding in selling unregistered products and working without work permits.

Pol Col Veeraphong Khlaithong, superintendent of CPPD sub-division 4, said Vietnamese nationals were behind the smuggling of the products from their country. They rented buildings to store the products before selling them online.

"Interested people are required to fill out their names, addresses and phone numbers on the website," he said. Sellers then contact the potential buyers by phone to convince them of the properties of the products and persuade them to buy more.

"About two or three weeks after receiving the products, the buyers will be contacted by sales staff who will ask about the results of using the products and will offer additional products for sale. Each month, 3,000 to 6,000 purchase orders are made."

The powdered milk and other supplement products were sold at 1,090 to 1,190 baht a can.

Investigators said the Vietnamese owners of the products visited Thailand once a month to check up on the operation. They also kept abreast of Thai authorities' warnings about powered milk products that were not certified by the FDA.

If they learned that their products would be at risk of being inspected, they would immediately move their products to other storage sites to avoid legal action, police said.


[image: ]
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) deputy secretary-general Weerachai Nalawachai displays a can of counterfeit powdered milk during a briefing on Thursday. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                  Officers sidelined after oil-smuggling boats vanish                

                Three seized vessels that left police pier in Sattahip believed to be still in Thai waters
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                                Five police officers have been transferred to inactive posts in connection with the disappearance of three boats with 330,000 litres of smuggled oil and 18 crewmen from a marine police pier in Chon Buri.
A search is continuing for the vessels, which police say were owned by "Joe Namman Thue", also known as "Joe Pattani", a major oil smuggler in the South. Police suspect they are heading for Cambodian waters but might not have got that far yet.

The Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) has set up a fact-finding committee to discover how three of the five vessels that had been confiscated in an oil smuggling case vanished from the pier in Sattahip district early Wednesday with a total of 18 crewmen aboard.

The transfers of the officers are intended to ensure an unbiased and thorough investigation, according to senior officers.

Pol Maj Gen Jaroonkiat Pankaew, the CIB deputy commissioner who travelled to Sattahip to head the investigation, said it was divided into three parts: the officers who were negligent, the missing boats and their crews, and the establishment of a command centre to determine the cause of the disappearance and retrieve the vessels.

Police are working with their counterparts in Cambodia to locate the boats, he added.

"It is likely that the three missing ships are still in the Gulf of Thailand and have not yet reached neighbouring countries," he said on Thursday. "That's because they have oil onboard, allowing them to travel at a speed of only 7 to 8 knots. Covering the distance of 240 nautical miles to the neighbouring country would take about 15 hours."

Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop Bhuridej, the CIB commissioner, on Thursday signed an order to transfer the five marine police officers to inactive posts at the CIB operations centre.

The officers are Pol Col Intarat Panya, superintendent of Marine Police Division 5; Pol Lt Col Ajin Wangwatthana, deputy superintendent of Division 5; Pol Lt Col Kobchai To-on, an inspector with Marine Police Sub-Division 3, Division 5; Pol Sgt Maj Thammarat Lekmontra, squad leader of Sub-Division 3, Division 5; and Pol Cpl Apichart Channu, squad leader of Marine Police Sub-Division 3, Division 5.

If they are found guilty, they will be charged under Section 147 of the Criminal Code for misappropriation of official property and Section 157 for wrongful exercise of their duties, said Pol Maj Gen Jaroonkiat.
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                  Bangkok to Beijing train trip gets closer                

                Trial runs on new Vientiane link to start in July, journey to Beijing via Laos will take almost a full day
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                                Train travel between Bangkok and Beijing is inching closer as Thailand prepares to expand its rail network.
A trial service between Bangkok and Vientiane, the capital of Laos, will take place on July 13 and 14, according to the State Railway of Thailand (SRT). When up and running, the new link will improve transport between the two countries and China, said Ekarat Sriarayanphong, head of the SRT governor's office. 

The launch of the Thailand-Laos connection, via a new short link from Nong Khai, will mean it is possible to travel by train from Bangkok to China's capital via stops in Vientiane and the southern Chinese city of Kunming, where there is a separate semi-high-speed service to Beijing. 

The roughly 3,200-kilometre journey, though the area's mountainous terrain adds to the distance, will take almost a full day. That compares with just short of five hours for a non-stop flight.

There is already a high-speed train operating between China and Laos that offers a route for Thai goods to be transported via rail to Kunming, according to a Nikkei report. That has helped reduce delivery times to China to 15 hours from the two days it takes for trucks to carry freight along the mountainous route, it said.

Thailand is looking to improve its connectivity with China, its top trading partner, to help boost economic growth that is lagging behind regional peers. 

The Southeast Asian nation's exports to China totalled almost $32 billion in the first 11 months of last year, with top products including fruit and rubber products, according to government data. Its imports from China were valued at $65.3 billion in the same period, led by sectors including electric equipment and machinery. 

Beyond trade, the two nations are also forging closer tourism ties. Visitors from China can stay for up to 60 days in Thailand, while tourists from Thailand can stay in China for 30 days.

The tourism sector is set to get a further boost from a separate, albeit much-delayed, project that will see a high-speed rail system link Thailand to China through Laos by 2028.
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                                Seven potential bidders have qualified to take part in the auction sale of 15,000 tonnes of rice left over from the Yingluck Shinawatra administration's rice-pledging scheme.
Deputy Prime Minister and Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said the auction of the last stockpile of the decade-old rice will go ahead as planned next Monday.

A total of eight companies were interested in the auction and submitted documents to certify their qualifications early this week.

Mr Phumtham said seven passed qualification screening and have been given the green light to take part in the bidding. Bids can be submitted from 9am til noon, with the winners to be announced on June 21.

The rice left over from the controversial rice-pledging scheme being sold at the auction is from the Kittichai and Poolphol warehouses in Surin.

Mr Phumthan expressed confidence that the auction will be successful, noting that the bidders have apparently no concerns over how long the rice has been stored. The government hopes to generate revenue of about 270 million baht and reduce storage costs, which are as high as 380,000 baht per month, from the auction.

According to the terms of reference, the winning bidder will have 15 days to sign a contract with the Public Warehouse Organisation (PWO) to complete the purchase. If the winner does not sign the contract, the next highest bidder will be given the right to sign it. If that offer is lower than the winner's bid, the company must pay the price difference to the PWO.
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                                The Board of Investment (BOI) is planning to increase investments in computer chips to support the rapid growth of the electric vehicle (EV) industry in Thailand, moving in tandem with the state's plan to set up a national semiconductor board.
Development of related industries is required as domestic EV manufacturing is gaining momentum, following higher investment from foreign companies, said Narit Therdsteerasukdi, secretary-general of the BoI.

"We need to support investment in semiconductors, smart electronics and circuit boards as well," he said.

The move came after Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira said economic ministers decided to give a green light to a proposal to set up a national semiconductor board to upskill semiconductor industry workers.

The approval was announced on June 10 after the weekly meeting of the economic ministers, chaired by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.

Thailand has lagged other countries in terms of skilled semiconductor workers, and the private sector must be involved in tackling the shortage of skilled labour in domestic semiconductor manufacturing, said Mr Pichai.

The government is planning to send Thai workers to Taiwan for training, as the island is famous for its semiconductor industry, he said.

Along with this human resource development, the BOI will continue to try to persuade foreign business people to invest in Thailand.

On Wednesday, Mr Narit signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with HSBC Thailand to better promote foreign direct investment in Thailand in order to make the country an investment hub in Asean.

With HSBC's international connection network, the company can help to connect Thailand with international corporates, he said.

The BOI will hold an investment roadshow in Osaka, Japan, next week, and then in the Middle East in July in order to encourage entrepreneurs to invest in S-curve industries, which include new-generation cars and smart electronics.

During the first quarter of this year, investment applications submitted to the BOI increased by 94% year-on-year to 724 project proposals, with the investment value reaching 228 billion baht, a year-on-year increase of 31%.
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                                Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is backing the idea of turning Lamphun into a city of museums and lifting efforts to make Nan a Unesco world heritage site as part of efforts to boost the kingdom's tourism industry.
Mr Srettha raised such matters during a cabinet meeting on Tuesday after he visited several provinces and noticed their hidden potential. For example, he found that the younger generation in Lamphun had an idea to turn the northern province's capital into a city of museums, which should be considered.

[image: ]
Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin gives a speech at a meeting with representatives of hoteliers and tourism-related business operators at Government House on Tuesday. (Photo: Thai Khu Fah)



This comes as the prime minister has assigned the Tourism and Sports Ministry, the Culture Ministry and other agencies to create a plan to promote tourism in several cities, both the popular ones and the lesser-known ones.

The Tourism and Sports Ministry has also been ordered to develop a standard key performance indicator (KPI) target that public-sector tourism personnel in 55 provinces should  meet.

The ministry is required to present the standard to the cabinet within two weeks.

Mr Srettha has further ordered several agencies to speed up efforts to make Nan a United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco) world heritage site as the province was closely connected to the city of Luang Prabang in Laos in the past, but the latter has already been listed as a world heritage site.

As part of this effort, he is looking to build tourism connections between the two cities and improve Nan's transport and airport, according to government spokesman Chai Wacharonke.

The tasks were assigned to the Natural Resources and Environment Ministry and the Transport Ministry during the cabinet meeting.

The moves are also part of the government's "Five Countries, One Destination" policy, which aims to link Thailand, Laos, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Cambodia in terms of tourism.

"The prime minister is confident about Thailand's potential," Mr Chai said.

"The country is rich in culture, with many art and cultural attractions, Thai fabrics and Thai food. The government is ready to support and promote tourism in provinces that are worth visiting in Thailand so that their identities can be highlighted," he added.
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                  Philippines cracks down on illegal gambling firms                

                Many unlicensed offshore operations reportedly linked to Chinese crime groups
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                                MANILA - Philippine authorities have launched a crackdown on illegal offshore gambling operators, several run by Chinese firms, as calls to ban their activities mount due to their alleged links to criminal syndicates.
Around 250 to 300 offshore gambling firms are operating in the Philippines without a licence, the chief of the country's gaming regulator said on Thursday. That is around six times more than the 46 legitimate gaming operators in the country.

"Together with the police, we search for these illegal operators, conduct raids and shut them down," Alejandro Tengco, chairman of the state regulator Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corp (Pagcor), told Reuters in a telephone interview.

The online gaming industry emerged in the Philippines in 2016 and grew exponentially as operators capitalised on the country's liberal gaming laws to target customers in China, where gambling is banned.

At their peak, Philippine offshore gambling operators, or Pogos, totalled 300 and employed more than 300,000 Chinese workers. But the pandemic and tighter tax rules have forced many to relocate or go underground, Tengco said.

The crackdown was triggered by reports of Pogo-related crimes such as human trafficking, torture, kidnapping, and fraudulent activities like credit card, crypto investment, and "love scams" -- when criminals adopt fake online identities to persuade victims to give them money.

In March, law enforcers raided a Pogo facility in Pampanga province that led to the rescue of more than 800 workers, including Filipino and Chinese nationals, local media reported.

Security officials have also expressed concern over illegal Pogos, with the defence minister saying criminal syndicates posing as Pogos were a national security concern, while the national security council said these illegal activities must not be tolerated.

"The concern is that we should stop these syndicated criminal activities operating out of our base, which weaken our financial standing, our country ratings, (and) corrupt our society," Defence Secretary Gilberto Teodoro said in a statement on Wednesday.

Pagcor's Tengco said the gaming regulator would comply with the government's final decision on Pogos, which might include banning the industry altogether.

The government is expected to generate 24.5 billion pesos ($417 million) this year in Pogo fees and taxes from 46 licensed Pogos, half of which are Chinese firms, Tengco said.
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                Central bank has frozen 200,000 'mule accounts', with tougher new rules on the way
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: (Photo: Bloomberg)]
                                              
                          (Photo: Bloomberg)                        

                                          

                  

                                The Bank of Thailand is stepping up a crackdown on so-called mule accounts used in online financial fraud after bank customers lost more than 60 billion baht to such scams in the past two years.
The central bank and other enforcement agencies have frozen almost 200,000 mule accounts -- operated by people who facilitate the transfer of illegal funds on behalf of someone else -- between March 2023 and April this year, said Daranee Saeju, assistant governor for the payment systems policy and financial consumer protection group.

The BoT will expand the crackdown by sharing the database of risky customers among banks, Ms Daranee said at a news briefing on Thursday.

Individuals suspected of owning mule accounts will have their facilities locked and banks will tighten rules to make it difficult for them to open new ones by the end of next month, she said.

"The situation is getting worse with new cases coming in steadily," she said. "There are about 300,000 reported cases of financial fraud over the past two years. Normally one financial fraud case relates to five mule accounts, which means there are millions of accounts out there we need to deal with."  

