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      Breaking News

      
        Portugal reviving tax breaks for foreigners
        LISBON - The government of Portugal is planning to reintroduce tax breaks for foreign residents in an effort to attract skilled workers despite criticism in the past that the scheme stoked housing prices, the economy minister said on Thursday.

      

      
        DP World 'readying plan' to boost nation's logistics
        DP World, a global supply chain and logistics giant based in Dubai, is expected to present to the government a plan to develop logistics networks to help make Thailand a regional transport hub, says Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit.

      

      
        10 projects chosen for King's birthday
        The government has selected 10 projects to be highlighted as part of the celebrations for the 72nd birthday of His Majesty the King. They are aimed at developing the country's forests, water resources and people.

      

      
        Identity verification crucial for digital wallet
        Thais will be required to verify and authenticate their identity, known as know-your-customer (KYC) procedures, for the digital wallet project through the state-developed Tang Rat super app.

      

      
        Ankle tags proposed for home detention in political cases
        The Ministry of Justice is moving to amend the rules to allow suspects in political cases to be detained in their homes pending trial, on condition that they wear electronic ankle monitoring (EM) bracelets, according to Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong.

      

      
        Six arrested for Indian stampede tragedy
        NEW DELHI - Indian police said on Thursday that they had arrested six people in connection with the stampede at a Hindu religious event in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh in which 121 people were killed.

      

      
        Cabinet to see Red Line extension plan 'soon'
        The plan to build the first extension for the Red Line electric rail system from Rangsit to Thammasat University is ready to be submitted to the cabinet, according to the Ministry of Transport.

      

      
        More funding approved to care for dependents
        The National Health Security Office (NHSO) has approved an increase in funding for providing care to dependents from 6,000 baht to 10,442 baht per person per year.

      

      
        Sub ordered by Thailand 'offered to Indonesia'
        China is reportedly offering to sell Indonesia a half-built submarine originally ordered by Thailand, and claims it will include a German-made engine if that is what Jakarta wants.

      

      
        FDA warns about erection supplement
        The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has warned consumers that a dietary supplement that claims to help men with erection problems contains a prescription-only drug that can have serious side effects.
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                  Portugal reviving tax breaks for foreigners                

                Government defends plan to attract more skilled workers from abroad
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                                LISBON - The government of Portugal is planning to reintroduce tax breaks for foreign residents in an effort to attract skilled workers despite criticism in the past that the scheme stoked housing prices, the economy minister said on Thursday.
The scheme, launched in 2009 to attract investors and professionals at a time of financial crisis, gave people who became residents by spending more than 183 days a year in Portugal a special 20% tax rate on Portuguese-sourced income derived from "high value-added activities", such as practising medicine or teaching in universities.

The "Non-Habitual Resident" scheme also included tax exemptions on almost all foreign income if taxed in the country of origin and a 10% flat tax rate on pensions from a foreign source.

The previous government decided last year to ditch the scheme, calling it a "fiscal injustice", but parliament then extended it until the end of 2024 for applicants who could prove they had readied their move to Portugal during 2023.

Finance Minister Joaquim Miranda Sarmento told the Financial Times, which first reported the new plan, that salaries and professional income would now still be covered by the tax breaks but not pensions, dividends or capital gains.

"We are revisiting this scheme (because) we want to attract talent ... qualifications that are highly strategic for the country and that add value to our economy," Economy Minister Pedro Reis told a news conference after Thursday's cabinet meeting that officially approved the plan.

Prime Minister Luis Montenegro's government may still struggle to get the plan through parliament as it lacks an outright majority.

Data showed that over 74,000 people benefited from the tax exemptions scheme in 2022, costing the state budget more than 1.5 billion euros ($1.6 billion), an annual increase of 18.5%.

The government also approved on Thursday a cut in the normal corporate income tax rate to 15% by 2027 from 21% currently and a new mandatory minimum tax rate of 15% for all multinationals operating in Portugal and for large Portuguese companies.

Reis said new incentives for private investment and the merging of companies were also planned for them to "better compete with their European peers".

Analysts say low productivity continues to undermine the competitiveness of Portuguese companies. Labour productivity was 28% lower in Portugal in 2022 than the average of the 19 euro zone countries, Eurostat data showed.
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                  DP World 'readying plan' to boost nation's logistics                

                Transport minister expects focus will be on improved connectivity from Malaysia to China via Thailand
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                                DP World, a global supply chain and logistics giant based in Dubai, is expected to present to the government a plan to develop logistics networks to help make Thailand a regional transport hub, says Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit.
He made the remarks on Thursday after Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin met Sultan Ahmed bin Sulayem, group chairman and CEO of DP World, at Government House on Wednesday to discuss potential investment opportunities.

Mr Suriya said Thailand's geographical location connecting the Indian and Pacific oceans, combined with the company's expertise, would be a great boon to the country's logistics development.

DP World is expected to present a plan to improve connectivity from Malaysia via Bangkok to Laos and China within three or four months, said the minister.

Asked if the company was interested in investing in the 1-trillion-baht Land Bridge megaproject, he said: "DP World is keen to help Thailand boost its capabilities as the country has a geographical advantage. The Land Bridge will be part of DP World's bigger project."

Founded in 2005, DP World handles 70 million container units, brought in by around 70,000 ships per year, accounting for 10% of global container traffic. It operates 82 ports in 40 countries and employs 111,000 people in 75 countries in all. In Asia Pacific, it employs more than 7,000 personnel and operates ports and terminals in 19 locations.

The southern Land Bridge remains a controversial project given its scale and potential impact.

In the House of Representatives on Thursday, Pheu Thai MP Sriyada Palimanpan asked what actions the government would take to ease the impact of the project on local residents.

In response, Deputy Transport Minister Manaporn Charoensri said investors in the megaproject would be required to set up a fund to compensate local residents affected by any land expropriation.

The project aims to connect Chumphon province in the Gulf of Thailand to Ranong by the Andaman Sea.

It aims to develop a logistics network and will comprise a deep-water port in both provinces, a railway system and a motorway to connect the two provinces by land and sea.
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                                The government has selected 10 projects to be highlighted as part of the celebrations for the 72nd birthday of His Majesty the King. They are aimed at developing the country's forests, water resources and people.
Jiraporn Sindhuprai, minister of the Office of the Prime Minister, on Thursday gave details of the projects that are being carried out throughout the year.

The forest-related projects include one by the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) to improve Nong Bon Lake Park and 72 pocket parks, as well as the plan by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment to grow 72 million trees to restore forest areas, Ms Jiraporn said.

Those aimed at preserving water resources include the Interior Ministry's project to renovate 10 canals, the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment project to create large groundwater resources to deal with drought; and a Ministry of Agriculture scheme to improve 72 rivers in a sustainable manner, she added.

The people-focused initiatives include projects to donate 10 million cc of blood, provide clean water to schools, provide 72,000 pieces of equipment for the disabled, improve 72 hospitals and first aid stations, and improve people's lives by providing them with land where they can live and earn a living.

Ms Jiraporn said Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is also focusing on the celebrations for the 6th Cycle Birthday Anniversary of His Majesty the King on July 28.

She asked for cooperation from all sectors to publicise the event so that there will be as many participants as possible.
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                                Thais will be required to verify and authenticate their identity, known as know-your-customer (KYC) procedures, for the digital wallet project through the state-developed Tang Rat super app.
According to Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat, Tang Rat (the state channel) will allow Thais to register for the programme in advance.

The app should help stagger the registration process for identity verification, he said, adding that around 15 million people can be registered in advance.

Tang Rat combines services from all state agencies on digital platforms.

"Anyone who wants to register can do so now. I am tasking some organisations to handle the registration because we plan to clear about 15 million people first," Mr Julapun said on Thursday.

"We will bring people to register in advance, even though the system is not yet fully operational.

"By the time it goes live, we may already have more than 10 million people registered. If we allow 50 million people to register on the same day, no system can handle that. Several million people have already registered via Tang Rat."

Mr Julapun declined to specify the official registration date, saying it would be announced later at Government House.

The digital wallet is the flagship initiative of the government, led by the Pheu Thai Party, aimed at stimulating the economy.

The project will use a budget of 500 billion baht to distribute 10,000 baht each to Thais aged 16 and above. It is expected that around 50 million people will be eligible.

The handout was originally scheduled to begin in February, then put off to May. But as questions persisted about funding sources as well as the readiness of online systems, the start was postponed to the fourth quarter of the year.

Mr Julapun said the settlement system for the programme was still being developed by the Digital Government Development Agency, but he expressed confidence that it would be completed on schedule.

To be eligible for this project, individuals must be Thai citizens aged 16 and above with an income (as evidenced by personal income tax filings) not exceeding 70,000 baht per month or 840,000 baht per year.

Those receiving the digital wallet funds can spend the money within their districts according to their ID card.

The shops where the funds can be used will be small businesses, including convenience stores and smaller ones. However, shops receiving digital money can spend it outside their districts or anywhere else.

Products that cannot be purchased with digital funds include services and imported goods such as mobile phones.
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                Justice minister says he believes suspects should be treated as innocent until proven guilty
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                                The Ministry of Justice is moving to amend the rules to allow suspects in political cases to be detained in their homes pending trial, on condition that they wear electronic ankle monitoring (EM) bracelets, according to Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong.
Pol Col Tawee said the ministry is currently reviewing Section 89/1 of a ministerial regulation that would empower the courts to determine options to imprisonment for suspects in political cases.

"If the proposed amendment is approved, suspects in such cases could be detained in their homes instead," he said, adding that the ministry believes the suspects should be treated as innocent until they are proven guilty.

There are currently 25 cases involving Section 112 of the Criminal Code, also known as the lese-majeste law, in which suspects are awaiting trial or appealing convictions and have been denied bail.

A conviction under Section 112 carries a sentence of between 3 and 15 years. Courts often cite the severity of the offence, based on the sentences, as the reason for denying bail.

The justice minister said earlier that the push for more use of electronic monitoring was also meant to help relieve chronic overcrowding in the country's prisons.

Thailand's prisons can accommodate 180,000 inmates, but there are currently 280,000 individuals detained in Thai jails -- 50,000 of whom are awaiting trial.

Pol Col Tawee announced the plan on Thursday after he was asked by Sasinan Thamnithinan, a Move Forward Party MP, about progress in the official investigation into the death of political activist Netiporn Saneysangkhom, also known as Boong Thalu Wang, who died in custody while on a hunger strike.

According to Ms Sasinan, Netiporn's death showed that the treatment of sick detainees by the Department of Corrections was substandard.

"How will the department take responsibility? What was the result of the investigation? Will the ministry roll out measures to improve the treatment of detainees?" she asked in the House.

Pol Col Tawee disputed Ms Sasinan's claim of substandard care, saying the department's treatment of detainees was in line with international standards.

In 2023, he said, 750 prisoners died in detention, but that was lower than the average of about 1,000 reported in previous years.

Not only did Netiporn's death raise questions about the treatment of ill detainees, but it also sparked comparisons with the treatment received by former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra before he was released on parole.

Her death and the hunger strike staged by two other high-profile activists, Tantawan "Tawan" Tuatulanon and Natthanon "Frank" Chaimahabud, have also reignited calls for immediate reform of the justice system.

Ms Tantawan and Mr Natthanon are facing sedition charges in connection with an incident at a royal motorcade in February. They spent 105 days behind bars before being granted bail in late May.

Netiporn was pronounced dead on May 14 despite efforts to resuscitate her at Thammasat University Hospital. She was referred there from the Central Correctional Hospital after suffering a heart attack just after 6am that day.

Netiporn went on a hunger strike to protest the detention and prosecution of political activists following a crackdown on anti-government protesters last year.