The country has struggled to curb a surge in financial crimes as people fall victims to scammers offering loans at cheap rates, high interest rates on deposits or through various ponzi schemes.

The financial damage from online scams totalled 63 billion baht between March 2022 and May 2024, according to official data.

The central bank has ordered commercial banks to upgrade their security systems for online transactions within the fourth quarter by offering customers an option to lock their money from digital transactions and providing double authorisation in transfers, Ms Daranee said.

Under the new rules, she said, the regulator is focusing on individual depositors rather than controlling deposit accounts for suspected mule activities.

Banks can verify suspected mule accounts using three data sources: internal data from each bank, the data-sharing system of the Central Fraud Register (CFR) under the Thai Bankers' Association, which is scheduled to start operating on July 31, and data from the Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo).

Suspected mule accounts, as defined by banks, often exhibit numerous deposit transfers in a short period followed by large amounts of money transfers. Banks can immediately suspend suspicious transactions via online channels to mitigate cyber-risks swiftly, she said.

The central bank is also tightening regulations for opening new deposit accounts. Individuals wishing to open new accounts must be verified using data from the same three sources: Amlo, the CFR and the banks.

If a bank notices something suspicious based on risk assessment, she said, it can impose special conditions, prohibit deposit account opening via mobile banking apps, or block opening through all channels.

"The central bank believes stronger regulations will better protect consumers from financial fraud, while improved tools can manage cyber-risks," Ms Daranee said.


	Special Report: Diving into the mule account crackdown
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                                An upcoming review of the country's inflation target range by the Bank of Thailand and the Ministry of Finance should increase the chance of an interest-rate cut, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said on Thursday.
The central bank left its key interest rate unchanged for a fourth straight meeting on Wednesday, despite calls by the government to reduce borrowing costs to help revive the economy.

The current inflation target range is 1% to 3%, which has been adopted since 2020. The target is reviewed every year.

"Setting a new range for inflation may give more flexibility in reducing interest rates," Mr Srettha told reporters.

Last month, Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira said he would meet the central bank chief to review the inflation target range, which would lead to appropriate interest rate settings.

Mr Srettha has said the current policy rate of 2.5% is hurting the economy and the public, and it should be cut. The central bank said on Wednesday the rate was "neutral and not too high".

"I've said it several times. I don't want to say any more as there will be conflict," the prime minister said on Thursday, adding he would also try other measures to stimulate activity, including accelerating budget spending.

The average headline inflation rate was -0.13% in the first five months of the year, and the central bank has forecast it would be 0.6% for the whole year.

The annual change in the Consumer Price Index was in negative territory for seven consecutive months before creeping up to 0.6% in April. It rose again in May to a 13-month high of 1.54%.

The central bank said in a statement on Wednesday that the current inflation target range was still in line with economic fundamentals and still reflected medium-term inflation expectations.

"Inflation has turned positive and is expected to increase, as the effects from the domestic diesel price subsidy and excess supply of certain raw food items are gradually phased out," it said.

The economy grew 1.5% in the first quarter from a year earlier, slowing from 1.7% in the prior quarter, lagging regional peers.

The government has forecast growth of 2.5% this year, after last year's 1.9% expansion.
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                                Proton, the Malaysian carmaker backed by the Chinese automaker Geely, has unveiled the country's first homemade electric vehicle brand.
Proton announced the e.MAS brand  -- for "Electrifying Malaysia" -- on Wednesday in Kuala Lumpur, with the first cars expected to roll off the production line by the end of 2025.

The vehicles will be made at Proton's existing factory in Perak, north of the capital, which itself is transforming into an EV hub with a $10-billion investment from Geely.

Industry insiders said the Malaysian carmaker's first production battery-electric vehicle was expected to be based on the Geely Galaxy E5, but Proton has not confirmed that.

"Proton must change to remain relevant," CEO Li Chunrong said. "Every major economy is replacing combustion engine cars with EV technology."

Proton is 49.9% owned by Geely while its Malaysian partner DRB-Hicom Bhd owns the remainder.

Wednesday's announcement is the latest step in Geely's effort to gain share in Malaysia's small but growing EV market. Last year, it introduced Smart -- a brand it co-owns with Mercedes-Benz -- in a bid to take on global EV leaders BYD and Tesla -- both of which already sell cars in the country. Those Smart EVs are imported from China.

While Smart is a more premium offering with prices starting at 189,000 ringgit ($40,000) -- on par with a Tesla 3 -- the e.MAS will have "competitive pricing for all Malaysians", said Yusri Yusuf, Proton's senior director for strategy.

Currently, the cheapest EV sold in Malaysia is the BYD Dolphin, which starts at 99,900 ringgit. Proton's existing combustion engine models start from 34,800 ringgit.

Geely's fully owned Zeekr EV brand will also be introduced in Malaysia later this year, according to reports from China.

Malaysia hopes that electric cars can make up 15% of total sales by 2030 to help it achieve its 2050 net zero ambitions.

The country's EV sales more than tripled in 2023, climbing from 2,631 units in 2022 to 10,159 units. However that growth is from a low base, with total EVs only projected to make up 2% of total sales this year.

Proton has already appointed 17 dealers for its e.MAS brand, and expects to have a total of 20 by the end of the year.
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                Confidence in other investment options weak amid global uncertainty, say analysts
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                                SINGAPORE - Demand for gold in Asia is surging despite prices hovering near the record highs it hit in May, industry officials say, as buyers snap up the metal to hedge against geopolitical and economic uncertainty.
Lower confidence in other investment options, such as real estate and equities, is also a factor behind the demand for gold, analysts say.

"When the macroeconomic backdrop returns to normal, when real estate and equities are more interesting, I think that price sensitivity will return," said Ruth Crowell, chief executive of the London Bullion Market Association.

Spot gold was trading on Thursday around $2,310 per ounce, up about 12% for the year to date and only 6% shy of the record high of $2,450.05 that it hit last month. Thai selling prices on Thursday afternoon were quoted at 40,200 baht per baht-weight (15.2 grammes), according to the Thai Gold Traders Association.

In Japan, there are more gold bulls than bears despite record high prices, according to Bruce Ikemizu, chief director of the Japan Bullion Market Association.

Chinese investors grappling with currency devaluation, a protracted real estate downturn and trade tensions are also finding value in gold, experts said. China's purchases of gold coins and bars surged 27% in the first quarter of this year.

"The trend in the market has been that if the consumer wants to buy gold, they will. The price doesn't matter," Albert Cheng, CEO of the Singapore Bullion Market Association, told Reuters on the sidelines of the Asia Pacific Precious Metals Conference.

Elsewhere in Asia, retail investors have been pouring money into the safe-haven asset, with the metal finding increased acceptance among younger buyers.

In Thailand, there were queues outside gold stores as soon as there were headlines about higher prices, said Nuttapong Hirunyasiri, the CEO of MTS Gold Group.

Vietnam is seeing investors flocking to stock up, despite domestic prices trading at stubbornly high premiums to global prices.

On the other hand, India and Australia remain sensitive to high prices.

Indian gold prices have traded at a discount to international prices for five straight weeks, reflecting tepid demand in the second largest bullion consumer, while the Perth Mint's gold product sales in May fell 30% on a monthly basis.

India's gold imports in 2024 are expected to fall by nearly a fifth, as record high prices have pushed retail consumers to exchange old jewellery for new items instead of buying afresh.
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                Confidence falls for third straight month on slow economic growth and political uncertainty
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                                Thai consumer confidence dropped for a third straight month in May, falling to its lowest level since October last year on concerns over a slow economic recovery and political uncertainty, a survey showed on Thursday.
The consumer index of the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC) fell to 60.5 in May from 62.1 in April, the university said in a statement.

Thai courts will convene on a trio of politically charged cases next week, including one that could potentially lead to the prime minister's dismissal, increasing the prospect of more government instability in the Southeast Asian country.

Consumers were not confident about whether the economy would recover quickly, especially when the current political situation became uncertain, the university said.

However, consumer confidence was likely to improve if the government sped up budget disbursements and helped stimulate an economic recovery in the second half of this year, it said.

The economy grew 1.5% in the first quarter from a year earlier, slowing from 1.7% growth in the prior quarter, lagging regional peers.

The Bank of Thailand (BoT) predicts growth of 2.6% this year, after last year's 1.9% expansion. On Wednesday, the central bank left its key interest rate unchanged for a third straight meeting, as widely expected, resisting government pressure to lower borrowing costs to help revive the country's economy.
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                EV makers should create reputable brands rather than chasing short-term gains, says consultancy
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                                BEIJING - Price competition among Chinese electric vehicle (EV) makers abroad is not sustainable since consumers will start to doubt the quality and reliability of the cars if they are frequently discounted, according to Bain & Co.
The global consultancy advises Chinese assemblers, which already enjoy a cost advantage over their international rivals, to focus on premium and expensive models when building their global image, rather than selling cheaper cars to lure budget-conscious consumers.

"Chinese companies have the potential to redefine electric cars so that they can convince global customers of their products' competitiveness in performance and technology," Helen Liu, a Bain partner, told reporters at a media briefing on Wednesday. "The pricing advantage will eventually run out of steam. It is product quality, technology and brand awareness that hold the key to Chinese carmakers' success."

Her statement coincided with the European Union's (EU) decision to slap additional tariffs of up to 38% on Chinese-made EVs in the wake of a nine-month anti-subsidy investigation.

In its latest report about Chinese companies' globalisation drive and overseas investment strategy, Bain suggests EV assemblers set up production facilities in the regions where they aim to grab market share if they want to sidestep damage from the punitive tariffs on their cars.

It warned them, however, that localising production carries risks arising from geopolitical tensions and regulatory compliance.

China is the world's largest automotive and EV market, with electric car sales accounting for 60% of the global total.

Last September, UBS predicted Chinese-made cars, benefitting from a faster pace of electrification, would control a third of the global market by 2030, up from 17% in 2022.

In a teardown report, the Swiss bank found that the pure-electric Seal sedan built by Shenzhen-based BYD, the world's largest EV maker, had a production advantage over Tesla's Model 3 assembled in China.

The cost of building a Seal, a rival to the Model 3, was 15% lower, the report said. In Europe, the Seal had a sustainable 25% cost advantage over rivals, even factoring in growing trade barriers such as tariffs, it showed.

BYD (Build Your Dreams), backed by Warren Buffett's Berkshire Hathaway, mainly makes cheaper pure-electric cars and plug-in hybrid vehicles, priced from 100,000 yuan (US$13,786) to 200,000 yuan. The company's blade battery packs are popular with consumers and other EV assemblers because the cells are arranged in a more efficient array to increase energy density and enhance resistance to overheating.

Leading Chinese manufacturers of premium EVs, including Nio, Xpeng and Li Auto, assemble cars with intelligent features such as autonomous driving technology and voice-activated control systems.

A price war among Chinese EV assemblers has been spreading to overseas markets as more than a dozen players look abroad to bolster sales and chase higher profits to offset losses at home.

The carmakers are locked in a fierce price competition in overseas markets like Southeast Asia amid heightened worries about overcapacity on the mainland.

In Thailand, established carmakers like BYD and Great Wall Motor, and EV start-ups such as Hozon New Energy Automobile are offering discounts in a bid to take on Japanese rivals whose petrol vehicles dominate the market.

Last month, Deloitte said in a report that BYD had a 33% share of the EV market in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) countries, trailed by Neta-branded electric cars whose sales accounted for 14% of the regional total.

Bain's Liu said Chinese electric-car makers should play the long game when it comes to expanding abroad and try to create reputable brands rather than chasing short-term gains in sales.

"They are advised to compete in the premium segment and attract wealthy customers," she added. "Offering discounts to woo price-sensitive buyers is not sustainable.
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                                The e-commerce platform TikTok Shop on Wednesday signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with the Department of Business Development to drive contributions from small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to 40% of GDP by 2027, rising from 35%.
"We see the potential of TikTok users in Thailand, with 43 million users and the majority spending time on the platform," said Napintorn Srisunpang, deputy commerce minister.

Thais spend an average of eight hours per day on the internet and the country has 63 million people online, representing 88% of the population.

Some 67% of internet users purchase products online, based on recent surveys.

The MoU focuses on three key areas: supporting local businesses to seize opportunities in the digital economy, expanding access to  learning and self-development on TikTok Shop, and building a community to foster and develop a smart economy.

The company aims to train and enhance digital marketing skills for roughly 7,000 Thai SMEs by 2024 through hybrid workshops specially tailored for them.

TikTok registered TikTok Shop Co in Thailand after previously registering in Singapore.

The 2023 MSME Situation Report by the Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion found SMEs contribute more than 6.1 trillion baht, roughly 35.2% of Thailand's GDP.

This underscores their vital role in the country, which is transitioning to a digital economy, said the office.

As the market shifts towards live commerce and the shoppertainment trend, TikTok Shop provides a channel for learning about online marketing. Through the TikTok Shop Academy, businesses can access a wealth of knowledge and techniques, offering significant opportunities for growth and development.

According to "The TikTok Effect: Accelerating Southeast Asia's Businesses, Education, and Community" report, SMEs in Southeast Asia have increased their income by almost 50% from selling products and services on TikTok. This represents a significant opportunity for Thai SMEs to accelerate their learning and acquire new skills, such as live streaming on the TikTok Shop platform.

TikTok Live data from Thailand reveals that in 2023, there were 700,000 Thai creators live streaming on the platform each month.
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                                Seven potential bidders have qualified to take part in the auction sale of 15,000 tonnes of rice left over from the Yingluck Shinawatra administration's rice-pledging scheme.
Deputy Prime Minister and Commerce Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said the auction of the last stockpile of the decade-old rice will go ahead as planned next Monday.

A total of eight companies were interested in the auction and submitted documents to certify their qualifications early this week.

Mr Phumtham said seven passed qualification screening and have been given the green light to take part in the bidding. Bids can be submitted from 9am til noon, with the winners to be announced on June 21.

The rice left over from the controversial rice-pledging scheme being sold at the auction is from the Kittichai and Poolphol warehouses in Surin.

Mr Phumthan expressed confidence that the auction will be successful, noting that the bidders have apparently no concerns over how long the rice has been stored. The government hopes to generate revenue of about 270 million baht and reduce storage costs, which are as high as 380,000 baht per month, from the auction.

According to the terms of reference, the winning bidder will have 15 days to sign a contract with the Public Warehouse Organisation (PWO) to complete the purchase. If the winner does not sign the contract, the next highest bidder will be given the right to sign it. If that offer is lower than the winner's bid, the company must pay the price difference to the PWO.
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                                The Board of Investment (BOI) is planning to increase investments in computer chips to support the rapid growth of the electric vehicle (EV) industry in Thailand, moving in tandem with the state's plan to set up a national semiconductor board.
Development of related industries is required as domestic EV manufacturing is gaining momentum, following higher investment from foreign companies, said Narit Therdsteerasukdi, secretary-general of the BoI.

"We need to support investment in semiconductors, smart electronics and circuit boards as well," he said.

The move came after Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira said economic ministers decided to give a green light to a proposal to set up a national semiconductor board to upskill semiconductor industry workers.

The approval was announced on June 10 after the weekly meeting of the economic ministers, chaired by Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin.

Thailand has lagged other countries in terms of skilled semiconductor workers, and the private sector must be involved in tackling the shortage of skilled labour in domestic semiconductor manufacturing, said Mr Pichai.

The government is planning to send Thai workers to Taiwan for training, as the island is famous for its semiconductor industry, he said.

Along with this human resource development, the BOI will continue to try to persuade foreign business people to invest in Thailand.

On Wednesday, Mr Narit signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with HSBC Thailand to better promote foreign direct investment in Thailand in order to make the country an investment hub in Asean.

With HSBC's international connection network, the company can help to connect Thailand with international corporates, he said.

The BOI will hold an investment roadshow in Osaka, Japan, next week, and then in the Middle East in July in order to encourage entrepreneurs to invest in S-curve industries, which include new-generation cars and smart electronics.

During the first quarter of this year, investment applications submitted to the BOI increased by 94% year-on-year to 724 project proposals, with the investment value reaching 228 billion baht, a year-on-year increase of 31%.
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																Last Thursday, a large number of police, including a commando unit armed with assault rifles, raided three locations in Rayong province to search for evidence over allegations of illegal dumping of industrial waste by Win Process chemical recycling company.
The company has a number of recycling factories, including a decommissioned one in the province's Ban Khai district, which was the site of an explosion in April that caused wildfires and severe air pollution.

Two of the three locations raided are houses of the former wife and son of Opas Boonchan, who is Win Process' director and owner. But the only evidence found was a piece of A4 paper bearing several rubber stamp seals of state agencies, which may suggest that Win Process might have falsified official documents.

Such a dramatic exercise of police power is tantamount to the Thai saying, "Riding an elephant to catch a grasshopper". The use of such a large force was totally unnecessary. It was a waste of manpower and not proportionate to the mission.

The people in Ban Khai district, particularly in the Nong Pawa community, who are victims of Win Process's alleged dumping of industrial waste, don't really want all this police drama. What they really seek is for law enforcers and responsible state agencies -- such as the Industrial Works Department, the Pollution Control Department and Rayong provincial administration -- to consistently enforce the law and serve in the public's interests, something they have failed to do.

With the help of some NGOs, the affected residents of Nong Pawa had taken their cases to the court of law as their last resort.

In December 2022, the Rayong provincial court ordered Win Process, Mr Opas and another executive, Witchuda Kraipong, to pay 15 affected residents 20 million baht in compensation for damaging the community and areas of land. But four years after the court's verdict, the victims are still waiting for the compensation to be fully paid to them.

Win Process began operating illegally in 2011 but was granted three licences to compress waste paper, recycle industrial waste and operate metal smelting six years afterwards by the Industrial Works Department. However, there has been no equipment to perform such activities on the company's properties. There have only been warehouses that store industrial waste and paper scraps.

Being closed down for several years, the operator left large amounts of toxic waste in warehouses for quite some time until April, when one of Win Process's warehouses storing industrial waste caught fire, which is suspected of being an act of arson.

A stern warning from Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin followed, resulting in the authorities finally becoming active in dealing with the company. Mr Opas was eventually detained and remains held in prison while awaiting trial. How his case evenuates remains to be seen.

What is more worrying is how many more industrial waste recycling facilities in Thailand have been doing the same as Win Process and continue to operate under the radar.

The relevant laws need to be amended to give the authorities teeth to deal with unscrupulous operators of recycling businesses such as Mr Opas.

Recycling of industrial waste is a multi-billion baht business. It's necessary that their operations are properly regulated and monitored to ensure that the environment and our communities are not at risk. The bad lessons learnt with Win Process must not be repeated.
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																'Foreign agent", "undesirable", "extremist". For thousands of independent journalists trying to live and work in Russia, these words can be life-changing.
In April, Ilya Barabanov, the BBC's Russian correspondent, was labelled a "foreign agent" by Russia's justice ministry, effectively barring him from covering many aspects of civic life. Such designations obviously stifle press freedom, and they are often just the beginning. The arrests in April of Konstantin Gabov and Sergey Karelin, both accused of producing content for the YouTube channel of the late opposition leader Alexei Navalny, show that even being affiliated with a media outlet deemed "extremist" is enough to face imprisonment.

Barabanov has since left Russia, and he is not alone. Under relentless state pressure, independent news outlets across the country are shutting down. More than two years into Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Russian journalists are finding a new life in exile, with at least 93 media outlets now operating abroad.

Belarusian journalists face a similarly grim reality. State-owned media are controlled by President Aleksandr Lukashenko, and those working for any remaining independent outlets face censorship, violence, and arrest. Following the suppression of Belarus's pro-democracy protests in 2020 and 2021, most of the country's independent media have relocated to Poland and Lithuania.

This alarming trend is by no means limited to Eastern Europe. Rising authoritarianism, conflict, and threats to press freedom are driving a growing number of journalists worldwide to flee their home countries. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists, the number of journalists seeking support for relocation increased by 227% between 2020 and 2023, with most coming from Afghanistan, Iran, and Nicaragua.

In their new host countries, many exiled journalists focus on resuming their work. As half the planet's population heads to the polls this year, these journalists are uniquely positioned to provide factual counternarratives to state-sponsored propaganda and report on electoral fraud, corruption, and human rights abuses in their home countries with less fear of retribution than colleagues who stayed behind. They also serve as lifelines for refugee populations, offering crucial information about the situation back home and providing fellow emigres with a platform to voice their concerns.

This year has already provided several inspiring examples. In the run-up to February's elections in El Salvador, El Faro, an exiled media outlet based in Costa Rica, exposed numerous cases of electoral misconduct, gerrymandering, misuse of public funds, and inadequate oversight of the diaspora vote. Likewise, Meduza, a Russian outlet now headquartered in Riga, produced important coverage of the Kremlin's use of electronic voting terminals to pressure civil servants to vote in March's presidential election.

Journalists who flee repressive regimes also face myriad challenges in their host countries. Merely registering and restarting their operations often requires navigating complex licensing laws and regulations. And even when they succeed, gaining and retaining the trust of audiences back home can be an uphill struggle, as their websites and apps are blocked, and virtual private networks (VPNs) prove increasingly unreliable. Moreover, expatriate media outlets still maintain sources, freelancers, and staff in their home countries. The safety of these individuals is now more precarious than ever, owing to their affiliation with "tainted" organisations.

And those who leave face not only the trauma of fleeing one's country and the stress of adjusting to an unfamiliar environment but also "lawfare attacks" that abuse international legal mechanisms, extradition orders, and cyber or intellectual-property laws. This puts them within reach of the autocratic regimes they sought to escape.

This weaponisation of law to restrict media freedom is a constantly evolving threat. A 2023 survey of nearly 500 journalists from 106 countries, conducted by the Thomson Reuters Foundation in collaboration with the Tow Center for Digital Journalism at Columbia University, found that nearly 50% faced legal threats, including charges of defamation, espionage, cyber libel, financial crimes, and terrorism.

Exiled media outlets, which often lack the necessary financial resources or legal know-how to defend themselves in their new jurisdictions, are particularly vulnerable to such attacks. The Salvadoran government, for example, has launched a money laundering investigation against El Faro, a tactic similar to the one used by Guatemala to imprison Jose Ruben Zamora, the founder and editor of the newspaper elPeriodico, which was forced to close in May 2023.

Cyberattacks, from hacks to surveillance and online harassment campaigns, are similarly transnational. After reporting on Navalny's death in February, Meduza faced the largest cyberattack in its history. The attackers disabled its website, blocked its mirror servers, destroyed its crowdfunding channels, and hacked journalists' accounts.

Throughout the Thomson Reuters Foundation's 40-year history of helping independent media build legal resilience to such threats, we have never seen a greater need for support. As exiled news outlets from South Sudan to Venezuela prepare to report on elections, we are scaling up our operations. Media organisations have a duty to combat these assaults on free speech that are causing democratic backsliding around the world. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Antonio Zappulla is CEO of the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
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																The new financing problem of the 10,000-baht cash handout, commonly known as the Digital Wallet Scheme (DW), has not made much noise in the media. This may be because the government wants this to be a non-issue, but in reality, it is a serious one that could wreck the entire scheme.
Those who follow the progress of the Thai government's flagship policy will know that financing the 500-billion-baht plus scheme has been problematic from day one.

During the election campaign, the Pheu Thai Party said the scheme would be funded from the fiscal budget and no borrowing would be required. Half of the funding would come from revenue increases, which included 100 billion baht from more tax collections and 120 billion baht from abolishing diesel price subsidies. The other half would come from budget cuts, which comprised 100 billion baht of across-the-board cuts and another 100 billion baht by scrapping the government's welfare card programme.

Critics, including myself, argued that such an ambitious financing plan was impossible to implement. And the critics were right. After Pheu Thai formed the government, they announced that the DW scheme would be funded entirely from borrowing. A 500-billion-baht Emergency Borrowing Act would be enacted to raise money. Critics, particularly the Bank of Thailand, opposed such large-scale borrowing. The Office of the National Anti-Corruption Commission issued a document that strongly criticised the scheme and questioned the legality of enacting the Emergency Borrowing Act.

Plan A -- internal funding -- failed. Plan B -- the Emergency Borrowing Act -- faces serious legal challenges. The smart government came up with Plan C -- internal funding again. The difference from Plan A is that the funding would not come from one fiscal budget year but two years.

Under Plan C, 175 billion baht would come from the 2024 budget, and 152.7 billion baht would come from the 2025 one. The funding shortfall of 172.3 billion baht would be filled by an advancement from the Bank of Agriculture and Agricultural Cooperatives. With the new funding plan, the government announced that the 10,000-baht disbursement would commence in the fourth quarter of this year.

Things should now be fine and great. Wrong.

I had doubts from the start as to how could 175 billion baht from the 2024 fiscal year be used in the fourth quarter of 2024, which is legally the first quarter of the 2025 fiscal year. I was told by a key person in the Ministry of Finance (MoF) that the money would be an "unused portion" of the 2024 expense budget, which, under certain conditions, could be carried forward to be used in the next budget year. Letters would be sent to all government agencies to specify amounts of "unused" budget, and the MoF hoped the total amount would be close to 175 billion baht.

As expected, that has not materialised. Government agencies responded that there would be no unused portions of 2024's expense budget. Now, we come to Plan D.