While she reportedly began accepting food and drinks again in April, her condition continued to deteriorate because her hunger strike had aggravated her pre-existing medical conditions, which included anaemia and swollen legs.

However, prison authorities said Netiporn continued to refuse to take supplements and medication prescribed by doctors to treat these conditions.
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                  Six arrested for Indian stampede tragedy                

                Hindu preacher's gathering had permit for 80,000 people but 250,000 attended
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                                NEW DELHI - Indian police said on Thursday that they had arrested six people in connection with the stampede at a Hindu religious event in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh in which 121 people were killed.
The stampede happened on Tuesday in Phulrai Mughal Garhi village of Hathras district, where about 250,000 people had gathered to listen to preacher Suraj Pal Singh, also known as "Bhole Baba".

The organisers of the event had received permission for a gathering of only 80,000 people, an initial police report said.

Baba said in a statement on Wednesday that the stampede was caused by "anti-social elements" but did not elaborate.

The four men and two women arrested were aides of Baba and were involved in organising the event that culminated in the stampede, police said.

"When the stampede situation happened, all these people who organised (the event) fled from the spot," Uttar Pradesh police Inspector-General Shalabh Mathur told reporters.

AP Singh, the preacher's lawyer, said he would also represent the six people who had been arrested.

"Police are doing their job but the people they have arrested are the people whose family members are victims of the stampede," Singh said. "Those who actually caused the stampede have run away."

The stampede broke out on Tuesday afternoon when attendees were exiting the canopied ground by a highway where the event was held, the initial police report said.

Several people ran towards the preacher's vehicle but were stopped by his aides, leading to commotion during which some of them fell to the ground and were trampled, officials said.

Others who tried to run to open fields to escape the stampede also slipped and fell on the uneven ground in the path of the rest of the crowd, and were unable to get up.

The dead, which included 112 women and seven children, have all been identified and their bodies handed over to their families, officials said on Thursday.

Stampedes and other accidents are not uncommon at religious events and places in India involving large crowds, and most of these are blamed on poor crowd management.
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                  Cabinet to see Red Line extension plan 'soon'                

                Route to Thammasat Rangsit campus expected to open in 2028, two other extensions planned
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                                The plan to build the first extension for the Red Line electric rail system from Rangsit to Thammasat University is ready to be submitted to the cabinet, according to the Ministry of Transport.
The 8.8-kilometre route to the Thammasat Rangsit campus in Khlong Luang district of Pathum Thani is one of three planned extensions, said Deputy Transport Minister Surapong Piyachote. Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit has approved the project and forwarded it to the secretariat of the cabinet, he said.

The Ministry of Finance, Budget Bureau and National Economic and Social Development Council also need to review the plan before it can be approved by the cabinet, said Mr Surapong.

The Rangsit-Thammasat extension will comprise four stations: Khlong Neung, Bangkok University, Chiang Rak and Thammasat Rangsit Campus. The construction cost is estimated at 6.47 billion baht, with bids expected to be called this year. It will take 35 months to build and is scheduled to open in 2028, he said.

Proposals for the other two extensions, both from Taling Chan station, are expected to be forwarded to the cabinet no later than August, he said.

The 14.8km Taling Chan-Salaya route will have six stations and cost 10.67 billion baht, according to a source at the State Railway of Thailand (SRT). The 5.7km Taling Chan-Siriraj Hospital route with three stations will cost 4.61 billion baht.

Bidding for the two construction contracts is expected to take place later this year, while construction is due to begin next year and finish by 2028.

The SRT is still deciding which train technology to use for the extensions, as procurement of new trains must comply with the government's green and low-cost public transport policies, said the source.

Under the green policy, all public transport services including public buses and taxis will have to be electric by 2029.

The SRT's diesel locomotives will be replaced by hybrid versions that can run on electric power within a 200km radius of Bangkok, before switching to oil when leaving this area, said the source.
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                  More funding approved to care for dependents                

                Some dementia sufferers among those to benefit from expanded budget under universal healthcare
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                                The National Health Security Office (NHSO) has approved an increase in funding for providing care to dependents from 6,000 baht to 10,442 baht per person per year.
About 320,000 people are registered in the government's long-term care system annually, according to deputy government spokesman Karom Polpornklang.

However, there are others, such as people with dementia or in palliative care, who also depend on help from the community.

According to Mr Karom, these people need as much care as others with low Activities of Daily Living (ADL) scores. The ADL is a universally recognised indicator that measures a person's functional limitations and independence in completing personal-care tasks.

The NHSO board has therefore agreed to expand the scope of the dependent care system to cover those with middle-stage and end-stage dementia, he said.

Mr Karom said the move is expected to increase the number of registered dependents to 600,000.

Meanwhile, the increase in the annual budget for dependent care from 6,000 to 10,442 baht per person will give local administrative organisations more funds to take care of people, said Mr Karom.

It is also to improve people's quality of life, especially the elderly, and help the country deal with the needs of an ageing society, he added.
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                  Sub ordered by Thailand 'offered to Indonesia'                

                China reportedly says Jakarta can even have a German engine if it wants
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                                China is reportedly offering to sell Indonesia a half-built submarine originally ordered by Thailand, and claims it will include a German-made engine if that is what Jakarta wants.
The news was reported this week by Janes, an authoritative specialist in military, national security and transport topics.

The development comes despite claims by Thailand that the problem-plagued deal to acquire the Chinese submarine is back on track. Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang said in May that negotiations would take another one or two months to conclude.

Officials from China State Shipbuilding Corporation (CSSC) visited the Ministry of Defence in Jakarta on June 28, Janes reported on its website.

The Chinese officials made a presentation on how the S26T diesel-electric submarine could be customised for the Indonesian navy's requirements, even though the vessel has already gone through the build process.

The CSSC officials assured the ministry that the offer to Indonesia would not be faced with the same types of export restrictions experienced by the Royal Thai Navy.

The original contract signed by Thailand in May 2017 stipulated a German-made diesel engine. But the plan changed after Germany refused to sell the engine to China as it is designated a military/defence item and subject to a European Union embargo.

Beijing has been trying to persuade Thailand to accept a Chinese-built generator in place of the German engine, without being subject to a penalty for breach of contract.

At the meeting in Jakarta, the Chinese delegation said Indonesia could incorporate an engine from a vendor of its choice, including Germany-based MTU, into the vessel, Janes reported.

The offer to Indonesia also includes a modification package that would enable the S26T to deploy and launch Chinese-made YJ-18 torpedo tube-launched anti-ship cruise missiles.

China Shipbuilding & Offshore International Co (CSOC) was originally contracted in 2017 to build the submarine for 13.5 billion baht under a government-to-government deal with Thailand.

Construction was reportedly half finished when it was delayed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and then put on hold because of the engine issue.
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                  FDA warns about erection supplement                

                Product found to contain prescription-only drug that can have serious side effects
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                                The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has warned consumers that a dietary supplement that claims to help men with erection problems contains a prescription-only drug that can have serious side effects.
The FDA said on Thursday that it bought the "Hulx" dietary supplement from the Line official account of company called Dr.Jel and sent it to the Department of Medical Sciences for testing.

According to the FDA, the product was made by Organics Innovations Co in Muang district of Nakhon Pathom and distributed by Dr.Jel Organics, also located in the same district.

The Dr.Jel website says the product has "no side effects".

The tests by the Department of Medical Sciences found that the product contained sildenafil, the main ingredient of erectile dysfunction drugs such as Viagra. Its purchase requires a doctor's prescription. Sildenafil cannot be used in dietary supplement products.

Possible side effects of sildenafil can include headache, vision impairment, hypotension, heart attack, ocular hypertension and hearing loss. If the side effects are severe, they can be fatal.

The batch in question (LOT.HUL005L23802) was manufactured on Jan 8 of this year and has an expiration date of Jan 7, 2026.

The FDA said it was taking legal action against the wrongdoers.
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        Ankle tags proposed for home detention in political cases
        The Ministry of Justice is moving to amend the rules to allow suspects in political cases to be detained in their homes pending trial, on condition that they wear electronic ankle monitoring (EM) bracelets, according to Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong.

      

      
        Sub ordered by Thailand 'offered to Indonesia'
        China is reportedly offering to sell Indonesia a half-built submarine originally ordered by Thailand, and claims it will include a German-made engine if that is what Jakarta wants.

      

      
        Grand Palace graffiti artist gets 8-month sentence
        A man who spray-painted an anarchist symbol and the number 112 -- a reference to the lese-majeste law -- on the wall of the Temple of the Emerald Buddha last year has been sentenced to eight months in jail without suspension for vandalism.

      

      
        Country's growth potential declining, says BoT chief
        The country's economic growth potential is expected to hover around the three-percent mark for the next five years, a decline from the average of closer to 3.5% reported in the years before the Covid-19 pandemic, according to Bank of Thailand governor Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput.

      

      
        Defence minister cool to F-16 financing pitch
        Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang confirmed on Thursday that the US ambassador had briefed him on a loan proposal to allow the air force to acquire more F-16 fighter jets, but the offer came with a high interest rate.

      

      
        Ex-official arrested for illegal land deeds
        A former director of an office responsible for surveying and issuing land documents was arrested on Thursday for illegally issuing title deeds for thousands of rai of public land in Nakhon Ratchasima.

      

      
        Digital wallet scheme signs up vendors
        The Commerce Ministry says up to 1.6 million vendors are ready to join the digital wallet scheme, which is expected to pump up the economy, increase store income and reduce the cost of living.

      

      
        Nostalgia drives appeal of thriving local art toy industry
        The local art toy sector offers growth potential based on the high purchasing power of "kidult" collectors and the creativity of Thai small toy manufacturers.

      

      
        US-China spat set to boost Thai exports, says panel
        Thai exports should gain from the latest round of the US-China trade war, with growth estimated at 0.8-1.5%, up from an earlier projection of 0.5-1.5%, says the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB).

      

      
        Is the government on cloud nine?
        Last month the cabinet approved the establishment of a Cloud First Policy Committee to steer all state agencies towards the digital government scheme.
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                  Ankle tags proposed for home detention in political cases                

                Justice minister says he believes suspects should be treated as innocent until proven guilty
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                                The Ministry of Justice is moving to amend the rules to allow suspects in political cases to be detained in their homes pending trial, on condition that they wear electronic ankle monitoring (EM) bracelets, according to Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong.
Pol Col Tawee said the ministry is currently reviewing Section 89/1 of a ministerial regulation that would empower the courts to determine options to imprisonment for suspects in political cases.

"If the proposed amendment is approved, suspects in such cases could be detained in their homes instead," he said, adding that the ministry believes the suspects should be treated as innocent until they are proven guilty.

There are currently 25 cases involving Section 112 of the Criminal Code, also known as the lese-majeste law, in which suspects are awaiting trial or appealing convictions and have been denied bail.

A conviction under Section 112 carries a sentence of between 3 and 15 years. Courts often cite the severity of the offence, based on the sentences, as the reason for denying bail.

The justice minister said earlier that the push for more use of electronic monitoring was also meant to help relieve chronic overcrowding in the country's prisons.

Thailand's prisons can accommodate 180,000 inmates, but there are currently 280,000 individuals detained in Thai jails -- 50,000 of whom are awaiting trial.

Pol Col Tawee announced the plan on Thursday after he was asked by Sasinan Thamnithinan, a Move Forward Party MP, about progress in the official investigation into the death of political activist Netiporn Saneysangkhom, also known as Boong Thalu Wang, who died in custody while on a hunger strike.

According to Ms Sasinan, Netiporn's death showed that the treatment of sick detainees by the Department of Corrections was substandard.