On May 27, the prime minister ordered the Budget Bureau to draft an additional mid-year budget of 122 billion baht to finance the DW scheme, of which 112 billion baht would come from borrowing, and 10 billion baht would come from extra tax revenue collection. With more borrowing, public debt will increase to 68% of GDP, which is very close to the legal 70% public debt to GDP limit. And this is the reason why the mid-year budget is 122 billion baht, not the full 175 billion baht specified in Plan C.

Here comes the legal problem. The additional 122 billion baht expense budget cannot be carried forward to the 2025 fiscal year like the unused expense budget loophole. By law, an extra budget has to be used in its entirety in the 2024 fiscal year.

To overcome this important legal obstacle, Plan D splits the disbursement of the 10,000-baht cash handout scheme into two tranches. The first would be distributed to those carrying government welfare cards, estimated to be 14.8 million cardholders, and the second would be disbursed to the remaining eligible people. Required financing for the first tranche would be 148 billion baht, which will be covered by the mid-year budget of 122 billion baht and regular budget. The first tranche is scheduled to be released in September 2024, the last month of fiscal year 2024. Case closed?

On the contrary, Plan D gas generated a big rift within the government, which casts doubt about the future of the DW scheme.

The Minister (not Ministry) of Finance's team strongly opposes Plan D and insists that there must be only one disbursement tranche in the fourth quarter of 2024. The reason given is that they expect an "economic cyclone" from the 500-billion-baht handout. If the amount is to be split into two tranches, the economic cyclone might not happen.

I think the real objections are not the lame economic cyclone excuse.

The first reason might be that the "Super App" will not be ready by the beginning of September. The DW scheme has two distinct features. First, it limits the use of the DW within a specified perimeter, such as a person's local district. Second, which is more important, the first and the second businesses accepting DW tokens are not allowed to convert them into cash. The cash conversion must be done with the third business recipient of the token. This rule is designed to delay the conversion of DW tokens to cash. More importantly, it would allow negotiations of cash conversion terms with final recipients of DW tokens. All this can only be done with the Super App.

If the first tranche is to be launched in September, the existing "Paotang" app would have to be used. Technically, the Paotang app can handle transactions with ease. People and businesses would love that, too, as the Paotang app has no perimeter control feature and no cash conversion control feature. I can guarantee that when the second tranche is about to be launched, the public will insist on the Paotang app, not the Super App.

The second reason might be the proven economic impact of the cash handout. Theoretically, the proposed scheme would have a low economic impact as it is not "new" money. The money for the scheme is borrowed from the existing pool of domestic liquidity. This fact would be proven after launching the first tranche, as the Thai economy would see little improvement after September. The whole scheme, which will cost an additional 2.8% of public debt to GDP, could be criticised for its worthiness.

This is my personal opinion. At the end of the day, the legal issue will win, and the additional 122-billion-baht budget will have to be used in fiscal year 2024. The penalty is that cabinet members approving the use of money beyond fiscal year 2024 must reimburse the state the full amount. Just imagine 122 billion baht divided by 34 cabinet members. The amount per minister is 3.6 billion baht.

Chartchai Parasuk, PhD, is a freelance economist.
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																Even before the final results were in from all of the 27 European Union countries that voted in the EU elections last weekend, President Emmanuel Macron had called national elections in France for the end of this month. What does he know that other European leaders don't?
He didn't have to do it. His own term as president runs until 2027, and he knows that the men and women who just gave his Renaissance Party only 15% of their votes in the EU elections are the very same people who will vote for a new National Assembly in France in three weeks' time. Mr Macron's party will lose again.

Losing the elections for the European Parliament is not a big deal because it has little real power. The original intention back in 1957 was that it should grow into something more impressive, but the member states have zealously guarded their sovereignty and big EU decisions are still really made by negotiations among the member states.

What the EU elections provide is a useful snapshot of how people would vote in a national election held right now. The message from this month's EU poll is that the far-right nationalist parties are going to eat almost everybody else's lunch.

That is already a done deal in the Netherlands, Hungary and Slovakia. Italy's Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni is also part of this group, and both Austria and Germany may find it hard to exclude their own neo-fascists from coalition governments after the elections due this year (Austria) and next (Germany).

It's France where the risk of a hard right take-over is most acute. Marine Le Pen, the leader of the National Rally, has been creeping closer to the presidency in each of the last three elections, ending up with 41% of the vote running against Mr Macron in the last one.

Ms Le Pen has "de-demonised" her party, changing its name from the fascist-sounding National Front, banning public displays of its traditional racism and anti-Semitism, and soft-pedalling her pro-Russian views since the invasion of Ukraine -- and opinion polls say that she is now the most popular politician in France.

In the EU elections on Sunday, Ms Le Pen's National Rally got 32% of the French votes, more than twice as many as Mr Macron's Renaissance. If these results are duplicated in the parliamentary election Mr Macron has now called in France, Ms Le Pen will then be able to make a coalition with smaller far-right parties in the National Assembly and form a government.

Mr Macron would remain president and control defence and foreign affairs until 2027, but Ms Le Pen's government would control most domestic matters. On hearing the results of the EU vote, she immediately said that her party was "ready to exercise power, ready to put an end to mass immigration". So, once again: why did Mr Macron call a vote now?

He is not some hapless chancer like soon-to-be-ex-British Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, who called an election he is bound to lose just to end the misery and get back to his spiritual home in California. Mr Macron thinks long-term and always has a strategy.

The success of the far right in the EU election was a disaster foretold, and Mr Macron will have decided on his response weeks ago. He is deliberately giving Ms Le Pen's National Rally their chance at power three years early (now, not 2027), in the hope that they will make a complete mess of it and lose power again in just a few years.

Making a virtue of necessity, you might say, but he's right. Nobody in the National Rally has any experience of running a government, and the coalition of extreme-right parties Ms Le Pen will have to assemble will be full of jostling egos and downright crazies. Give them enough rope, and maybe they'll hang themselves.

Mr Macron must realise that a great crisis over mass migration to Europe is coming in the near future, driven by out-of-control global warming. Temperatures in Greece, southern Italy and southern Spain are already hitting 40C -- but that's nothing compared to temperatures reaching up to 50C in India, Pakistan, and the greater Middle East.

There will be literally millions of climate refugees trying to get into Europe, and the borders will slam shut. Like it or not, that's a given, but it should not be accompanied by a war on those who have already made their legal homes in Europe.

The far right is unlikely to make that distinction, so it would be better if they were in power now and out of power again by the time the real crisis hits. Or maybe I'm crediting Mr Macron with greater foresight than he actually has.
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																Tensions between the United States and China continue to flare, even as Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen, Secretary of State Antony Blinken, and several other senior US officials visit the country for talks. The two sides may disagree on most things, but maintaining dialogue is an essential part of geopolitics. The breakdown in communication last year, following visits to Taiwan by prominent American politicians and the US downing of a Chinese spy balloon, was dangerous and destabilising, because when adversaries do not engage, misperceptions -- and the risk of a clash -- mount.
But, midway through 2024, dialogue is proving unable to bridge deep divides. This major superpower conflict looks set to continue and may even worsen as positions on the war in Ukraine, national security concerns, and trade tensions harden into a long-term standoff. Global institutions, forums, and solutions will be among the biggest losers in an ongoing US-China decoupling, while regional alliances will increase in importance.

Some weakness was evident at the World Bank and International Monetary Fund spring meetings in Washington. The International Monetary and Financial Committee did not issue a communique, as it normally would, because China and its allies refused to include a reference to Russia's invasion of Ukraine. US and European shareholders, for their part, wanted to recognise the war and its impact. The resulting silence was a victory for both Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin.

The G20 has also become more divided and less effective. In contrast to 2008-09, when G20 leaders quickly forged a coordinated response to the global financial crisis, the group currently lacks the collective will to address crises and achieve common goals. To be sure, the G20 still holds annual summits and technical experts have made progress in some areas. But Russia's invasion of Crimea in 2014 opened fissures in the group, which have only deepened in the years since. Consequently, the G20 is no longer the principal forum for global diplomacy.

Meanwhile, the enlarged Brics+ forum, an initiative pushed by China, seeks to counter American influence, especially now that the US is caught in what Graham Allison calls the Thucydides Trap -- the tendency towards war when an emerging power threatens to displace a regional or international hegemon.

By putting new Brics in the wall -- the group now includes Egypt, Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates, in addition to Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa -- China is trying to build an alternative world order, in which the Global South has greater geopolitical, economic, and diplomatic heft. In 2024, the Brics+ countries account for around 36% of global GDP and 45% of the world's population. While its members do not always -- or even often -- agree, they are shifting power away from the US and its allies, especially in the IMF, the World Bank, the G20, and the United Nations, where they promote China's positions.

The expanded group is buttressed by the New Development Bank, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and huge resource transfers, valued at roughly $1 trillion (36.77 trillion baht), through China's Belt and Road Initiative to partners around the world. These are part of China's efforts to construct its own global financial architecture that will support its goals and compete with the European-led IMF and the US-led World Bank.

Whether China will succeed in coordinating the Global South is unclear. America certainly hopes not. But others see Brics+ as a new global economic paradigm. The reality is somewhere in between, although the US seems to be falling out of favour.

Tellingly, the US has responded to China's growing might by taking a step backwards and attempting to reinvigorate the G7, an unrepresentative group that is no longer as effective or relevant as it once was. To be sure, a forum for Western allies is necessary. But the notion that a group as small as the G7 can advance global goals at a time of heightened tensions and hardening stances is fanciful. Moreover, the G7 is far from united: despite US pressure, its members have been unable to agree on commandeering Russia's frozen assets.

While the exact impact of the changing geopolitical balance remains unknown, it is clearly becoming an impediment to addressing global challenges, whether related to climate change, migration, disease, or other worldwide crises. We are entering a period of deteriorating US-China relations, with each side backed by its own allies and operating in its own international forums. As the risk of a great-power confrontation increases, the window of opportunity for solving humanity's most pressing problems is closing fast. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




William R Rhodes, President of William R Rhodes Global Advisers LLC, is the author of 'Banker to the World: Leadership Lessons From the Front Lines of Global Finance' (McGraw Hill, 2011). Stuart PM Mackintosh is Executive Director of the Group of Thirty.
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									Macron gambles on investor faith								
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																French President Emmanuel Macron has taken a serious gamble in calling early parliamentary elections. The consequences of putting politics above economic stability could be profound. Financial markets don't like unnecessary or unexpected political volatility, especially at the core of the European Union. The electorate only gets to vote at elections; financial markets get to vote every day, and so far, they're giving a thumbs down to Mr Macron's ploy.
Foreign bond investors used to favour a "bund plus" strategy, owning French and German government debt with the pair forming the bedrock of the EU, but with the former offering a modest yield premium. Monday's jump in the gap to the highest this year shows portfolio managers are concerned about the fiscal direction Paris is headed in.

French debt spreads to those of its EU peers have been remarkably resilient in recent months despite an evidently worsening political backdrop. Most surprising has been the fixed-income market's tolerance of a deteriorating annual budget-deficit ratio, which rose to 5.5% of gross domestic product last year. The principal motivation for twin downgrades of the nation's credit rating to AA minus -- first by Fitch Ratings on Oct 20, followed by S&P Global Ratings on May 31 -- was the inability of a Macron-led administration to enact sufficient fiscal reforms to arrest a deteriorating debt profile. S&P sees France's budget deficit still being in excess of 3% by 2027 and its overall debt still rising.

The European Commission forecasts only a miniscule improvement to 5.3% for 2024. UBS AG Group analysts reckon it's highly likely that the commission recommends that France be placed in a so-called Excessive Deficit Procedure as early as this month. If approved by the EU Council, this would require France to reduce its deficit by at least 0.5 percentage points annually and for its overall debt to be on a clearly reducing slope. The new government would be obliged to present a multi-year fiscal structural plan by late September. That's not going to sit well with investors.

Throw into the mix the strong likelihood of a "cohabitation" between President Macron and a far-right prime minister from Marine Le Pen's National Rally party, and what investors had viewed as a 2027 problem, suddenly comes alive right now. "Investors don't share Macron's risk appetite," said Stefan Koopman, senior macro strategist at Rabobank. "His courage is undeniable, we'd give him that, but it seems like doubling down on a bet after a poor performance." The log pile was already stacked, but now a match has been thrown on. The euro weakened by around 0.5% to the dollar on Monday, with the French stock market underperforming its euro peers.

Still, there's no sudden funding issue. The French Treasury is just over halfway to meeting its 2024 debt issuance target of EU314 billion (12.4 trillion baht). Investor demand has been healthy so far, with the three syndicated deals attracting investor demand for more than ten times what was on offer. Nonetheless, a repeat of the 2017 bond market wobble seen in the lead-up to Mr Macron's first presidential term win isn't unthinkable.

Tolerance has its limits, and the harsh experiences of the euro crisis more than a decade ago illustrated how toxic political uncertainty can be. A National Rally prime minister could cause serious ructions; while the party has dropped its demands for France to quit the EU, memories are as long as forgiveness is short.

One rationale for Mr Macron's boldness is that it will force Marine Le Pen to reveal her plans for the economy, which up to now have been deliberately vague. A platform that calls for lower immigration is almost certain to be fiscally negative -- especially if Mr Macron's March 2023 decree lifting the retirement age to 64 from 62 gets reversed.

Until and unless some form of political clarity emerges after the July 7 second-round results, there are probably too many uncertainties for risk-averse investors to want to hang around in French securities. Mr Macron may see political advantages in calling a surprise election -- but he's playing fast and loose with investor confidence. (c)2024 Bloomberg

Marcus Ashworth is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering European markets. Previously, he was chief markets strategist for Haitong Securities in London.
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									No more child labour								
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																Today is "World Day Against Child Labour", reminding Thailand once again of the need to intensify efforts to eradicate the horrors of this scourge.
Thailand signed the ILO Convention to end the worst forms of child labour in 2001. The country also endorsed the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, committing to end all forms of child labour by 2025. To reiterate Thailand's commitment, Labour Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn launched a campaign urging all sectors to eliminate child labour by next year.

Despite concerted efforts to end child labour, much more needs to be done to fulfil these promises.

The goal remains out of reach due to inconsistencies in labour laws. For example, the Labour Protection Act prohibits the employment of children under 15, thus allowing 15-18-year-olds to work under certain conditions. Also, children under 18 can be employed as long as they are compensated directly. Migrant kids over 15 can also be employed in non-hazardous work.

While gaps in labour laws need to be resolved, the best solution to end child labour is ensuring every child receives an education which will keep children in school until they are 18.

Thailand has mandated 15 years of free education, covering three years of kindergarten, six years of primary school, and six years of secondary school. The support also includes learning materials, uniforms, and school activities. Additionally, every child in the country, regardless of identity documentation and nationality, has the same right to education. This law has been in effect since 2005.

Despite these policies, the Equitable Education Fund (EEF) found over one million children aged 3-18 were not enrolled in the education system in 2023, prompting the government to launch the "Thailand Zero Dropout" initiative to bring them back to the system by 2027.

The problems are both financial and bureaucratic. While many schools demand additional expenses from parents, making education for their children unaffordable, several Ministry Education's regulations hinder access to education, particularly for migrant and refugee children.

For example, the free school lunch programmes only support primary students, leaving high school students from poor families struggling. Additionally, undocumented children no longer receive state educational support if the schools are not state-run, under new regulations from the Office of the Private Education Commission (Opec). The Office of the Basic Education Commission (Obec) also requires Thai nationality to enrol in the home school system. The Regional Education Office in Tak province even prohibits schools from admitting undocumented children and those displaced from wars.

These discriminatory rules lead to drop-outs and force them to enter the workforce, where they often find themselves prey to all forms of exploitation.

To truly honour our commitments and safeguard the future of our children, Thailand must move beyond rhetoric and take decisive action. The path forward is clear: close legal loopholes that permit child labour and ensure every child, regardless of their background, has access to a free, comprehensive education. Only through unwavering dedication to these principles can we hope to see Thailand free from the scourge of child labour by 2025.

Let this be a call to action to create a society where every child is given the chance to learn, grow and thrive in a safe and nurturing environment.
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																Despite the long-standing tensions between India and Pakistan, India's recent general election, which saw a narrow victory for the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), has seen some analysts become more optimistic about better bilateral relations between the nations.
This optimism hinges on the underwhelming electoral performance of the Modi-led BJP. Mr Modi is certainly disappointed with his party's mediocre performance. The failure to achieve a "super majority" marks one of the biggest setbacks of his political career. While exit polls released on June 1 projected a landslide win for the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), led by the BJP, the results saw a much closer contest.

The multi-party opposition, led by the Indian National Congress (the INDIA bloc), performed better than most pollsters and pundits expected.

Earlier, Mr Modi and the BJP had been extremely confident about securing 400-plus seats in the 543-member Lok Sabha (the lower house of parliament).

However, the final vote count has altered things dramatically. The evolving electoral landscape promises a compelling narrative for India's democratic journey, with implications for both domestic policies and international relations.

The outcome reflects Mr Modi's dwindling influence and the robust challenge posed by the opposition. As the dust settles, the implications of this electoral outcome will shape India's foreign policy trajectory in the coming years -- particularly towards its archrival, Pakistan.

It is expected that with a relatively weakened hand, Mr Modi could potentially opt for a limited form of detente with Pakistan. The proponents of optimism harbour the belief that Mr Modi, known for his propensity for populist foreign policy manoeuvres, may yet again unleash a "populist surprise" to pave the way for a limited reconciliation between India and Pakistan.

Given Mr Modi's track record of leveraging unexpected diplomatic initiatives to bolster his domestic and international standing, such a move could serve as a means to enhance his image both at home and abroad.

He may do so to divert global attention from India's recent foreign policy debacles. Despite an unprecedented rise in India's global clout and influence in recent years, New Delhi finds itself embroiled in a foreign policy quandary and credibility crisis brought on by a series of alarming incidents.

The trial of former Indian naval officers for sharing classified information with Israel in Qatar in October 2023 exposed the depth of India's espionage activities.

Hardeep Singh Nijjar's assassination in Canada has led to a diplomatic standoff between Ottawa and New Delhi. Similarly, allegations of poisoning Avtar Singh Khanda in the United Kingdom and alleged involvement in Sikh activist killings abroad have tarnished India's global image, prompting Mr Modi to seek swift damage control.

However, India's image was further tarnished by a report by the UK's Guardian newspaper in April, which claimed that India has allegedly conducted operations resulting in the deaths of approximately 20 individuals in Pakistan since 2020 as part of a broader strategy to target "terrorists residing on foreign soil".

This report was indirectly corroborated by Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, who said in an interview that India would enter Pakistan to kill anyone who escapes over its border after trying to carry out attacks.

Indeed, Mr Modi and his team purposefully integrated this report into their election campaign strategy, leveraging it to appeal to nationalist sentiments. But India's recent espionage scandals have negatively impacted India's image. The BJP-led government's aggressive tactics abroad have sparked concerns among allies and neighbours alike, creating a trust deficit that undermines India's standing on the global stage. Such actions have not only jeopardised diplomatic relations but also cast doubt on India's ability to pursue its strategic objectives effectively.

As Mr Modi grapples with the fallout from these incidents -- particularly after a relatively "poor" performance in the general election -- being a true populist politician, he is expected to find some "positive surprise" to offset this dilemma of credibility in the global arena.

So, a hypothetical "populist surprise" cannot be ruled out. It could entail a strategic overture from Mr Modi's government.

By positioning himself as a statesman capable of transcending historical enmities in pursuit of regional stability, Mr Modi could try such gimmicks to build his image as a dynamic and positive leader on the global stage.

However, the success of such a gambit would hinge on a myriad of factors, including the response from Pakistan.

While the prospect of a "limited rapprochement" may tantalise optimists, the complex realities of geopolitics dictate that any such initiative would be fraught with challenges and uncertainties.

The Sharif government in Islamabad, known for its inclination towards fostering closer trade ties with India, might react positively, notwithstanding the fervent opposition from former PM Imran Khan and his supporters, who may seize the opportunity to label Sharif as "pro-India".

Generally, expectations are high in Islamabad about a relatively less-hostile Mr Modi in his third term. But the path to lasting peace remains elusive, obscured by the shadows of history and the spectre of unresolved grievances. However, until both nations summon the genuine courage to transcend the ghosts of the past, the elusive dream of rapprochement will remain just that -- a dream.

Dr Imran Khalid is a freelance contributor based in Karachi, Pakistan.
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																Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt's anti-graft fighting efforts have so far largely been passively bureaucratic and, at best, reactive, despite his 2022 campaign promises to uproot corruption at City Hall.
Recent reports about overly pricey gym equipment, including treadmills at 759,000 baht each and exercise bikes at 484,000 baht apiece, for public sports centres indicate that blatant corruption at Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) remains in place.

This week, Mr Chadchart launched a probe into the expensive gym equipment and promised to forward the findings to the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC), just as he has done with other graft cases.

But the exposure of the alleged corrupt procurement deal was not the work of the BMA's internal graft auditing process and not an internal campaign to prevent corruption. It was brought to light by a civic group named "The Strong Thailand Anti-Corruption", which made accusations of public money being used to purchase overpriced gym equipment at seven sports centres, costing taxpayers 103.2 million baht.

Like many government agencies, public infrastructure projects and procurement deals in BMA have been linked to acts of corruption.

Last year, the NACC exposed a Ratchathewi district official who was asking for a bribe from a business developer who went to the NACC for help.

Last month, the NACC again accused an official at BMA's Department of Engineering of seeking a bribe to change road cutting and land expropriation to spare a business developer.

So far, the most visible mechanism to fight graft that Mr Chadchart has introduced is the "Traffy Fondue" online App developed by Thailand's National Electronics and Computer Technology Center (Nectec) to let individuals lodge complaints with local governments in provinces.

The platform, which has been used in other provinces, has been embraced by the Bangkok governor, who has encouraged the public to lodge all problems on it, from missing manhole covers to acts of corruption.

But is it not enough to deal with systematic corruption that is ingrained in the bureaucratic process. To deter corruption, Mr Chadchart needs to improve internal auditing and, above all, penalise wrongdoers -- not just wait for a whistleblower and the NACC to bring such issues to light.

Indeed, there are two cases that he should address right away to show that his electoral pledge to fight corruption is more than lip service.

First is the case of the 6-billion-baht Ashton Asoke condo project in the Watthana district of Bangkok. In August of last year, the BMA launched a probe against officials after the Administrative Court ruled that the construction permit issued by the BMA was illegal and violated building codes. After nine months, Mr Chadchart needs to tell the public how the BMA holds these accused officials accountable and what it will do with this case.

Another case is the Aetas Hotel and the serviced apartment project in Soi Ruamrudee. The Administrative Court ordered the BMA to demolish the illegally modified part of this building seven years ago, and BMA officials were implicated in issuing illegal permits, but nothing has happened.

To deter corruption, Mr Chadchart needs more than his favourite app. He should make use of his clean image and get proactive in uprooting corruption from City Hall.
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									2% inflation targets wiggle room								

															

																This week's milestone G7 interest rate cuts dispel any notion that hitting 2% inflation targets spot on is a precondition for central bank moves or indeed sensible -- and may guide thinking on the Federal Reserve and Bank of England too.
The European Central Bank and the Bank of Canada, covering four of the G7 major economies, cut interest rates on Wednesday and Thursday in the first reversals of some two years of policy tightening aimed at reining in post-pandemic inflation spikes.

In well-telegraphed moves, both announced the cuts even with headline inflation rates still above 2.0% targets -- 2.6% in the euro zone and 2.7% in Canada. "Core" rates, excluding energy and food and other volatile prices, are just as high.

Have they rashly jumped the gun?

The reasons are well documented -- the central banks continue to insist the targets will be hit, they forecast success on that front over the next year or two and claim policy is being preemptive by removing just a notch of restraint on slow-growing economies.

But the timing also reveals the degree of latitude central banks see around what might appear like precise targets -- and how getting inflation to within one-tenth of one percentage point of a fairly arbitrary goal may be a fool's errand anyway.

Many policymakers and economists doubt the wisdom of exact point targeting, citing numerous supply-side distortions in many components of inflation baskets and fretting about wider damage to economies simply to ring a 2% bell.

Having successfully punctured inflation rates to a quarter of the peaks seen in 2022, the risk of forcing recession and a rise in unemployment just to zap a final half percentage point seems to some an overly high price.

That's especially so if--as their own forecasts and financial market pricing seem to suggest--the risk of a significant re-acceleration of inflation is seen as low.

The debate then shifts to degrees of policy "restrictiveness" -- judged mainly by how far current policy rates are above assumed "neutral" levels that would no longer bear down on or stimulate economic activity.

That in itself leaves a lot of wiggle room for most central banks.

Even if there's considerable uncertainty on exactly where those largely theoretical neutral rates lie, most experts agree they are much lower than now -- allowing central banks to claim a foot's on the brake even as they pare back borrowing rates.

Estimates by ECB and BoC officials themselves, and indeed from Fed policymakers, indicate neutral policy rates have likely crept higher since the Covid-19 pandemic, but they are still almost half the current levels.

The ECB and BoC were at pains to stress this week that the first cuts don't necessarily presage a series that would wipe out monetary restriction altogether and they continue to monitor everything from sectoral price pressures to wage developments.