"How will the department take responsibility? What was the result of the investigation? Will the ministry roll out measures to improve the treatment of detainees?" she asked in the House.

Pol Col Tawee disputed Ms Sasinan's claim of substandard care, saying the department's treatment of detainees was in line with international standards.

In 2023, he said, 750 prisoners died in detention, but that was lower than the average of about 1,000 reported in previous years.

Not only did Netiporn's death raise questions about the treatment of ill detainees, but it also sparked comparisons with the treatment received by former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra before he was released on parole.

Her death and the hunger strike staged by two other high-profile activists, Tantawan "Tawan" Tuatulanon and Natthanon "Frank" Chaimahabud, have also reignited calls for immediate reform of the justice system.

Ms Tantawan and Mr Natthanon are facing sedition charges in connection with an incident at a royal motorcade in February. They spent 105 days behind bars before being granted bail in late May.

Netiporn was pronounced dead on May 14 despite efforts to resuscitate her at Thammasat University Hospital. She was referred there from the Central Correctional Hospital after suffering a heart attack just after 6am that day.

Netiporn went on a hunger strike to protest the detention and prosecution of political activists following a crackdown on anti-government protesters last year.

While she reportedly began accepting food and drinks again in April, her condition continued to deteriorate because her hunger strike had aggravated her pre-existing medical conditions, which included anaemia and swollen legs.

However, prison authorities said Netiporn continued to refuse to take supplements and medication prescribed by doctors to treat these conditions.
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                  Sub ordered by Thailand 'offered to Indonesia'                

                China reportedly says Jakarta can even have a German engine if it wants
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: A model of a Yuan Class S26T submarine is displayed at Royal Thai Navy headquarters. (Bangkok Post File Photo)]
                                              
                          A model of a Yuan Class S26T submarine is displayed at Royal Thai Navy headquarters. (Bangkok Post File Photo)                        

                                          

                  

                                China is reportedly offering to sell Indonesia a half-built submarine originally ordered by Thailand, and claims it will include a German-made engine if that is what Jakarta wants.
The news was reported this week by Janes, an authoritative specialist in military, national security and transport topics.

The development comes despite claims by Thailand that the problem-plagued deal to acquire the Chinese submarine is back on track. Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang said in May that negotiations would take another one or two months to conclude.

Officials from China State Shipbuilding Corporation (CSSC) visited the Ministry of Defence in Jakarta on June 28, Janes reported on its website.

The Chinese officials made a presentation on how the S26T diesel-electric submarine could be customised for the Indonesian navy's requirements, even though the vessel has already gone through the build process.

The CSSC officials assured the ministry that the offer to Indonesia would not be faced with the same types of export restrictions experienced by the Royal Thai Navy.

The original contract signed by Thailand in May 2017 stipulated a German-made diesel engine. But the plan changed after Germany refused to sell the engine to China as it is designated a military/defence item and subject to a European Union embargo.

Beijing has been trying to persuade Thailand to accept a Chinese-built generator in place of the German engine, without being subject to a penalty for breach of contract.

At the meeting in Jakarta, the Chinese delegation said Indonesia could incorporate an engine from a vendor of its choice, including Germany-based MTU, into the vessel, Janes reported.

The offer to Indonesia also includes a modification package that would enable the S26T to deploy and launch Chinese-made YJ-18 torpedo tube-launched anti-ship cruise missiles.

China Shipbuilding & Offshore International Co (CSOC) was originally contracted in 2017 to build the submarine for 13.5 billion baht under a government-to-government deal with Thailand.

Construction was reportedly half finished when it was delayed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, and then put on hold because of the engine issue.
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                Khon Kaen man who spray-painted 'No 112' message will appeal
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                                A man who spray-painted an anarchist symbol and the number 112 -- a reference to the lese-majeste law -- on the wall of the Temple of the Emerald Buddha last year has been sentenced to eight months in jail without suspension for vandalism.
Suttawee "Bang-urn" Soikham, 26, is appealing the Criminal Court ruling and has posted bail.

The native of Khon Kaen was seen by two police officers on March 28 last year spray-painting an anarchist symbol and the number 112 on the exterior wall of the temple that is part of the Grand Palace compound in Phra Nakhon district of Bangkok. The number 112 represents Section 112 of the Criminal Code, the lese-majeste law.

He was immediately arrested and taken to Metropolitan Police Division 6 for questioning.

On Thursday morning, Suttawee, accompanied by a lawyer, arrived at the court to hear the ruling. Two friends who face the same charges showed up to give him moral support.

He was found guilty of violating the Ancient Monuments, Antique Objects and National Museum Act and Cleanliness Act and initially sentenced to one year in jail. The court commuted the jail term by one third to eight months, without suspension, because he confessed.

Cases are still pending against two journalists who were at the scene when the act of vandalism took place. Police did not charge them until Feb 13 this year.

Freelance news photographer Nattaphon Phanphongsanon said after his arrest that he and Nuttaphol Meksobhon, a reporter for the online news outlet Prachatai, were just doing their jobs and had no other involvement.

The police said they had CCTV footage of the two journalists and the artist "planning" the spray-painting exploit. However, there is no audio and it is not clear what the people in the video might be discussing.
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                Price pressure a concern as Thailand could see slower growth 'for the next five years', says Sethaput
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                                The country's economic growth potential is expected to hover around the three-percent mark for the next five years, a decline from the average of closer to 3.5% reported in the years before the Covid-19 pandemic, according to Bank of Thailand governor Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput.
Between 2004 and 2013, Thailand's economic growth potential averaged 3.8%, while the actual gross domestic product (GDP) grew at an average of 4% per year. Growth potential dipped to 2.7% between 2014 and 2023, and GDP growth similarly slowed to 2.8% a year.

Mr Sethaput said that while Thailand's economy is recovering from the disruptions brought on by the pandemic, it is recovering at a much slower rate compared to its regional peers.

The slower recovery is largely due to the nation's heavy reliance on tourism, which has been slower to rebound than other industries.

Furthermore, various structural issues, particularly in the manufacturing sector, as well as high levels of household debt, are dampening economic growth, he told a news conference on Thursday.

"Structural reforms are necessary to enhance Thailand's economic potential, especially in the long run," he said.

While he acknowledged that the economy is gradually recovering, Mr Sethaput said many households are still grappling with rising inflation.

Prices of fuel and fresh foods, in particular, have continued to rise, with gasohol 95, vegetable oil, and eggs increasing by 40%, 32.5% and 25%, respectively, over the past five years, according to the central bank.

"An economic growth potential rate of just 3% will not be sufficient to cover these increases," the BoT governor said.

A survey carried out by the central bank found that incomes for employees in the non-farming sector and freelance workers increased by 8.9% and 9.2%, respectively, in the first quarter of this year -- but the consumer price index rose by 7.15% in the same period.

He said the government's 500-billion-baht digital wallet scheme may help stimulate the economy in the short term, but it will not strengthen Thailand's economic potential in the long run.

The economy grew by a better-than-expected 1.5% in the first quarter on this year, but the pace slowed from 1.7% in the previous quarter.

The BoT projects GDP will expand by 2.6% this year and 3% next year. Last year's expansion of 1.9% lagged regional peers.

The government has been pressing the central bank to lower its policy interest rate of 2.5% to spur the economy, but Mr Sethaput said the BoT must take into account the future economic outlook, rather than simply basing the decision on available data.

Product prices remain high despite lower inflation, he said.

The official Consumer Price Index in May rose by 1.54% from a year earlier, the highest in 13 months, and is expected to continue gaining slowly in June. The index rose by 0.6% in April.

"The current interest rate is still suitable for the economic recovery and allows inflation expectations to remain anchored within the target," Mr Sethaput said.

Therefore, the BoT's Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) has decided to maintain a steady policy rate. Should there be changes in the economic outlook, the central bank is prepared to adjust the rate accordingly, he said.

The next rate review meeting of the MPC is scheduled for Aug 21.
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                Sutin says interest rate 'quite high' on loan proposed by US ambassador
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                                Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang confirmed on Thursday that the US ambassador had briefed him on a loan proposal to allow the air force to acquire more F-16 fighter jets, but the offer came with a high interest rate.
Mr Sutin said Robert Godec proposed that a loan would allow the air force to buy a fleet of F-16s instead of four to five planes at a time, but he found that the offered interest rate was "quite high".

The air force is preparing to start replacing 12 ageing F-16s in its fleet and has been looking to order either new F-16s or SAAB Gripen fighter jets from Sweden.

Mr Sutin said it was unconventional for Thailand to borrow money to buy fighter jets. The conventional method was to pay using the national budget, he said.

The talks with the ambassador last Thursday did not cover the possibility of a discount or barter trade, he said, adding that the latter would be difficult in a fighter jet procurement.

He said the ambassador told him that the F-16s could be integrated into the data link system of the air force, and that Washington was ready to transfer the maintenance technology that the air force demanded.

"They said their jets are superior to other jets in terms of advancements and capacity, and are the most suitable choice at present," Mr Sutin said.

The air force is reportedly seeking 19 billion baht for the 2025 fiscal year starting on Oct 1 to buy four new fighter jets to start replacing a dozen old F-16s that are due to be decommissioned in the near future.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said earlier that the US ambassador had sent him a written proposal, but that many points needed to be discussed -- including his requirement for reciprocal and equal US investment in Thailand.

The prime minister met last month with Marcus Wallenberg, the president of Saab AB, who briefed him on Sweden's proposal to sell as many as 12 Gripen fighter jets.

Sources said earlier the Swedish manufacturer's offer was said to include grants for military training and maintenance, as well as replacing radar systems in its Saab 340 early warning aircraft.

The basic list price of an F-16 is $63 million, compared with $85 million for the Gripen. That does not include expenses related to development, maintenance and other associated costs. 
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                  Ex-official arrested for illegal land deeds                

                Arrest made two months before statute of limitations in case expired
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                                A former director of an office responsible for surveying and issuing land documents was arrested on Thursday for illegally issuing title deeds for thousands of rai of public land in Nakhon Ratchasima.
Officials from the Public Sector Anti-Corruption Commission (PACC) and Anti-Corruption Division (ACD) police apprehended Arun Sahathampakorn, who was wanted on an arrest warrant for malfeasance in violation of Section 157 of the Criminal Code, at a house in tambon Tha Ang in Chok Chai district of Nakhon Ratchasima.




Mr Arun, 71, is accused of illegally issuing title deeds for public land to business operators when he headed the Nakhon Ratchasima provincial land adjudication centre. The land included over 2,000 rai in Khao Yai of Pak Chong district and economic areas in several districts. 




During questioning, the suspect denied the charges, said Pol Maj Gen Jaroonkiat Pankaew, deputy commissioner of the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB).




The suspect had evaded arrest for several years and was caught just two months before the statute of limitations in the case expired, said Pol Lt Col Siripong Sritula, director of the PACC area 2 office.




Kritsakorn Sanitsakdee, director of the PACC area 1 office, said Mr Arun had used Sor Khor 1 land occupation documents issued for plots in Pak Thong Chai district to be issued for title deeds for plots in other districts.




The PACC launched its investigation into the irregularities in 2017. It found Mr Arun and four others were involved in illegally issuing title deeds for 80 plots covering more than 2,000 rai, said Mr Kritsakorn.




Arrest warrants were issued for five suspects. One has since died and three others remain at large following the arrest of Mr Arun.
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                                The Commerce Ministry says up to 1.6 million vendors are ready to join the digital wallet scheme, which is expected to pump up the economy, increase store income and reduce the cost of living.
Following a visit to Nakhon Ratchasima province, Yanyong Phuangrach, advisor to the deputy prime minister, said vendors confirmed their  readiness to take part in the government's scheme.

The Internal Trade Department reported roughly 910,000 stores are registered with the Business Development Department, while there are 140,000 Blue Flag stores nationwide covering 878 districts to handle digital wallet payments.

Other shops include 5,000 Blue Flag restaurants, 400,000 mom-and-pop shops and restaurants under local administrative organisations, 90,000 farmer shops and community enterprises, and 50,000 convenience stores under the Thai Retailer Association.

He said various shops and people in Nakhon Ratchasima see the economy as stagnant, with dwindling sales.

The government's 10,000-baht digital wallet handout is set to stimulate the economy, promote monetary circulation in each district, and ease the cost of living, said Mr Yanyong.

The scheme targets roughly 50 million Thais aged 16 and older earning no more than 840,000 baht per year or 70,000 baht per month, with less than 500,000 baht in their combined bank accounts (commercial banks and state financial institutions) as of March 31, 2024.

Eligible people and shops can start registering for the scheme in the third quarter, and the one-time handout is expected to begin in the fourth quarter.

Recipients can use the digital money to purchase food, beverages and consumer goods.

Products that cannot be purchased using the digital wallet include lottery tickets, alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, cannabis-related products, or items derived from these substances.

In addition, the handout cannot be used to buy gift cards, cash cards, gold, diamonds, pearls, or to pay off debts, tuition fees, or utility bills, including water, electricity or telephone charges, or to buy fuel or natural gas.

The subcommittee overseeing the implementation of the scheme ordered the Commerce Ministry to review the banned product list to include services and online purchases.
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                                The local art toy sector offers growth potential based on the high purchasing power of "kidult" collectors and the creativity of Thai small toy manufacturers.
Auramon Supthaweethum, director-general of the Business Development Department, said the art toy business is poised for continued expansion in coming years because of increasing consumer demand, offering promise for Thai entrepreneurs.

In 2023, the segment generated total revenue of 19.7 billion baht and profit of 468 million baht.

Over the previous five years, the business recorded fluctuating growth, attributed to the impact of the pandemic.

The appeal of art toys is growing, attracting both collectors and a diverse group of artists and small toy manufacturers who see them as a form of art.

In Thailand, demand for art toys eventually surpassed supply, leading to a resale market where popular items are pre-ordered at inflated prices.

This trend inspired Thai artists to create art toys that reflect Thai culture.

The popularity of art toys over the past year is partially attributed to the emergence of blind boxes, which are affordably priced and marketed through both physical stores and vending machines.

A "blind box" refers to the way in which a collectible toy is packaged and presented, so the consumer does not know the identity of the toy until opening the box.

Blind boxes are generally issued in a series that includes a collection of figurines.

Among collectors and fans of these toys, the rarer figurines are known as "secret figures".

Produced by artists, designers and illustrators, these toys are usually produced in limited editions, which can drive up the prices. They can be made from a variety of materials such as wood, steel, resin, plastic, vinyl or velvet.

The commercial value of the art toy industry is growing worldwide, driven by a consumer group known as "kidults" who have a high level of purchasing power.

Defined as teenagers and adults who buy games by themselves, this cohort has been steadily contributing to the art toy industry for years.

Consumers from this group have a great fondness for the cartoons, superhero figures, merchandise and other collectibles that remind them of their childhood.

Small businesses dominated the art toy market last year, generating revenue of 19.7 billion baht as investors from Hong Kong, China and Japan hired Thai artists.

Among 1,024 companies in total, small businesses made up 220 manufacturers and 804 vendors, accounting for 93.7% of the art toy industry.

The value of business registrations in the sector is 5.7 billion baht.

Thai artists have produced some popular characters, with one of the best known "Cry Baby", which depicts a teary-eyed girl with short hair.

The character has become a sensation across Southeast Asia.

In 2023, the export of Thai toys (including art toys) amounted to 8.78 billion baht.

The top three export markets were the US, Japan and the UK.

In the first four months of 2024, exports of Thai toys grew by 51.4% year-on-year, with China the leading market, followed by the US and Japan.
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                                Thai exports should gain from the latest round of the US-China trade war, with growth estimated at 0.8-1.5%, up from an earlier projection of 0.5-1.5%, says the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB).
The committee is upbeat about some advantages from the trade war, differing from the view of the Thai National Shippers' Council, which previously said the dispute was an unpredictable factor for shippers.

US President Joe Biden's administration cited Beijing's unfair trade practices for its decision to impose more tariffs on electric vehicles, solar cells, semiconductors and certain steel and aluminium imports from China, according to media reports.

"The trade war will speed up Chinese entrepreneurs' decisions to relocate their production facilities to Thailand, which will be used as a new export base," said Payong Srivanich, chairman of the Thai Bankers' Association, a key member of the JSCCIB.

However, other factors are challenges for the Thai export sector,  including higher production costs driven by elevated fuel prices and freight rates.

The increase in shipping costs resulted mainly from a shortage of cargo ships and containers, following geopolitical conflicts in the Middle East and Europe.

Domestically, the JSCCIB is concerned about harsh prospects in some sectors. Car sales remain sluggish, with a 24% decrease during the first five months of this year, while house and condo sales fell by 11.8% and 7.4%, respectively, between January and April.

"If sales in both sectors continue to decrease, they can cut GDP growth by 0.3-0.4 percentage points," said Mr Payong.

The committee maintained its GDP growth projection at 2.2-2.7% for 2024, with inflation estimated at 0.5-1%.

If the government pushes ahead with its plan to increase the daily minimum wage to 400 baht, the sluggish economy will face more pressure, said Tawee Piyawatana, vice-chairman of the Federation of Thai Industries.

"We've already seen many factories shut down because of the economic slowdown and weak consumer purchasing power, which led to lower goods purchase orders," he said.

"More factories are expected to  be shuttered in the second half of this year."

Poj Aramwattananont, vice-chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, said he understands the government's good intentions behind its proposed minimum wage increase, but noted the new rate must be based on the decision of the tripartite wage committee, which comprises representatives from the government, employers and employees.

Some manufacturers may not be able to deal with an increase in operating costs if the wage rises to 400 baht a day, he said.
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                  Is the government on cloud nine?                

                With the creation of a cloud policy committee, the administration hopes to propel its usage, which could have effects on the private sector
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                                Last month the cabinet approved the establishment of a Cloud First Policy Committee to steer all state agencies towards the digital government scheme.
The committee will play a role in supervising, monitoring and evaluating the implementation of the "cloud first" policy among all relevant state sectors and promoting the digital economy, according to Digital Economy and Society (DES) Minister Prasert Jantararuangthong.

Q: What are the committee's main tasks?

The committee's main task is steering the government's cloud policy. It is expected to develop related policies for cloud usage and guidelines for state agencies on how to select types of cloud services, proposing the details to the National Digital Economy and Society Commission (NDESC) and the Digital Government Development Committee.

The panel is also expected to propose to the NDESC and the Digital Government Development Committee its implementation plan for the cloud first policy, as well as potential obstacles and solutions.

[image: ]
Worldwide end-user spending on public cloud services is forecast to grow 20.4% to total $675.4 billion in 2024, up from $561 billion in 2023, driven by generative AI (GenAI) and application modernization, according to the latest forecast from Gartner, Inc.



In addition to regulation of the policy in all relevant sectors, the committee will invite stakeholders to offer opinions or advice.

The committee can appoint subcommittees for specific tasks and will perform other duties as assigned by the NDESC.

The DES minister chairs the committee, while the ministry's permanent secretary and relevant government agencies form the committee's membership.

The committee members include the permanent secretaries of the Finance, Commerce and Interior ministries, the director-general of the Budget Bureau, secretary-general of the Board of Investment and secretary-general of Personal Data Protection Committee.

Other members include Supakorn Congsomjit, a member of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin's working team; Pongsarun Assawachaisophon, deputy secretary-general to the prime minister; and Suksit Srichomkwan, the prime minister's deputy secretary-general for political affairs.

The NDESC secretary-general is a committee member and secretary. The committee is slated to hold its first meeting in early July.

Q: What is Thailand's readiness to adopt the cloud?

According to a Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) survey of 663 government agencies to assess their readiness for cloud adoption, their readiness and cloud usage is deemed moderate. They need to be better prepared in many aspects, including the development of their personnel, noted the survey.

The survey found 124 agencies are expected to have greater cloud demand. The 2025 budgeting for state agencies reflects higher spending for cloud usage, with the Justice Ministry setting the highest budget for cloud use.

TDRI suggested policymakers divide the types of cloud service into five levels of data sensitivity: open data, data restricted to authorised personnel within organisations, confidential, highly confidential and top secret.

Q: What is the country's cloud market outlook?

Organisations in Thailand are expected to spend more than US$1.8 billion on public cloud services in 2024, an increase of 30.1% from 2023, according to the latest forecast from Gartner, Inc.

Spending on infrastructure-as-a-service is forecast to have the largest growth, rising 39.6%, followed by platform-as-a-service at 26%.

Worldwide end user spending on public cloud services is forecast to grow 20.4% to $675 billion in 2024, up from $561 billion in 2023, driven by generative artificial intelligence (AI) and application modernisation, according to Gartner.

Recently Gulf Edge Co Ltd, a fully-owned digital arm of Thailand's Gulf Energy Development and Google Asia Pacific, announced a multi-year agreement to deliver next-generation sovereign cloud services in Thailand.

State agency National Telecom (NT) set an aggressive growth target for its cloud service, which now contributes 4 billion baht per year, reaching 10 billion by 2027 as total demand in the market is expected to reach 500,000 virtual machines in three years.

NT hopes to grab 30% of demand as the Cloud First Policy Committee pushes agencies towards digital government, said president Col Sanphachai Huvanandana.

The company operates cloud service through its own brand NT Cloud and runs the Government Data Center and Cloud service, which handles demand for cloud services from state enterprises.

In fiscal 2024, the budget for cloud usage by state agencies was around 3 billion baht, according to Puchapong Nodthaisong, secretary-general of NDESC. He estimated the cloud policy budget for fiscal 2025 would be 5-10 billion baht.

Q: What do companies think about the cloud first policy?

Morragot Kulatumyotin, president of Thailand Internet Service Provider Association, said the policy drives cloud usage in the government sector, one of the major spenders on technology.

By having guidelines, qualification standards and service levels, both the public and private sectors will be beneficiaries, she said.

Mrs Morragot urged the government to offer privileges to both foreign and local cloud data centre operators. There are roughly 10 local cloud and data centre providers in Thailand, she said.

Moreover, Thailand needs to promote local software-as-a-service and open-source software as alternatives for local users, instead of relying heavily on only foreign products, said Mrs Morragot.

"You can see some global tech vendors adjusting pricing models, which is frustrating users. In some cases, global cloud service providers increase the price every year. How will we solve this challenge? We can see the result from the tech war between the US and China. Huawei has survived and grown because it has its own R&D," she said.

"Thailand has limited resources, but we can encourage use of local developments such as basic applications like enterprise resource planning."

Sarath Ratanavadi, chief executive of Gulf Energy Development, said cloud computing is still relatively new in Thailand. In the past, cloud services were implemented on a smaller scale at the department or ministry level.

The cloud first policy enables Thailand to catch up with other regional peers, he said.

"I believe this policy is extremely important for the future of Thailand because it will undoubtedly benefit both Thai industries and the country's development," said Mr Sarath.

Q: How do AI initiatives fit with the cloud policy?

Supparat Sivapetchranat Singhara na Ayutthaya, chief executive of STT GDC Thailand and a member of the Thai Data Center Association (TDCA), said the cloud first initiative is a positive step towards enhancing productivity and efficiency.