But restriction aside, central banks' formal targets themselves are not always as rigid as they seem either.

The Bank of Canada, for example, continually refers to its 2% target in public, but its most recent framework agreement with government covering the 2022-2026 period refers to the 2% target as a mid-point of a 1%-3% "inflation-control range".

As Canadian inflation has already spent some four months below the upper end of that range, it's not hard to see the green light to ease with the local economy slowing sharply.

For 18 years, the ECB used to have a target to get inflation "below but close to 2%", but its 2021 strategy review adopted a more symmetric target around 2% "over the medium term" -- which at the time was aimed at addressing years of undershoot and acknowledging that an averaging over the time was better.

And even though it nudged up its 2024 and 2025 inflation forecasts a touch while cutting rates on Thursday, the ECB still expects inflation to average as low as 1.9% in 2026.

For the Fed, which holds a policy meeting next week, inflation captured by its core PCE gauge is now similar to equivalents faced by the ECB and BoC -- but it's hesitating on rate cuts due to a much stronger economy and looser US fiscal stance.

However, the US central bank preceded the ECB in a shift of strategy in 2020 toward long-term averaging of inflation in assessing its target.

Although it's publicly sidestepped that approach during the latest battle -- with its next review expected some time next year -- the whole approach de-emphasises the idea of hitting 2% precisely at any one point as the only policy trigger.

What's more, the Fed's solo 2016-2019 tightening campaign to bring policy rates back up to neutral was also conducted even when core PCE rates languished below 2% for all but two months of that period. In other words, the return to neutral policy rates then didn't require inflation to be bang on target.

That same argument could be applied in reverse now.

For investors, the bias from here will likely be more restrictive policy on average in the years ahead.

But that probably shouldn't prevent some cuts from here.

"What is not being openly discussed, certainly by policymakers, is that we might not be able to get back below 2% without a severe recession," said Chris Iggo, chair of the AXA IM Investment Institute.

He added that just keeping a lid on inflation here may now see policy rates in a 3%-4% range on a longer-term basis in the US and the United Kingdom and at some 2%-3% in the eurozone.

"How far above that range rates go depends on the appetite for forcing inflation back down through engineering a recession, an increase in spare capacity and higher unemployment," Mr Iggo wrote.

"Living with inflation a little above the target range has greater social utility than the alternative." REUTERS

Mike Dolan is Reuters Editor-at-Large for Finance & Markets.
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									Thailand seeing signs of 'White Lotus' travel bump

									Foreigners reportedly eager to visit sites where popular TV show was filmed
								

								Now that the fictional guests of Season 3 of The White Lotus have officially checked out of their sumptuous Thai resort, the country is gearing up for the real tourists to arrive.
								The series recently wrapped filming at several resorts and locations in Thailand, and although the show likely won't air until next year, hotels and tour operators are readying for their own White Lotus bump. 

The first two seasons of the show, a satirical look at the privileged lives of its wealthy guests and the employees of the eponymous luxury hotel, were filmed at Four Seasons properties in Maui, Hawaii and the Sicilian town of Taormina. Fans then turned those real-life resorts and cities into bucket-list destinations, spurring an avalanche of visitors. 

Some tourists are getting in before the next season's airing. "You still can't get into the Four Seasons in Taormina -- it's completely chockablock," says Misty Belles, a spokeswoman for Virtuoso, a consortium for some 20,000 luxury advisers.

"We're waiting for Thailand to go crazy because everyone knows as soon as The White Lotus comes out, you won't be able to get in. We're starting to see people wanting to go there before."

Virtuoso's bookings to Thailand this year have increased by 38% from 2023, and the majority of that growth is coming from US travellers.

For Black Tomato, a luxury travel agency that specialises in "set-jetting" vacations designed around popular movies, that phenomenon has already arrived: It reported a 44% spike in sales to Thailand in the first four months of this year from the same period last year. Prices have also started to creep up about 15% from last year, it said. 

Guests are specifically requesting to book at the properties that Bloomberg first reported were being featured in Season Three: Four Seasons Koh Samui, where an ocean-view villa can cost about $1,700 a night, and the Anantara Mai Khao, where pool villas will set you back about $400.

Availability at both properties has started to tighten, says Black Tomato co-founder Tom Marchant, noting that his clients tend to book a year or more ahead. Four Seasons Koh Samui has seen a 39% increase in bookings from Virtuoso clients.

Leading Hotels of the World, a collection of independent, high-end hotels, has also been tracking a spike in interest. The brand says it saw customer searches for its six properties in Thailand jump 25% the month after it was confirmed that the show was being shot in Thailand -- even though none of those hotels were connected to the production.

Chompu Marusachot, director of the New York office of the Tourism Authority of Thailand, says consumer interest has picked up, particularly in and around Koh Samui, Phuket and Bangkok, based on feedback from partner hotels and the sheer increased media coverage.

"Appearing in The White Lotus Season 3 allows us to reach a truly global audience," she says.

All this portends a good year ahead for Thailand, which thus far in 2024 has seen foreign visitors jump about 37%, to 15.5 million arrivals. Not all of that is attributable to the White Lotus effect.

Asia, generally, has experienced a slow post-pandemic recovery--but appetite for Thailand and its similarly tourism-dependent neighbours has started to accelerate this year as travellers shift their focus beyond Europe.

Thailand expects to more than double its total foreign arrivals, to nearly 36 million, this calendar year from 2023, but that rebound will still fall short of 2019's tally of nearly 40 million. 

Although HBO, the network behind The White Lotus, has kept details of the exact Thailand locales under wraps, the TAT announced that the shoots featured Bangkok, Phuket and Samui. Four Seasons and Anantara hotels have both declined to comment on their involvement.

According to sources on Samui with knowledge of the production, scenes on the island were also shot at the remote Taling Ngam Beach -- its white sands sit on the edge of a tropical jungle bordered by palm trees, purportedly offering the best sunset views on the island.

Scenes were also shot at Fisherman's Village, a favorite tourist spot known for its lively night market, where walkways are lined with wooden shophouses and rustic buildings.

Still, Thailand -- and Samui in particular -- have some work to do before welcoming more Jennifer Coolidge wannabes.

The island has 150,000 tonnes of waste that's been piling up because its incinerator isn't working properly, and it faces a water shortage, forcing some hotels to buy water from private companies while residents go without. 

On an April visit, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin pledged to help the island cope with at least some of those issues as it braced for a surge in tourism, says Ratchaporn Poolsawadee, president of the Tourism Association of Koh Samui.

Ratchaporn says the tourism industry is beyond excited that the island's attractions will hit screens in millions of homes. He's urging leaders to get Koh Samui ready for the surge. 

"We have to expand roads, improve our waterworks and deal with waste," he explains. "We want to give the guests a good experience of Thailand. We have to get ready for them to come." 
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									New movies out this week: June 13-19

									A Halloween special unleashes evil into the living rooms of America in 'Late Night With The Devil'
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Late Night With The Devil

Directed by Cameron Cairnes and Colin Cairnes.

Who's in it?

David Dastmalchian. Laura Gordon and Ian Bliss.

What's it about?

October 31, 1977. Johnny Carson rival Jack Delroy hosts a syndicated talk show 'Night Owls' that has long been a trusted companion to insomniacs around the country. A year after the tragic death of Jack's wife, ratings have plummeted. Desperate to turn his fortunes around, Jack plans a Halloween special like no other, unaware he is about to unleash evil into the living rooms of America.

Why watch it?

The Carmichael character is very clearly based (including physically) on the real-life James Randi. Randi was a talented magician who became a famous psychic debunker and he started an institute that offered a large reward to anyone that could reproduce their supposed paranormal powers in controlled conditions. Over decades, nobody was able to win the money.
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 Hit Man

Directed by Richard Linklater.

Who's in it?

Glen Powell, Adria Arjona and Retta.

What's it about?

A professor moonlighting as a hit man of sorts for his city police department, descends into dangerous, dubious territory when he finds himself attracted to a woman who enlists his services.

Why watch it?

The real-life Gary Johnson passed away early on in production and never got to see the film. Linklater only talked to him on the phone, and never got to meet him in person.
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 Kimi to Sekai ga Owaru Hi ni (Love You As The World Ends) 

Directed by Shintaro Sugawara.

Who's in it?

Ryoma Takeuchi, Mayu Hotta, Ryoma Takeuchi, Fumiya Takahashi, Rihito Itagaki, Airu Kubozuka and Yuki Tachibana.

What's it about?

Utopia was a tower of hope, but it was a tower of despair created by human desires. In Utopia, they were researching the only way to save this world: a vaccine against the monster called Golem. One girl with special antibodies was used as research material. Her name is Mirai, the daughter of Hibiki Mamiya. Hibiki decides to rescue Mirai together with five men who have gathered in Utopia. The men are trying to rescue their loved ones, to save their family and friends, and to steal food and money to survive. Although each of them has their own non-negotiables and some rebellion, they gradually come to resonate with Hibiki's beliefs and decide to fight together.

Why watch it?

It's originally a streaming series.
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									RCB Artery celebrates comic book heritage

									
								

								Art lovers are invited on a nostalgic journey into the delightful world of comic books by four talented comic artists during "Blood Sweat Tears And Ink: Back To Comics", which is running at RCB Artery, 1st floor of River City Bangkok, Charoen Krung 24, until June 30.
								In this exhibition, Aphisit Muennak, Songwit Seakitikul, Tripuck Supawattana and Suttichart Sarapaiwanich narrate their life as artists under the concept "Blood Sweat Tears And Ink".

The stories unfold from their initial days as comic creators and friendships formed to the evolution of their path into new forms. This allows past fans to reminisce and reconnect with the familiar inked lines on paper they adored.

Aphisit delves into the narrative of "Blood" which symbolises the life force that nurtures cartoonists, recounting his relationship with comics from the start.

Meanwhile, Songwit vividly depicts the narrative of "Sweat", illustrating the arduous toil and hardship endured by cartoonists.

Tripuck captures the essence of "Tears", reflecting his life as a cartoonist of 17 years, a path not strewn with rose petals; while Suttichart presents the tale of "Ink", which encapsulates both the joy and pain of working as a comic book writer.

Contemporary audiences can appreciate modern brushwork on canvas which showcases the artists' growth and timeless beauty of their creations.

The exhibition also features a wide array of applied arts, offering viewers the opportunity to view and collect works across various mediums, from cards to sculptures. A major highlight is the debut of a compiled comic book featuring works from all four master cartoonists.

There is no admission fee. Visit rivercitybangkok.com or  call 02-237-0077/8.

[image: ]
Blue Forest by Tripuck Supawattana. River City Bangkok



[image: ]
A drawing by Songwit Seakitikul. River City Bangkok


							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/2810259/rcb-artery-celebrates-comic-book-heritage



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Duo to add a twist to Kapustin

									
								

								The intricate works of Soviet composer and pianist Nikolai Kapustin will be enhanced with the addition of percussion for the first time in Thailand for "Kapustin Piano x Percussion", at Sala Sudasiri Sobha, Lat Phrao 41, on Sunday at 4pm.
								The groundbreaking musical  performance will feature the talent of Thai pianist Tipwatoo Aramwittaya and Polish percussionist Lukasz Kurzydlo. They will perform Kapustin's Sunrise (Daybreak), Variations, Motive Force and 8 Concert Etudes. The demanding piano part, known for its complexity, will be complemented by dynamic and innovative percussion techniques creating a performance bursting with energy and flair.

Highlighting the programme will be the world premiere of Isaan Toccata by acclaimed composer Morakot Cherdchoo-ngam, blending traditional and contemporary sounds in an unforgettable musical experience.

Tipwatoo has two master's degrees -- MSc in Performance Science and MPerf in Piano Performance -- from the Royal College of Music, London. She is currently a collaborative pianist for the saxophone studio at the College of Music, Mahidol University, and is the founder of Pin's Piano Studio.

Kurzydlo, meanwhile, has co-created performances with the best theatres in Poland as well as with the Pichet Klunchun Dance Company. He also participated in an international concert tour with Thai maestro Nat Yontararak.

Tickets cost 500, 1,000, 1,800 and 2,500 baht and can be purchased from salasudasirisobha.com.
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									Emsphere hosts durian-lovers' paradise

									
								

								Durian lovers have until June 23 to enjoy a variety of durian served in Japanese omakase style at Em Market, ground floor of Emsphere, Sukhumvit Road.
								Held as part of Gourmet Fruit First festival, the exclusive Durian Omakase is the first of its kind in Thailand which brings premium grade selections of the King of Fruits from across the country. They are presented in an 11-course omakase, priced at 1,290 baht per person.