While this policy aligns with global trends, several countries adopted similar strategies years ago, integrating cloud computing into their national frameworks and leveraging its benefits to stay ahead in the digital race, he said.

To truly propel the Thai economy forward, the nation must look beyond cloud computing and embrace the transformative potential of AI, said Mr Supparat. An "AI first" policy is essential to creating an AI economy that will significantly drive economic growth, powered by graphics processing units (GPUs), which hold immense potential, he said.

Taiwan, which produces 67% of the global semiconductor market, has 13% of its GDP generated from this sector. Taiwan's GDP is projected to grow by an additional 3.94% in 2024, driven by the AI economy, said Mr Supparat.

To reduce dependence on Taiwan and capture the AI economy, countries such as the US have subsidised chip firms with $22 billion to start local manufacturing. Germany, India, Japan and Malaysia are also exploring incentives to become hubs for AI GPU chip manufacturing.

He suggested the Thai government focus on three key areas, including enhancing the cloud first strategy with AI integration, evolving into an "AI cloud first" strategy. This will not only make government services more accessible, but also more intelligent by harnessing the power of AI, said Mr Supparat.

The government should also strengthen semiconductor manufacturing capabilities, he said. Earlier this year, the chief executive of Nvidia visited Southeast Asia, but did not stop in Thailand, even though the nation has the second-largest GDP in the region.

The DES and Industry ministries should enhance Thailand's manufacturing capabilities to position the country as a hub for semiconductors, which are crucial for the AI economy, said Mr Supparat.

In addition, the power cost needs to be reduced for AI data centres, he said.

"The AI economy is power-intensive. We need to explore ways to reduce power costs to 7-9 cents US per kilowatt-hour, making Thailand an attractive hub for AI data centres. This could drive investments worth billions into the Eastern Economic Corridor," said Mr Supparat.

The TDCA plans to propose a white paper to the government in the third quarter of this year offering recommendations on how to enhance Thailand's competitiveness in the data centre industry, fostering the growth of the AI economy, he said.
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                  Portugal reviving tax breaks for foreigners                

                Government defends plan to attract more skilled workers from abroad
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                                LISBON - The government of Portugal is planning to reintroduce tax breaks for foreign residents in an effort to attract skilled workers despite criticism in the past that the scheme stoked housing prices, the economy minister said on Thursday.
The scheme, launched in 2009 to attract investors and professionals at a time of financial crisis, gave people who became residents by spending more than 183 days a year in Portugal a special 20% tax rate on Portuguese-sourced income derived from "high value-added activities", such as practising medicine or teaching in universities.

The "Non-Habitual Resident" scheme also included tax exemptions on almost all foreign income if taxed in the country of origin and a 10% flat tax rate on pensions from a foreign source.

The previous government decided last year to ditch the scheme, calling it a "fiscal injustice", but parliament then extended it until the end of 2024 for applicants who could prove they had readied their move to Portugal during 2023.

Finance Minister Joaquim Miranda Sarmento told the Financial Times, which first reported the new plan, that salaries and professional income would now still be covered by the tax breaks but not pensions, dividends or capital gains.

"We are revisiting this scheme (because) we want to attract talent ... qualifications that are highly strategic for the country and that add value to our economy," Economy Minister Pedro Reis told a news conference after Thursday's cabinet meeting that officially approved the plan.

Prime Minister Luis Montenegro's government may still struggle to get the plan through parliament as it lacks an outright majority.

Data showed that over 74,000 people benefited from the tax exemptions scheme in 2022, costing the state budget more than 1.5 billion euros ($1.6 billion), an annual increase of 18.5%.

The government also approved on Thursday a cut in the normal corporate income tax rate to 15% by 2027 from 21% currently and a new mandatory minimum tax rate of 15% for all multinationals operating in Portugal and for large Portuguese companies.

Reis said new incentives for private investment and the merging of companies were also planned for them to "better compete with their European peers".

Analysts say low productivity continues to undermine the competitiveness of Portuguese companies. Labour productivity was 28% lower in Portugal in 2022 than the average of the 19 euro zone countries, Eurostat data showed.
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                Minister says advance registration now open on state-run Tang Rat app
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                                Thais will be required to verify and authenticate their identity, known as know-your-customer (KYC) procedures, for the digital wallet project through the state-developed Tang Rat super app.
According to Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat, Tang Rat (the state channel) will allow Thais to register for the programme in advance.

The app should help stagger the registration process for identity verification, he said, adding that around 15 million people can be registered in advance.

Tang Rat combines services from all state agencies on digital platforms.

"Anyone who wants to register can do so now. I am tasking some organisations to handle the registration because we plan to clear about 15 million people first," Mr Julapun said on Thursday.

"We will bring people to register in advance, even though the system is not yet fully operational.

"By the time it goes live, we may already have more than 10 million people registered. If we allow 50 million people to register on the same day, no system can handle that. Several million people have already registered via Tang Rat."

Mr Julapun declined to specify the official registration date, saying it would be announced later at Government House.

The digital wallet is the flagship initiative of the government, led by the Pheu Thai Party, aimed at stimulating the economy.

The project will use a budget of 500 billion baht to distribute 10,000 baht each to Thais aged 16 and above. It is expected that around 50 million people will be eligible.

The handout was originally scheduled to begin in February, then put off to May. But as questions persisted about funding sources as well as the readiness of online systems, the start was postponed to the fourth quarter of the year.

Mr Julapun said the settlement system for the programme was still being developed by the Digital Government Development Agency, but he expressed confidence that it would be completed on schedule.

To be eligible for this project, individuals must be Thai citizens aged 16 and above with an income (as evidenced by personal income tax filings) not exceeding 70,000 baht per month or 840,000 baht per year.

Those receiving the digital wallet funds can spend the money within their districts according to their ID card.

The shops where the funds can be used will be small businesses, including convenience stores and smaller ones. However, shops receiving digital money can spend it outside their districts or anywhere else.

Products that cannot be purchased with digital funds include services and imported goods such as mobile phones.
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                Price pressure a concern as Thailand could see slower growth 'for the next five years', says Sethaput
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                                The country's economic growth potential is expected to hover around the three-percent mark for the next five years, a decline from the average of closer to 3.5% reported in the years before the Covid-19 pandemic, according to Bank of Thailand governor Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput.
Between 2004 and 2013, Thailand's economic growth potential averaged 3.8%, while the actual gross domestic product (GDP) grew at an average of 4% per year. Growth potential dipped to 2.7% between 2014 and 2023, and GDP growth similarly slowed to 2.8% a year.

Mr Sethaput said that while Thailand's economy is recovering from the disruptions brought on by the pandemic, it is recovering at a much slower rate compared to its regional peers.

The slower recovery is largely due to the nation's heavy reliance on tourism, which has been slower to rebound than other industries.

Furthermore, various structural issues, particularly in the manufacturing sector, as well as high levels of household debt, are dampening economic growth, he told a news conference on Thursday.

"Structural reforms are necessary to enhance Thailand's economic potential, especially in the long run," he said.

While he acknowledged that the economy is gradually recovering, Mr Sethaput said many households are still grappling with rising inflation.

Prices of fuel and fresh foods, in particular, have continued to rise, with gasohol 95, vegetable oil, and eggs increasing by 40%, 32.5% and 25%, respectively, over the past five years, according to the central bank.

"An economic growth potential rate of just 3% will not be sufficient to cover these increases," the BoT governor said.

A survey carried out by the central bank found that incomes for employees in the non-farming sector and freelance workers increased by 8.9% and 9.2%, respectively, in the first quarter of this year -- but the consumer price index rose by 7.15% in the same period.

He said the government's 500-billion-baht digital wallet scheme may help stimulate the economy in the short term, but it will not strengthen Thailand's economic potential in the long run.

The economy grew by a better-than-expected 1.5% in the first quarter on this year, but the pace slowed from 1.7% in the previous quarter.

The BoT projects GDP will expand by 2.6% this year and 3% next year. Last year's expansion of 1.9% lagged regional peers.

The government has been pressing the central bank to lower its policy interest rate of 2.5% to spur the economy, but Mr Sethaput said the BoT must take into account the future economic outlook, rather than simply basing the decision on available data.

Product prices remain high despite lower inflation, he said.

The official Consumer Price Index in May rose by 1.54% from a year earlier, the highest in 13 months, and is expected to continue gaining slowly in June. The index rose by 0.6% in April.

"The current interest rate is still suitable for the economic recovery and allows inflation expectations to remain anchored within the target," Mr Sethaput said.

Therefore, the BoT's Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) has decided to maintain a steady policy rate. Should there be changes in the economic outlook, the central bank is prepared to adjust the rate accordingly, he said.

The next rate review meeting of the MPC is scheduled for Aug 21.
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                                Thailand has ample enough liquidity to handle a rise in government borrowing to fund the budget deficit and an almost US$14 billion cash handout, said Finance Ministry's public debt advisor Jindarat Viriyataveekul.
The ministry is working closely with the Bank of Thailand (BoT) to manage the state bond supply, ensuring that higher borrowing will not affect bond offerings from the private sector, Ms Jindarat said in a phone interview on Thursday.

"There won't be any crowding-out effect from our borrowing," she said. "We mainly borrow via short-term debt instruments, which have strong demand, to minimise any impact on the local market."

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin's plan to hand out 10,000 baht ($273) apiece to roughly 50 million Thai citizens aged 16 years and older has been criticised by the central bank and some economists for its potential inflationary and fiscal impact. Funding challenges have already delayed the project several times this year, but the government recently decided to mainly fund it via the state budget. 

The huge financing needs for the so-called digital wallet scheme has led the government to revise up its budget deficit for the current year and fiscal year 2025, which will start Oct 1. It has also drafted additional spending plans for it, pushing debt levels to just below their legal limit. 

On Tuesday, the cabinet approved the second revision of the public debt management plan, with new borrowings rising by 276 billion baht to 1.03 trillion baht. She said this is mainly to finance a 693-billion-baht shortfall for the current fiscal year. The ministry could not put the whole deficit amount in its earlier debt plan because of legal complications following the long delay of the budget bill. 

The ministry already submitted a third revision of the plan to include a 122-billion-baht supplementary budget under the current fiscal year to finance the digital wallet scheme. The plan is expected to be approved by the cabinet within a month, she added.
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                                SINGAPORE - A third-straight daily slide in Bitcoin took the digital asset close to levels last seen in February amid challenges including political drama in the United States and the potential for disposals by creditors of the failed Mt Gox exchange.
The largest cryptocurrency fell as much as 2.7% on Thursday before paring some of the drop to trade 1% lower at US$58,880 as of 1.30pm in Singapore. Smaller tokens such as Solana and meme-crowd favourite Dogecoin also sank.

Investors across global markets are gaming out scenarios in case 81-year-old President Joe Biden succumbs to calls to scrap his US re-election bid. One possibility is that a stronger Democratic contender emerges to make life tougher for Republican Donald Trump, whose agenda favours the crypto industry.

Mt Gox's administrators, meanwhile, are returning more than 137,000 Bitcoin to creditors in stages. Traders are uncertain about how much of the $8 billion haul will end up being sold and separately weighing the risk of disposals of seized Bitcoin by the US and German governments.

"The likelihood of a stronger Democratic candidate replacing Biden who might not be pro-crypto is a factor," said Richard Galvin, co-founder of hedge fund Digital Asset Capital Management. "A bigger reason in the short term for the Bitcoin weakness is the overhang from Mt Gox, and government selling."

Struggling miners

The operators of the power-hungry computers that underpin the Bitcoin blockchain are continuing to absorb the financial hit of April's so-called halving, which curbed the new tokens they receive for the work they do. One response from these Bitcoin miners is to sell some of their inventory of tokens.