The first six courses feature six durian species -- nok yib from Chanthaburi which has become popular again; mon thong Pa La U from Prachuap Khiri Khan; salika from Phangnga; ochee (nam dam or black spikes) from Yala; musang king from Chanthaburi and Yala; and puang manee from Chanthaburi.

The other five courses include creative dishes such as a cheesecake made from nok yib durian; a mille-feuille made from many layers of puff pastry, French butter and kan yao durian; mangosteen-lychee sorbet presented as a refreshing break with its sour-sweet flavours; durian sticky rice mousse made from puang manee durian; and finally Golden Durian featuring premium grade durian adorned with food-grade fold flakes and served with Oolong tea.

The delicious experience is open with four time slots daily from 11.30am to 1pm, 1.30pm to 3pm, 4pm to 5.30pm and 6pm to 7.30pm. Places are limited to 10 persons per round. Reservations can be made via bit.ly/3Vk1ojP.

Visit facebook.com/GourmetMarketThailand.
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Durian cream cheesecake. The Mall Group
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									Nakhon Phanom gears up for annual worship ritual

									
								

								From July 7-13, the northeastern town of Nakhon Phanom will host an annual worship ritual to pay homage to Phaya Si Sattanakharat Monument, which sits at the Mekong riverbank.
								Visitors can participate in a procession of offerings and local performers to ask a revered seven-headed naga statue for success, prosperity and protection. In addition, there will be a khon performance and other cultural performances to highlight the life of nine ethnic groups, an Otop fair and a walking street around the clock tower.

Call 042-513-490 or visit facebook.com/tatnakhonphanomfanpage.

[image: ]
Hong Kong International Dragon Boat Races 2024.



Hong Kong set for dragon boat race this weekend

This weekend, the Hong Kong International Dragon Boat Race will return to Victoria Harbour to mark the rice dumpling feast which falls on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month.

This year, more than 170 teams from 12 different countries will compete in a 500m sprint to the finish line off Tsim Sha Tsui East Promenade. Meanwhile, a Line Friends pop-up store is offering limited-edition Hong Kong products and people can visit the Line Friends Hong Kong Summer Chill Photo Spots to capture the festive mood and meet their favourite Line characters including Brown, Cony, Sally and Choco who are all dressed in dragon boat-inspired outfits.

Visit discoveryhongkong.com.

[image: ]
Jangsaengpo Hydrangea Festival.



Osaek Hydrangea Park ushers in Korean summer

To usher in summer in South Korea, the annual Jangsaengpo Hydrangea Festival brings colours to Osaek Hydrangea Park until June 20.

Located in the Jangsaengpo Whale Cultural Village, the sea of hydrangea encompasses 27,000m2 and boasts 35 different varieties, some of which are in full bloom, including Endless Summer, Judy and Verna.

This year, visitors can also enjoy a variety of entertaining activities such as a hydrangea fireworks show, garden concerts, busking performances, hydrangea-themed tattoos and kite flying.

Witty placards and themed photo zones are ideal spots for treasured memories, and the monorail provides a delightful ride with panoramic views of the hydrangeas spread across the Jangsaengpo hills and the Whale Cultural Village.

Visit english.visitkorea.or.kr.

[image: ]
China Eastern Airlines.



China Eastern Airlines adds Disney-themed aircraft

To provide customers new travel experiences, China Eastern Airlines recently added a Disney Zootopia Express-themed aircraft to its fleet. It is the sixth aircraft with a Disney theme and a special livery sticker on its outside that displays three-dimensional images.

There are Zootopia-themed elements across the entire cabin. For instance, fold-out trays have a map of Zootopia on them, and baggage containers have different Zootopia characters. Using the airline's smartphone app, travellers can see the schedule of all six Disney-themed aircraft three days in advance.

Visit us.ceair.com.

[image: ]
Chiva-Som Hua Hin.



Chiva-Som Hua Hin receives gold certification

Chiva-Som Hua Hin recently received a Gold Certification from Travelife for its exemplary commitment to sustainable practices and unwavering dedication to environmental conservation, community engagement and responsible tourism.

The resort also won the 10th Global Sustainability Leadership Awards 2023 in Mauritius for Sustainable & Operational Management, which was conducted by the World Sustainability Congress.

The resort embodies sustainability principles at every level of operation, having implemented numerous initiatives including water conservation, mangrove plantation and energy efficiency. In 2022, Chiva-Som Hua Hin achieved remarkable strides in sustainability, boasting a 2% reduction in electricity consumption and an impressive 38% decrease in water usage.

These accomplishments were further complemented by significant waste management success, with 73% of generated waste diverted from landfills made possible through staff training in waste separation, the introduction of a woodchipper to manage landscape waste and food waste composting initiatives.
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									The best learning destinations

									Looking for a weekend escape? These museums and centres offer engaging experiences perfect for all ages and interests
								

								As clouds of rain spread, Life explores interesting museums and learning centre experiences that can accommodate various lifestyles and those wanting a quick weekend trip.
								Egat Learning Center

With the launch of brand-new immersive exhibitions at its two newly renovated zones, Egat Learning Center is becoming a popular playground for families to learn how to generate power from fossil fuels and renewable energy as people look for solutions for sustainable living.

Situated in Nonthaburi's Bang Kruai district, this learning centre opened seven years ago but recently underwent a makeover to integrate cutting-edge multimedia to illustrate the history of Thailand's electrical industry as well as tasks of the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat).

There are five interactive zones and a team of 10 guides on duty to ensure people of all ages enjoy an engaged educational experience. The 90-minute journey begins at the Spark zone, where visitors are required to register their names, take a photo and choose their avatar to receive a radio-frequency identification card.

[image: ]
Egat Learning Center's two new zones feature innovative immersive exhibitions.



Upon reaching the Elextrosphere zone, visitors can imagine travelling to the future of the planet. The room features mirror walls and is designed to resemble an immersive theatre where a lengthy 30m interactive touchscreen projector spans from ceiling to floor.

With real-time rendered digital art installations, visitors can collect blue balls and see them transform into colourful luminous wildlife and learn about their lives. Subsequently, the thrilling 15-minute 6D movie New World Right Carbon is announced by the emergence of red balls, allowing visitors to join forces with human-droid heroes to defend the Earth from the carbon devil.

Standing at the heart of the Right Carbon zone, the massive tree-like sculpture Power Of Life is a portrayal to the harmonious coexistence of humans, nature and technology. To generate and accumulate force, visitors can walk, jump or strike piezoelectric material sheets that convert various forms of mechanical energy such as pressure, stress and vibration into electricity to bring this lighting tree to life.

Focusing on self-generating energy, the Shibuya train station in Japan has installed piezoelectric power mats on the pathway to supply electricity for automatic opening and closing of doors. Additionally, there are entertaining interactive games that show visitors how to plan and construct smart grids, smart houses and smart urban planning for sustainable living.

To bring green into your home, guests can learn more about indoor vertical farming which is predicted to become popular in the future as skyscrapers replace agricultural land due to urbanisation and population growth.

[image: ]

Technology that can regulate temperature, light, nutrition and water will make farming easier in the future and increase crop yield while using resources effectively. A full spectrum of LED lights is used to simulate sunshine to regulate and monitor plant development. Red can accelerate plant growth and yield, blue allows leaves to bloom, and white can slow down plant growth.

The tour concludes in the One World zone, where visitors can travel back in time to 1788, the year Alexandro Volta invented the first electric battery, and 1889, the year King Chulalongkorn authorised Siam Electricity Light to operate as an energy business and provide power to the country.

Just a few steps away, young visitors can colour in a drawing of a smart house, a windmill, an LED light bulb, an electric motorbike, van and ferry as well as the tree-like sculpture to depict daily life in a smart city. The drawings are then projected onto a mapping wall that interacts with light and music.

There's also an interactive computer game in which visitors can design a smart city featuring skyscrapers, green spaces and renewable energy resources to track and reduce carbon dioxide emissions. Moreover, visitors can also see worldwide electricity management and the power grid network of 10 Asean countries.

[image: ]
The PTT Metro Forest Learning Center.



PTT Metro Forest Learning Center

Tucked away in Bangkok's tranquil residential neighbourhood of Prawet, PTT Metro Forest Learning Center functions as a green lung offering a serene environment for families and younger generations to unwind and discover a verdant urban forest that is home to 250 different kinds of native and rarely seen plants.

Launched in 2015, this lush 12 rai park is run by the PTT Reforestation and Ecosystem Institute and was recognised by two awards in 2022 -- Thailand Green Design Awards and the Thailand Tourism Gold Awards.

[image: ]

Its long walls are made out of a dense stand of towering trees as poultry congregates around the entrance to welcome visitors. Looking around, visitors might be reminded of the wasteland that once stood here before the area was transformed into a jungle which currently houses over a 100 different species of animal.

There's a lofty hidden doorway nestled among the lush greenery and bordered by high walls of rammed earth from Rayong, Chon Buri, Ratchaburi and Chachoengsao which can double as insulation to lower the temperature within the building. While strolling down the path, you'll discover a seed wall exhibition with over 60 different plant species from the Metro Forest, including yang na, takien thong, krabak, rang and yang hiang trees.

Inside, the exhibition hall is designed to resemble a cave in a deep forest allowing visitors to learn more about Japanese botanist Akira Miyawaki's afforestation technique that involves planting fast-growing groves of native plants to simulate a natural woodland ecosystem as well as the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej's "three types of wood, four benefits" principle.

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

Moving on, a touchscreen interactive display takes visitors through Bangkok's phytosociology, which takes place in a lowland dipterocarp forest and brackish water plant community that runs along river and estuary banks before meeting the ocean. Then, visitors can ascend a green roof, which is designed to be a botanical garden to help reduce heat in the building. There, visitors can come to relax and admire a variety of flora and fauna during the day.

Adjacent to the exhibition building, squirrels leap from branch to branch as a 200m wood skywalk stretches deeper into woodlands to allow visitors to pretend to be adventurers following the sound of a waterfall and explore the biodiversity of brackish water and mixed forests with leafy canopies.

The waterfall and canal are surrounded by a variety of perennial plants, including jambolana, Siamese rough bushes, freshwater mangrove, weeping fig and ebony, to replicate natural settings on the low plain. Visitors can also feel as if they are walking in the sky while learning about the many shapes of rounded, cylindric, conical or irregular tree crowns, as the heights range from 1.1m to 7.64m.

Not far away, the 23m-high observation tower rises in the heart of the forest and visitors can take in breathtaking views of Bangkok's skyscrapers and skyline from the top. Alternatively, birdwatchers can camouflage themselves to observe the habits of native birds such as greater coucal, Eastern spotted doves, Chinese pond heron, Asian openbill, streak-eared bulbul, black-naped oriole and Asian golden weaver.

Back on Earth, visitors can wrap up their adventure in a plant nursery where they can learn how to choose seeds, raise and care for seedlings, and utilise a biodegradation bin to create compost fertiliser.

[image: ]
The Golden Boy attracts visitors to the National Museum Bangkok.
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National Museum Bangkok

At the National Museum Bangkok, a huge stream of foreign and local tourists congregate in the Lop Buri Art room throughout the day in hope of catching a glimpse of a 900-year-old statue of the Golden Boy, which returned home last month after being illegally smuggled out of Thailand in 1975 by art dealer Douglas Latchford.

Standing on the 2nd floor of the Mahasurasinghanat building, this ancient 129cm gilded bronze statue is believed to represent the Hindu god Shiva. From 1988 until 2023, it was in the hands of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York after it was first discovered in Ban Yang Pongsadao village in Buri Ram's Lahan Sai district, according to Latchford's books Khmer Bronze and Khmer Gold.

Beside the Golden Boy is a smaller, gilded bronze sculpture of a kneeling woman, found in the Ban Kruad district and believed to have been cast in the 11th century. At the same time, visitors can also see a collection of artefacts from Si Thep Historical Park, which was added to the list of the Unesco World Heritage Sites last year.

[image: ]
The bronze statue of a kneeling woman.



Highlights include an ancient stone statue of Surya (the Hindu solar deity), which wears a high headdress with a nimbus motif, a four-armed Vishnu sculpture, which blends Indian and pre-Angkorian style art, and a timeworn statue of Krishna lifting Mount Govardhan to protect people from Indra's devastating rains and floods. They were all crafted between the 7th and 8th centuries.

[image: ]
Si Thep Historical Park artefacts at the National Museum Bangkok.



Travel info

 


	Egat Learning Center is at 53 Charan Sanitwong Road, Bang Kruai district, Nonthaburi. It's open from 9am to 4pm, Tuesday to Sunday. Admission is free. A 90-minute museum tour can be scheduled in advance at facebook.com/egatlearningcenter or by calling 02-436-8953.

	The PTT Metro Forest Learning Center is on Sukhaphiban 2 Road, Prawet district, Bangkok. It's open daily from 9am to 6pm, Tuesday to Sunday. Admission free. Call 061-385-4414 or visit pttreforestation.com and facebook.com/pttmetroforest.

	The National Museum Bangkok is at 4 Na Phra That Road, Phra Nakhon district, Bangkok. It's open daily from 9am to 4pm, Wednesday to Sunday. Admission is 30 baht for Thais and 200 baht for foreigners. Call 02-224-1333 or visit facebook.com/nationalmuseumbangkok.
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									Soul food from New Orleans

									At Tina's, chef David Cleland highlights the importance of traditional ingredients and cooking methods
								

								It is without doubt that some of the world's best cuisines exist because of trade routes, colonisation and migration.
								[image: ]

America's Creole and Cajun cuisines are two such examples. As it is known, Creole the "urbanite" is native to New Orleans, while Creole comes from the countryside of Louisiana, with most ingredients coming from the bayous that the state is known for. For decades, Bangkok has enjoyed the delights of both cuisines at one restaurant. 
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Here to shake and spice things up (pun intended) is Tina's on Soi Suan Phlu, helmed by chef-patron David Cleland. Originally from Lafayette, Louisiana, chef Cleland was influenced by his mother Tina, a New Orleans native, and has brought their distinctive blend of culinary heritage to  Bangkok.
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"I fell in love with Bangkok when I travelled here for the first time seven years ago. I also didn't want to be in America anymore; it did not have the opportunity or lifestyle I was looking for. Then I decided to create something in Bangkok, something that was unique. It was a clear vision," explains chef Cleland. 

Food is community to the chef, who decided on Soi Suan Phlu as a home for Tina's because he already knew the neighbourhood and the chefs and restaurants around. "It is the same in New Orleans; the community is unlike anywhere else, which is why I wanted to be a mainstay in this particular neighbourhood. Tina's is a place where one can come and have a simple meal. You can sit at the bar and have a bowl of gumbo, even though we consider ourselves fine dining based on our prices, our flavours and the general feel of things."

While Tina's may not be casual, it does deliver on the American-style portion sizes. Paired with the portions is the hospitality that the south of America is known for. While the menu is vast, it has all the staples of New Orleans and Louisiana. 
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Begin with a Deviled egg, which is a contemporary take on the Easter classic, though in the American south it is more of a picnic classic. "I grew up eating deviled eggs at church picnics and my favourite thing to give as a wedding gift is a plate of deviled eggs because that is a homely tradition and I love the flavours," says chef Cleland. At Tina's, the eggs are filled with a spicy mousse and topped with Spanish white anchovy and crispy bacon.

[image: ]

Boudin or blood sausage is a dish you'll find anywhere in the world that has French speakers. The Louisiana adaptation is different from the usual. All the ingredients are cooked and then stuffed into sausage casing. The rich pork sausage with garlic, herbs and spices, is breaded and fried crisp. It is served, minus the casing, with a sharp Creole mustard and atchara pickles. "Atchara pickles are from the Philippines, which may sound like a strange addition to the dish, but the Filipinos were some of the earliest naturalised citizens in the US through the Manila Galleon route. "There is a Filippino community in Louisiana going back to the 1800s," says the chef.  
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Who doesn't love American-style biscuits, and at Tina's the Buttermilk biscuit is fluffy and savoury, fresh out the oven, just how I like them. This dish is a staple of the South and eaten for breakfast, lunch and dinner. It is served with a sharp Creole pimento cheese, smoked and spiced along with a hot and sweet chili jam. Salivating yet? "Everything is made in-house, from our pimento cheese, pepper jelly, hot sauce to the buttermilk for the biscuits. And, everything is done the old fashioned way. I even make my own Worcestershire sauce," emphasis chef Cleland.

[image: ]

Nola BBQ prawns is a dish that was made famous at Mr. B's in the French Quarter. "The prawns are many things, but barbecued is not one of them," laughs the chef. The prawns are sauteed in a sauce that delivers a BBQ flavour without having touched a grill or a smoker and are served with grilled French bread to soak up the sauce. "Barbeque shrimp is a New Orleans dish that dates back to the 1930s. My favourite place in the city is called Mrs B's, which is a fascinating place. There you'll see business men in suits tearing apart these prawns, that are served with the shells intact. At Tina's, we serve them without the shell," says the chef.
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Oysters are served three ways: grilled, raw or fried. Just as in the many oyster houses of the French Quarter in New Orleans, the oysters are smothered in garlic butter and Parmesan, grilled until they are bubbling and golden, and brought to the table as is.
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The heart and soul of Louisiana can be found in a bowl of gumbo. The rich stew brings together all the cuisines that have made their mark on the city. At Tina's, it comes in two versions; the popular one is the Seafood okra. Tina's version features shrimp, crab, oysters and grouper in a rich seafood broth with tomato, okra, herbs and spices. The Duck and andouille file is deep, dark and complex, made with roast duck and andouille, which takes days to produce and almost 30 ingredients. Talk about a true labor of love. 

Though what makes gumbo gumbo is the file powder or the ground leaf of the sassafras tree, which comes from the Choctaw Nation, a Native-American tribe, indigenous to Louisiana. "The roux, which comes from the French, is cooked into a stage no Frenchman would ever like, and then you have the andouille, which is Spanish, and the rice is a long-grained one," explains chef Cleland of a dish he is deeply attached to. 
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The Jambalaya may resemble the West African jollof or Spanish paella, but Tina's version uses short grain rice, prawns, chicken, andouille, herbs, tomato and spices. Don't leave without getting another classic -- the  Shrimp and grits. This contemporary take features prawns sauteed with bacon and garlic before being finished with a sauce of butter and herbs, and is served with crispy Parmesan grit cakes. Yum, yum and then some! 
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Pair the mains with another southern staple -- Collard greens, which are braised with onion, garlic and bacon for hours until soft and tender. They are also eaten in the new year, like black-eyed peas, but instead of luck, they bring money. Let me know if money comes your way!
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The cocktails are created in consultation with Danny Yeung and are "focused on the original representation of New Orleans-style of drinks. Think old classic cocktails. Some are slightly reinvented. But the focus is on what New Orleans is famous for, so we try and develop more of a unique local twist on these New Orleans classics," he says. 

The official cocktail of New Orleans is the Sazerac, one of the oldest cocktails in the world. It was created in 1838 by Creole apothecary Antoine Peychaud in his shop at 437 Royal Street. "It uses a lot of herbs and spices, which is what makes it so special. At Tina's, we incorporate more Thais herbs and flavourings, like earthy tones, woods, sparks and things from southern and northern Thailand, to create a Sazerac that not only showcases the original cocktail, but with flavours that are more recognised and representative of the country Tina's is in," explains Yeung.

At Tina's, cocktails take a two-pronged direction. "One focuses on classics with a twist, tailoring more on the creative side, while the other will be more of the bar team's take on specific cocktails," adds Yeung. 

It would be a shame to leave Tina's without the classic dessert from New Orleans -- the Beignet. A New Orleans style doughnut, it is crunchy on the outside and fluffy on the inside, topped generously with powdered sugar and served with choice of chocolate, berry or vanilla sauce.

It is not without irony to note that immigrants propelled the evolution of Louisiana culinary fare, and here in Bangkok it is also being propelled by an immigrant. Visit Tina's website.
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									Bangkok's top 25 restaurants 2024 revealed

									Top25 Restaurants introduces special awards
								

								Top25Restaurants.com, a list that uses artificial intelligence to curate top dining establishments across the globe, announced its 2024 list for Thailand yesterday.
								[image: ]

The top spot was taken by restaurant Potong, the Thai-Chinese fine dining restaurant by chef Pichaya "Pam" Soontornyanakij, followed closely by Cote By Mauro Colagreco at Capella Bangkok, helmed by chef Davide Garavaglia. Taking the third spot was Baan Tepa, a Thai fine-dining restaurant by Chef Tam Chudaree Debhakam.


Seven restaurants entered the top 25 this year; among them being Embassy Room at the Park Hyatt Bangkok, which offers a Catalan culinary experience; Chai Jia Chai, a modern Cantonese omakase restaurant; and restaurant Int, which has a progressive Thai menu.
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The Top25 Restaurants Special Awards also honoured excellence in culinary heritage, groundbreaking innovation in the restaurant industry and a young rising star chef. PerfectCheck received the Restaurant Industry Innovation Award, chef Goji Kobayashi, chef-owner at Sushi Kuuya received the Young Rising Star Chef Award and North Restaurant was awarded the Culinary Heritage Excellence Award. For the full list, visit the website.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: June 12-18

									17 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, Prime Video, HBO Go and Cartoonito
								

								Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!
								APPLE TV+
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 Presumed Innocent


Premieres on June 14

A eight-episode limited series based on The New York Times best-selling novel of the same name by Scott Turow. The series takes viewers on a gripping journey through a horrific murder that upends the Chicago prosecuting attorney's office when one of its own is suspected of the crime. The series explores obsession, sex, politics and the power and limits of love, as the accused fights to hold chief deputy prosecutor Rusty Sabich's family and marriage together. 



NETFLIX
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 Selena


Premieres on June 12

This music-driven biopic traces the rise of celebrated Mexican American singer Selena, who topped the pop charts before she was murdered at age 23.
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 Bridgerton: Season 3 - Part 2


Premieres on June 13

There is a natural structure to eight episodes and Episode 4 of Part 1 ends on a big world-shifting midpoint. The extra thing dangling over Penelope and Colin will provide conflict going into the back half. Find out what that tension will be and how Polin will deal with it.  
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 Doctor Climax


Premieres on June 13

In 1970s Thailand, a dermatologist unexpectedly starts a mass sexual awakening after becoming Doctor Climax, a taboo-defying newspaper columnist.
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 How To Have Sex


Premieres on June 14

Three British teenagers arrive in Crete for the hedonistic holiday of a lifetime, in this coming-of-age story about jealousy, consent and female friendship.
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 Joko Anwar's Nightmares and Daydreams


Premieres on June 14

Tales of supernatural sci-fi phenomena unfold in this collection of seven mind-bending stories imagined by writer-director Joko Anwar.
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 Mysteries Of The Terracotta Warriors 


Premieres on June 14

A new archeology documentary that explores Emperor Qin's extraordinary tomb in China.
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 Ultraman: Rising


Premieres on June 14

Ken Sato, a superstar baseball player who returns to Japan to become the latest hero to carry the mantle of Ultraman. However, he is compelled to raise a newborn kaiju monster, the offspring of his greatest enemy as his own child.
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 Miss Night And Day


Premieres on June 15

A woman who magically switches between her 20s and 50s lands an internship at the Prosecution Service, caught between two generations and a tough boss.
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 Agents Of Mystery


Premieres on June 18

Six "agents of mystery" with excellent chemistry probe into bizarre incidents that cannot be explained by science in creative and unique ways.
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 Emma


Premieres on June 18

A meddlesome matchmaker tries to manufacture melodrama. But sometimes,manipulation misfires. A comedic adaptation of Jane Austen's novel.



PRIME VIDEO
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 The Boys: Season Four


Premiers on June 13

The world is on the brink. Victoria Neuman is closer than ever to the Oval Office and under the muscly thumb of Homelander, who is consolidating his power.

 

[image: ]

 1122: For A Happy Marriage


Premieres on June 13 

Married for seven years, a couple gets along well but are not having sex and are without children. They agree to have an open marriage. A story of lies and truth about the institution called marriage. Known in Japan as "1122", the original Japanese manga series was serialised in Kodansha's seinen manga magazine "Monthly Morning Two" from 2016-2020.
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 Melting Me Softly


Premieres on June 13

Ma Dong Chan, a renowned producer in the entertainment industry, and Go Mi Ran, a part-timer struggling with family debts, take part in a 24-hour freezing project. Things don't go as expected and they wake up from the frozen capsule 20 years later instead of 24 hours. To survive the side effects of their cryogenic sleep, they must adhere to strict guidelines to maintain their body temperature at 31.5degC and keep their heart rates normal. As their love grows, their lives are in danger. Now, they must uncover the secret behind the experiment to survive and be together.



HBO/HBO GO
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 Assassin Club 


Premieres on June 15

The hunter becomes the hunted when an elite assassin is given his final contract: to kill seven people around the world - only to discover the targets are equally skilled assassins hired to kill him. His only shot to survive is to uncover the mysterious mastermind behind the deadly plot before it's too late. 
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 House Of The Dragon: Season 2


Premieres on June 17

Based on George R.R. Martin's Fire & Blood, the series, set 200 years before the events of Game Of Thrones, tells the story of House Targaryen. 



CARTOONITO
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 Jessica's Big Little World


Premieres on June 16

Learn all about Jessica's huge appetite for adventure and independence.
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