"Bitcoin continues to battle with selling pressure from miners," wrote Noelle Acheson, author of the Crypto Is Macro Now newsletter.

Sentiment can turn quickly in crypto, for instance if weaker US economic data spur bets on looser Federal Reserve monetary policy. Pending approvals for US exchange-traded funds investing in No. 2 token Ether could lift the mood too.

The interpretation of US political developments may also shift. Bitwise Asset Management Inc Chief Investment Officer Matt Hougan argued that potential turnover at the top of the Democratic ticket is "more likely than not to settle out in an improved place for crypto." He said Washington's attitude to digital assets has improved overall in the past year.

Speculators are now scouring Bitcoin charts to see if closely-watched technical levels hold or subside. The cryptocurrency just closed below an approximation of its six-month moving average price. Such breaches presage more losses if history is any guide, data compiled by Bloomberg show.
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                BYD will also assemble batteries and other parts in Thailand
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                                RAYONG - China's BYD (Build Your Dreams) opened an electric vehicle (EV) plant in Thailand on Thursday, the auto maker's first factory in Southeast Asia, a fast-growing regional EV market where it has become the dominant player.
"Thailand has a clear EV vision and is entering a new era of auto manufacturing," BYD CEO and President Wang Chuanfu said at the opening ceremony. "We will bring technology from China to Thailand."

The BYD plant is part of a wave of investment worth more than US$1.44 billion from Chinese EV makers who are setting up factories in Thailand, helped by government subsidies and tax incentives.

Hong Kong-listed shares of the automaker rose 3.2% to HK$237.60, their biggest intraday jump since June 13.

By 2030, Thailand aims to convert 30% of its annual production of 2.5 million vehicles into EVs, according to a government plan.

Thailand is a regional auto assembly and export hub, and has long been dominated by Japanese car makers such as Toyota Motor, Honda Motor Co and Isuzu Motors.

"BYD is using Thailand as a production hub for export to Asean and many other countries," said Board of Investment (BOI) secretary-general Narit Therdsteerasukdi, referring to the 10-nation Southeast Asian bloc.

The facility, announced two years ago, is worth $490 million and will have a production capacity of 150,000 vehicles per year, including plug-in hybrids.

The sprawling factory in eastern Thailand's Rayong district will employ around 10,000 workers, some of whom were seen operating machinery on Thursday as under-construction bodies of BYD's Dolphin model moved through an assembly line.

"We will also assemble batteries and other important parts here," said Liu Xueliang, BYD's Asia Pacific general manager.

Thailand is the largest overseas market for BYD, which commanded a 46% share of country's EV segment in the first quarter and is the third-largest player in passenger cars, according to research firm Counterpoint.

Other EV rivals in the local market include Great Wall Motor, which also has a production facility in Thailand, and Tesla.

BYD dealers in Thailand, however, are currently under scrutiny following a consumer complaint over aggressive discounting that has left some buyers upset with how much they paid for their cars.

Related:


	Suzuki to stop making cars in Thailand




	Auto output could hit 14-year low
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                                The Commerce Ministry says up to 1.6 million vendors are ready to join the digital wallet scheme, which is expected to pump up the economy, increase store income and reduce the cost of living.
Following a visit to Nakhon Ratchasima province, Yanyong Phuangrach, advisor to the deputy prime minister, said vendors confirmed their  readiness to take part in the government's scheme.

The Internal Trade Department reported roughly 910,000 stores are registered with the Business Development Department, while there are 140,000 Blue Flag stores nationwide covering 878 districts to handle digital wallet payments.

Other shops include 5,000 Blue Flag restaurants, 400,000 mom-and-pop shops and restaurants under local administrative organisations, 90,000 farmer shops and community enterprises, and 50,000 convenience stores under the Thai Retailer Association.

He said various shops and people in Nakhon Ratchasima see the economy as stagnant, with dwindling sales.

The government's 10,000-baht digital wallet handout is set to stimulate the economy, promote monetary circulation in each district, and ease the cost of living, said Mr Yanyong.

The scheme targets roughly 50 million Thais aged 16 and older earning no more than 840,000 baht per year or 70,000 baht per month, with less than 500,000 baht in their combined bank accounts (commercial banks and state financial institutions) as of March 31, 2024.

Eligible people and shops can start registering for the scheme in the third quarter, and the one-time handout is expected to begin in the fourth quarter.

Recipients can use the digital money to purchase food, beverages and consumer goods.

Products that cannot be purchased using the digital wallet include lottery tickets, alcohol, tobacco, marijuana, cannabis-related products, or items derived from these substances.

In addition, the handout cannot be used to buy gift cards, cash cards, gold, diamonds, pearls, or to pay off debts, tuition fees, or utility bills, including water, electricity or telephone charges, or to buy fuel or natural gas.

The subcommittee overseeing the implementation of the scheme ordered the Commerce Ministry to review the banned product list to include services and online purchases.
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                                The Trade Negotiations Department has laid out its blueprint for the second half of 2024, aiming to conclude free trade agreement (FTA) negotiations with the European Free Trade Association (Efta) by year-end, and preparing to host joint trade committee (JTC) meetings with the UK and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) this year in preparation for future FTAs.
Chotima Iemsawasdikul, director-general of the department, said plans have begun to accelerate negotiations for FTAs, with Thailand-Efta a priority for the government.

Thailand is expected to conclude the ongoing Thailand-EU and Asean-Canada FTA negotiations in response to the private sector's needs, while moving forward with new FTA negotiations with South Korea and Bhutan to expand trade and investment opportunities, she said.

According to Ms Chotima, the country is expected to conclude negotiations for Thailand-Efta this year, its first FTA negotiation with Europe.

Another agreement represents an upgrade to the existing FTAs in the Asean framework, which includes China, India, Peru, Australia and New Zealand, facilitating trade and investment for Thai businesses.

Thailand has 14 FTAs with 18 trading partners and it concluded FTA negotiations with Sri Lanka on Feb 3, 2024, with the pact expected to come into effect later this year.

She said the department plans to host JTC meetings in the second half this year with key trading partners such as Malaysia, Bangladesh and China to solve trade issues and strengthen economic cooperation.

Plans also include meeting with the UK and the EAEU in preparation for future FTAs.

For the first five months this year, Thailand's trade volume with 18 FTA partner countries was US$146 billion, up 0.1% year-on-year.

Exports were valued at $70.9 million, up by 2.4%, while imports  were valued at $74.6 billion, down by 2.0%.

Key exports included automobiles and auto parts, gems and jewellery, refined oil, plastic pellets, and computers and computer parts.

Key imports included electrical machinery and components, machinery and mechanical components, chemical products, iron and steel, and electrical circuits.
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                                Hua Hin Asset, the developer and operator of Bluport Hua Hin Resort Mall, is adding a 3,000-square-metre convention hall to attract new target visitors and tenants, aiming to boost occupancy to 90% and reach the break-even point within three years.
Vajee Klomkliang, a member of the company's executive committee, said the expansion stems from a recovery of tourism business in Hua Hin and increased traffic at its mall last year.

"The tourism recovery in Hua Hin was evident last year, following the lead of Bangkok," she said. "Traffic at our mall rose 30% in 2023 to 15,000 people on weekdays and 20,000-25,000 on weekends, despite having no new anchors, with an uptick of 20% in the first half of 2024."

To increase traffic by an estimated 40% in the second half, the company spent 50 million baht to add the convention hall. The venue is expected to attract visitors from other destinations, particularly those in the meetings, incentives, conferences and exhibitions (Mice) segment.

Located on the first floor of Bluport Hua Hin Resort Mall, the convention hall can accommodate 2,000 standing, 1,200-1,300 seated in a theatre arrangement, or 128 dinner tables with eight seats each.

Certified by the Thailand Mice Venue Standard in the special event category, Bluport Hall will be the largest indoor event venue in the western and upper southern region, said Ms Vajee. The largest current venue has a capacity of 800 seats, she said.

Scheduled to open early next month, the hall is 50% booked through the end of the year, said Ms Vajee.

In September 2024, the company plans to open a museum called The Collections, occupying 1,900 sq m to primarily showcase vintage cars. Roughly 10% of the area is dedicated to art pieces, including paintings and sculptures.

The hall and museum are expected to lift the occupancy rate of the mall from 70-80% to 90% next year, she said. Both additions are expected to attract new tenants with businesses related to Mice and vintage cars.

The mall has a total lettable area of 60,000 sq m.

Hua Hin Asset expects to break even on the investment in three years, aiming to organise events five days per week, she said.

"After the pandemic, the Russian market emerged in Hua Hin, mainly for short stays. Our jazz festival featuring a Russian musician attracted around 1,000 Russian attendees," said Ms Vajee.
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                                The local art toy sector offers growth potential based on the high purchasing power of "kidult" collectors and the creativity of Thai small toy manufacturers.
Auramon Supthaweethum, director-general of the Business Development Department, said the art toy business is poised for continued expansion in coming years because of increasing consumer demand, offering promise for Thai entrepreneurs.

In 2023, the segment generated total revenue of 19.7 billion baht and profit of 468 million baht.

Over the previous five years, the business recorded fluctuating growth, attributed to the impact of the pandemic.

The appeal of art toys is growing, attracting both collectors and a diverse group of artists and small toy manufacturers who see them as a form of art.

In Thailand, demand for art toys eventually surpassed supply, leading to a resale market where popular items are pre-ordered at inflated prices.

This trend inspired Thai artists to create art toys that reflect Thai culture.

The popularity of art toys over the past year is partially attributed to the emergence of blind boxes, which are affordably priced and marketed through both physical stores and vending machines.

A "blind box" refers to the way in which a collectible toy is packaged and presented, so the consumer does not know the identity of the toy until opening the box.

Blind boxes are generally issued in a series that includes a collection of figurines.

Among collectors and fans of these toys, the rarer figurines are known as "secret figures".

Produced by artists, designers and illustrators, these toys are usually produced in limited editions, which can drive up the prices. They can be made from a variety of materials such as wood, steel, resin, plastic, vinyl or velvet.

The commercial value of the art toy industry is growing worldwide, driven by a consumer group known as "kidults" who have a high level of purchasing power.

Defined as teenagers and adults who buy games by themselves, this cohort has been steadily contributing to the art toy industry for years.

Consumers from this group have a great fondness for the cartoons, superhero figures, merchandise and other collectibles that remind them of their childhood.

Small businesses dominated the art toy market last year, generating revenue of 19.7 billion baht as investors from Hong Kong, China and Japan hired Thai artists.

Among 1,024 companies in total, small businesses made up 220 manufacturers and 804 vendors, accounting for 93.7% of the art toy industry.

The value of business registrations in the sector is 5.7 billion baht.

Thai artists have produced some popular characters, with one of the best known "Cry Baby", which depicts a teary-eyed girl with short hair.

The character has become a sensation across Southeast Asia.

In 2023, the export of Thai toys (including art toys) amounted to 8.78 billion baht.

The top three export markets were the US, Japan and the UK.

In the first four months of 2024, exports of Thai toys grew by 51.4% year-on-year, with China the leading market, followed by the US and Japan.
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																Heavy floods that lashed the southern province of Phuket last week, affecting more than 1,400 residents, attest to the need for a long-term disaster control plan in this world-class tourist destination.
Kathu and Thalang bore the brunt of the flooding on June 29-30, with many people evacuated to a makeshift shelter at a local temple.

The rains also disrupted air travel with more than a handful of inbound flights diverted to other airports in the country. The water has since receded but disaster relief workers are struggling to manage the damage as mudslides swept through people's homes and public roads.

Aside from the 2004 tsunami, there have been three major flooding incidents since 1997 -- in 1999, 2007 and 2023. The monsoon season normally runs from September to October but it has started early this year.

And the daily precipitation of more than 330 millimetres on several days last week may have swept local authorities off their feet.

The heavy rain and at times non-stop downpours saw most of the province underwater as its collective drainage system failed.

Rapid urbanisation without a suitable development plan has left Phuket vulnerable to natural disasters.

Critics have raised concerns about the extensive growth in the real estate sector, with some housing projects trespassing on areas where floodwater is set to be retained.

Moreover, roads that block waterways as well as clogged canals have aggravated the level of inundation.

Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai has said some roads that obstruct water need to be fixed so that floodwater will flow to the sea in a relatively short time. He must see to it that these words are translated into action.

Last October, Phuket town, a prime economic centre, found itself submerged on two occasions. Some may blame this on tropical storms, but the frequency of such disasters suggests a lack of infrastructure for handling inundation.

It should be noted that Phuket's infrastructure can only accommodate a population of 600,000 people.

The province currently has a registered population of 400,000, with another 200,000 who are not officially registered, according to government estimates. Meanwhile, pandemics aside, it welcomes 10 million visitors a year.

The government has been pouring more money into building roads and upgrading the island's airport. It even plans to build an electric train system in Phuket.

Yet Phuket city's flood-draining infrastructure -- which has been used for decades without any substantial improvements -- has not kept pace with the rate of urbanisation.

Phuket municipality still relies on 60-centimetre flood-drainage pipes while Bangkok has over the past decade enlarged the size of it subterranean drainage pipes to 1.5 metres --or even 4.6m in parts of the capital especially prone to flooding.

Phuket's town planners should take another look and ensure the infrastructure is in place to make sure this corresponds to the current risks, with no violations tolerated.

The Meteorological Department is expecting more rain in Phuket in the coming days.

Every local agency must be on alert to minimise the impact, ensuring there are enough water pumps and taking a proactive approach regarding early warnings and evacuations.
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																Abbas (assumed name) and Beni were excited when their friend and compatriot, Chihab, offered them a lucrative e-commerce job in Thailand. Abbas and Beni accepted the offer at once. The monthly salary started at US$1,000 (36,000 baht) and they were told the boss would double the salary after they gained more experience.
Both left Morocco on Feb 25, along with seven other Moroccans.

Entering Thailand was easy. They landed in Kuala Lumpur in Malaysia and spent four days there applying for visa. They landed at Don Mueang Airport and took a flight to Mae Sot Airport in Tak province. There men with weapons picked them up and took them to a long tail boat that took them across the Moei River to Myanmar. There, a Chinese man took them to their office.

When they entered the premises, they realised they had been duped. The lucrative e-commerce job did not exist. The so-called "office" indeed is part of a new criminal enclave located in Hpa Lu village in Myanmar's Myawaddy district and it is only 10 kilometres south of Shwe Kokkoh, a special economic zone in Myawaddy.

The village is close to Thailand -- less than 500 metres from Phob Phra district in Tak province.

Other victims told them the underground world is controlled by Chinese businessman and the Kokang ethnic group, who had moved there recently, had opened scammer centres.

Previously, this group ran underground businesses such as casinos and scam operations in Shan state, in the northern part of Myanmar next to China. They fled last year when armed ethnic groups attacked the Myanmar army in October. The move was backed by the Chinese government which wants to wipe out crime and arrest members of Chinese criminal groups in Kokang, a self-administered zone bordering China in Shan state.

So, some criminals moved down to Myawaddy and opened a business in Hpa Lu village. The area along the Thai-Myanmar border indeed has become a criminal hub.

Underground activities benefit from the civil war in Myanmar. The Myanmar military government and township enforcers have been too preoccupied with their own problems to bother with on-line fraudsters. Their close proximity to Thailand provides a logistics gateway for them to reach out to the world. Strong telecom signals from Thailand also help.

With their close proximity to Thailand, these investors have bought property, including pricey condos in Bangkok, not to mention sports cars and designer bags. Needless to say, the money comes from the blood and tears of victims like Abbas and Beni as well as scores or perhaps hundreds of others trafficked to work for these criminals.

No matter where they come from, they are all made to suffer. Each worker is given a quota of people to con into investing in non-existent businesses. Abbas and Beni were responsible for conning Moroccans while other nationalities are forced to dupe their own people. Failing to meet the quota means a severe penalty: being chained, solitary confinement in a dark room, or an electric shock.

Abbas and Beni were lucky enough to get away. After working there for 15 days, Abbas contacted his father and Beni's dad in Morroco. To help their sons, they needed to borrow $7,000 dollars to pay a ransom and pay an extra $367 to an agent as an "exit fee". Last month, both were helped to flee by members of the ethnic armed rebel group, the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army.

The story of Abbas and Beni is not uncommon. There is plenty of evidence of Thais and other nationalities being lured to work in Myanmar. The bait luring them there is the same: the promise of lucrative jobs at casinos in tourist towns, or easy money doing e-business close to Thailand. Many local and international anti-human trafficking groups have asked the Thai government to do more to curb transnational crime at the Thai-Myanmar border.

Politicians like Rangsiman Rome from the Move Forward Party have urged the government to force telecom operators to block telecom signals to disrupt on-line scammers. Last week, the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) promised to force telecom operators to block signals from users in Myanmar. It is hoped the NBTC will show its teeth and the government will do more to prevent human trafficking.

The Moroccan Embassy in Bangkok sought assistance from various agencies, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Royal Thai Army, the Department of Special Investigation, and the Myanmar Embassy in Bangkok, through a letter on May 17. There has has been no progress since then. Exodus Road, an anti-human trafficking organisation, petitioned Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to help 21 Moroccan citizens who have fallen victim to a scam gang operating on the Thai-Myanmar border.

Fair Party MP Kannavee Suebsang, who previously assisted in the evacuation of refugees stuck in Laukkaing in Shan state, when it was besieged by rebel forces, posted on his Facebook that in addition to the Moroccan citizens, the Chinese-run syndicate also holds 41 Sri Lankans as hostages in Myanmar. Abbas and Beni escaped captivity, but others have yet to be so lucky. Their lives and future depends on help from the Thai government.
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																Renewable energy offers Southeast Asia sustainable, affordable, and reliable power, but achieving this requires bold, decisive action. Slowing down coal phase-out ambitions would undermine these efforts.
Southeast Asian countries are highly vulnerable to climate change impacts, yet they continue to rely heavily on coal for economic development. Compared to other parts of the world, the region is still to fully embrace the potential of low-cost renewable energy sources, such as solar and wind power. Despite commitments to phase out coal, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines still plan to build 45GW of new coal capacity, lacking detailed roadmaps for coal phase-out and ambition to phase in renewables.

The transition to variable renewable energy (VRE) can bring a plethora of benefits to Southeast Asia. Evidence from power systems around the world indicates that integrating VRE can reduce costs and enhance reliability. A rapid transition to renewable energy is also the most effective strategy to reduce pollution, improve public health, increase competitiveness, and build more resilient economies. Why haven't most Southeast Asian countries not pursued this transition more?

A significant impediment to Southeast Asia's energy transition is the region's political and economic reliance on coal. This has led to misperceptions regarding the technical and economic viability of an energy transition based on solar and wind power, slowing down its progress.

Coal power is often assumed to be cheaper. However, this is often only artificially the case. In Indonesia, the government keeps coal electricity prices low through hidden subsidies provided via the domestic market coal price cap at a maximum of US$70 (2,573 baht) per tonne. Without this subsidy, based on coal prices in the international market, electricity from coal plants could be 20% more expensive than the current average coal prices. With this price, solar and storage could be on par with coal electricity.

Coal has also traditionally been regarded as more reliable. However, coal-fired power plants in the Philippines and Vietnam have recently experienced frequent unplanned outages and supply constraints, prompting serious concerns about their reliability. Moreover, coal-fired power plants also significantly contribute to air pollution and climate change, among other negative externalities, which severely negatively impact economies, ecosystems, and public health.

At the same time, global experience with renewable energy has shown that the integration of VRE can make power systems clean, affordable, and secure. Technological advances and economies of scale have made renewable energy sources increasingly affordable and competitive, particularly in Southeast Asia. Several nations have taken advantage of these falling costs. Uruguay, Chile, Portugal, Germany, and the UK generate over 30% of their electricity from wind and solar power. Hawaii, a remote island state, increased its share of solar power to 20% of total electricity production.

These countries have not just improved their affordability but also maintained and often improved their reliability. They have done so by investing in advanced grid management, energy storage, demand response, and other VRE integration solutions. In short, they have made their power systems more flexible. In this context, the concept of baseload on which most coal-fired power plants have been designed and built (i.e. running around the clock and generating electricity at a constant level) has become obsolete. Power plants in these systems increasingly adjust their output to facilitate VRE integration, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and lowering costs for consumers.

But the benefits of the transition extend further. Reducing the use of fossil fuels avoids their environmental and social harm (air pollution, deforestation, biodiversity loss, etc), boosting health and wellbeing. Investments in renewable energy, in turn, create employment and stimulate local economies in ways that are often more sustainable and resilient to economic fluctuations than those in the fossil fuel industry. Increasing the share of renewable energy also increases energy security. Reducing countries' dependence on imported fossil fuels can mitigate the risks associated with fuel price volatility and geopolitical tensions. This energy independence serves to promote stability and resilience, thereby reducing the vulnerability of economies to external shocks.

In countries starting to develop wind and solar power, like Indonesia or the Philippines, much can be achieved to integrate higher shares of VRE in the short term through simple measures like operational adjustments, grid management improvements, and basic infrastructure upgrades. Going beyond a share of 5 to 10% VRE -- as seen in Vietnam -- requires putting the flexibility paradigm at the core of power system design, planning and operation.

However, reaping the full benefits of the transition and achieving it in our limited time frame requires bold and decisive action, substantial financial support, and policies safeguarding the most vulnerable groups during the transition. Policymakers need to send clear signals to public and private actors alike that they are pursuing the transition.

Talking about keeping coal power plants running for several more decades only undermine the credibility of the region's commitment to a clean energy future and delays the progress we need. Instead, clear strategies are needed to phase out coal power, including inclusive, transparent, and concrete just transition policies to mitigate the economic, political, and social impact of the phase-out.

The shift to renewable energy is urgent, feasible, and desirable. Although it will require collective effort and a clear vision, the benefits will far outweigh the challenges. The time is now for Southeast Asia to embrace the global energy transition wholeheartedly.




Fabby Tumiwa is Executive Director of the Institute for Essential Services Reform. Dimitri Pescia is Director for Southeast and East Asia, Agora Energiewende.
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									'Time tax' rises despite modern tech innovations								

															

																Despite the rapid proliferation of artificial-intelligence chatbots and virtual assistants, finding an answer to a question that a company's software is not programmed to address can be frustrating. Searching through countless options on price-comparison websites for the best insurance policy or airline ticket can be equally exhausting. Yet, we tend to view this "time tax" as the cost of doing business in today's digitised global economy.
To be sure, we already spend much of our time online for both work and leisure. Internet users in the United States spend roughly eight hours per day online on activities like video meetings, shopping, or watching shows and movies on streaming services. But digital technologies also consume our waking hours in subtler ways, allowing companies to offload onto users tasks that their employees previously performed.

Consider, for example, the automated checkouts that allow us to scan and bag our groceries. This reduces the need to hire cashiers, enabling supermarket chains to save on wage costs, boost revenues, and enhance productivity. It might even save consumers some time by shortening queues. Still, this represents a shift from paid labour to unpaid work by customers.

Or consider filing a tax return. Many Americans today use software like TurboTax to file their annual taxes. While this might save consumers time and money, enabling them to avoid paying for an accountant or tax expert, it also represents a shift away from paid professionals to self-service.

These trends may provide an early indication of the potential labour-market disruption caused by large language models and machine learning. A 2023 study suggests that nearly 20% of US workers, particularly high-income earners, are vulnerable to automation. But a comprehensive assessment of the AI revolution's costs and benefits must also account for its impact on what economists call the "household account": our personal (unpaid) time and valuable but non-monetised domestic work.

Moreover, while AI may help companies reduce costs and boost profit margins, these gains are not necessarily shared with consumers. For example, are stores using automated checkouts charging lower prices or providing better service than their less automated counterparts?

In fact, there seems to be little evidence that these technologies have actually benefited consumers. While the digital economy has provided us with valuable free services, it has also enabled companies to extract money from users by obscuring prices and quality through overly complicated designs and potentially collusive pricing models.

But the real question is why digital innovation has not led to meaningful improvements in domestic productivity. The washing machine, as the late physician and statistician Hans Rosling famously argued, was one of humanity's greatest innovations because it saved caregivers -- the vast majority of them women -- a huge amount of time and effort. So far, the digital revolution has not produced a similar time-saving breakthrough.

One possible explanation is that it is difficult to quantify the care economy. While it is well established that demand for care workers is growing across OECD countries, economic statistics do not capture the amount of time devoted to care work. The US Bureau of Economic Analysis and the United Kingdom's Office for National Statistics publish household production figures occasionally, but policymakers and the media rarely pay attention to these data.

Fortunately, researchers are working to bridge this gap. University of Kansas economist Misty Lee Heggeness, for example, is currently developing a "dashboard" of indicators on care work in the US. Similarly, the London-based Economic Statistics Centre of Excellence is exploring ways to analyse time-use data to measure household activity.

As MIT economist Erik Brynjolfsson has argued, a new "GDP-B" metric is required to capture the benefits of free digital services such as online search and email. The goal of such a metric would be to provide an accurate picture of economic activity. At present, we overlook much of the value that technology creates or destroys simply because it is not monetised.

While measuring the frictions created by today's digital technologies remains challenging, they take up an increasingly large portion of our daily lives. With AI-powered automation looming on the horizon, it is crucial to ensure that technological advances simplify life rather than complicate it.

To achieve this, the AI industry must generate more value than it destroys. While major new technologies are always disruptive, their social acceptance hinges on their ability to improve people's lives in meaningful ways. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Diane Coyle is Professor of Public Policy at the University of Cambridge.
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																The opposition just won a first round of elections, forcing a runoff in which everything depends on where third-party votes go. No, not in France -- in Iran. You could be forgiven for missing it amid all the excitement over the advance of the French hard right, President Joe Biden's car crash debate in the US and the coming immolation of the UK's Conservative Party. Yet Iran's experience is worth attention, not least as a reminder of what to vote for and why. Iran, to recap, is having a snap contest to replace President Ebrahim Raisi, who died in a May helicopter crash. Raisi was also being groomed to succeed the 85-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as supreme leader, the unelected post that -- as the title suggests -- matters most in the Islamic Republic.
Raisi's death created a challenge for the regime. He wasn't popular, so Khamenei had used all tools at his disposal to ensure a convincing endorsement of his protege in the 2021 presidential vote. Although Iran always had a very managed form of democracy that excluded any opponent who questioned the Islamic Republic's theocratic system, this time, all pretence of genuine democratic choice was abandoned. No candidate proposing reform within the system in the style of Mohammad Khatami (president from 1997 to 2005) was allowed to compete.

Even regime moderates, represented by former President Hassan Rouhani (2013 to 2021), were reduced to running an ex-central banker with no prospect of success. The ruse worked in the sense that Raisi won a thumping 75% of the vote. But it came at the cost of the lowest turnout on record, down almost 25 percentage points from the previous election, according to a regime that marks its own electoral homework.

Since then, Raisi had deepened the rift between the government and a growing number of Iranians. In a crackdown on female dress codes, a young woman, Mahsa Amini, died in custody after Iran's morality police detained her for not wearing a headscarf in the prescribed manner. The protests that followed in 2022 and 2023 were the largest since Iran's Islamic revolution, quelled only after hundreds more deaths.

So what to do about electing a replacement for the deceased president?

Khamenei's Guardian Council -- the elections gatekeeper -- has again allowed a system reformist to run, aiming to boost turnout. It wasn't one of the movement's leaders, who are either in jail or under house arrest, but Masoud Pezeshkian, a former heart surgeon who served as Minister of Health and Medical Education under Mr Khatami and had been barred from running against Raisi in 2021. Mr Pezeshkian has promised to ensure more humane enforcement of hijab laws. He also said he'd try to mend fences with the West as the only means of improving a dire economy and re-enter nuclear negotiations to do so. He won Friday's first-round vote by 44.36% to 40.35% for his ultra-conservative rival, Saeed Jalili. Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, a more pragmatic hardliner thought to be favoured by Iran's powerful Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, got 14.4%.

The key figure, however, was the turnout, which at 39.93% was a further eight percentage points down from 2021. As the International Crisis Group's Iran Director Ali Vaez put it to me, everyone involved was a loser. The regime and Mr Pezeshkian both lost because turnout was so low; Jalili and Ghalibaf because they were beaten. Clearly, millions of Iranians also decided they could only lose if they continued to vote in this charade of democracy. Better to make turnout a referendum on the system. It's worth thinking that rather desperate decision through. First of all, Iranian elections may be a sham, but they do affect policy. Mr Khatami and Rouhani made different decisions -- including how severely to impose hijab laws and whether to engage with the West -- than did more conservative presidents, such as Raisi or Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.

For Iranians deciding whether to turn out for round two of voting on July 5, the choice is between ensuring a marginal improvement in their situation and holding out for regime change, with all the potential for chaos and renewal that implies. If they stay away again, Jalili will almost certainly win, gaining most of Ghalibaf's votes.

Against the backdrop of Israel's war in Gaza, the picture is at least as concerning for outsiders. Jalili is as socially conservative as Raisi, but even more hawkish on foreign policy, including nuclear, at a time when a regionwide conflict has never seemed closer. Khamenei makes calls of war and peace, but the government's cumulative decisions could either widen or narrow the path to war.

More broadly, as an increasing number of voters in the West despair of centrist parties that appear to have run out of ideas on how to solve critical issues such as inequality, falling productivity and rising immigration, it's worth remembering that having the genuine power to change your leaders is precious, easily lost and should top our voting priorities. In Europe and the US, few today have experienced what it means to live without the protection of democratic institutions and the political moderation they tend to produce.

Whether on the left or right, we all should ask ourselves some tough questions about whether those who deal in religious or social absolutes, who play on division, dismiss democratic guardrails such as judicial independence or offer snake-oil solutions to intractable problems can be trusted with protecting our most basic rights. If you aren't convinced of how much those are worth, ask an Iranian. Bloomberg

Marc Champion is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering Europe, Russia and the Middle East. He was previously Istanbul bureau chief for the Wall Street Journal.
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									What makes a country really remarkable?								

															

																Great cities. That's a lesson the United Kingdom once knew well. Britain reached its imperial heights in the late 19th century in part because its municipalities were the world's most productive cities.
None better symbolised British greatness than Birmingham, a manufacturing powerhouse in the West Midlands. In 1890, Harper's Magazine called it the "best-governed city in the world". Birmingham provided novel services: free libraries and museums, free education for all children, modern sanitation, affordable housing, street lighting, a municipal bank, and support for the poor.

The spirit of Birmingham was often expressed by the popular nonconformist preacher George Dawson, and two parishioners who became mayor -- Joseph Chamberlain and his son Neville. The preacher evangelised for a philosophy called "The Civic Gospel", the idea that great municipalities offer the best chance for human flourishing.

"A town," Dawson once said, "is a solemn organism through which shall flow, and in which shall be shaped, all the highest, loftiest and truest ends of man's moral nature."

Today, the Civic Gospel is preached by city leaders worldwide, especially in the globally ambitious metros of Vienna, Mexico City, Seoul, and Tokyo, where governments pursue humanity-advancing improvements in democratic participation, environmentalism, and the arts.

But these days, you won't hear the Civic Gospel in its home country. When you ask municipal experts what the world's best-governed cities are today, you'll get an earful about Barcelona and Bogota but nothing about Britain. UK cities are too busy struggling to survive.

Birmingham, still the second most populous UK city, now draws notice as a cautionary tale. In September 2023, it became yet another British city to declare fiscal insolvency -- one of eight in the past six years. Birmingham's bankruptcy is blamed on cuts in national budgets, and two massive governance mistakes: a bogged IT project (PS80 million) and equal pay claims by female city workers (more than PS700m). Unable to pay its bills, Birmingham has suspended spending on arts, youth services, and assistance to families in crisis.

The sorry state of local self-governance is not often mentioned in reports about tomorrow's elections in the UK, which are expected to see the current Tory government replaced by Labour. But local stagnation helps explain Britain's current crisis.

In the face of national failures -- declining life expectancy, dropping real wages, and fiscal austerity -- Britons are unable to turn to their too-weak local governments for solutions.

After World War II, the UK's national government stripped local governments of responsibilities from utilities to hospitals, and nationalised services. Whitehall also repeatedly reorganised local governments and their jurisdiction, thus fragmenting local power and reducing local control in fiscal matters. The resulting centralisation made London a global goliath but diminished the wealth, influence, and services of the country's small and mid-size cities.

The imbalance has not gone unnoticed. Over the past 15 years, British governments have sought to boost regions and localities via various strategies -- like "rebalancing the economy" and "Northern Powerhouse". In 2019, the Tories running Britain announced a plan for "Levelling Up" weaker cities and regions with greater aid and established a department to pursue it.

But these efforts have failed, because the approaches are top-down, directed by the national government. Indeed, the national "Levelling Up" department has dispensed cash for projects through a slow bidding process, orchestrated by costly consultants. The Economist noted that 60 of the first 71 "Levelling Up" projects were behind schedule.

Since "Levelling Up" became policy five years ago, economic disparities between rich and poor regions have widened. British local governments are seeking bailouts for homeless programmes, child care, and adult care.

Labour has made vague promises to "Level Up" better than the Tories.

The most promising path forward is for the government to restore the local autonomy that once made other UK cities global leaders. There have been small moves in this direction, with "trailblazer" deals allowing some metro regions to elect chief executives.

But such devolution deals are full of limits on local control, such as a "scrutiny protocol" listing all the ways the national government will watch over supposedly empowered cities.

What's really needed is a restoration of the local freedom that allowed Birmingham to build a city so great it had its own gospel. (c) Zocalo Public Square




Joe Mathews is a Zocalo Public Square columnist and founder-publisher of Democracy Local, a planetary publication.
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									Fixing flaws in Thailand's booze law								
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																Sixteen years after the Alcohol Control Act was enforced to curb youth drinking, consumption among youngsters remains as high as ever, highlighting the law's ineffectiveness.
The national health survey in 2021 is revealing. It showed that 390,000 youths in the 15-19 age group had consumed alcohol in the past year, with 31% of them being new drinkers.

Meanwhile, deaths from alcohol-induced accidents have steadily increased over the years.

While the loss of loved ones in fatal road accidents is immeasurable for their families, reckless drinking costs the country over 170 billion baht annually. This includes 54 billion baht from road accidents, 94 billion baht from health impacts, and 24 billion baht from injuries and crimes.

Furthermore, unclear advertising and labelling regulations have allowed officials to interpret the regulations subjectively, leading to power abuse.

Change is long overdue.

The public had high hopes for the Alcoholic Beverage Control Act when it was enacted in 2008 to regulate alcohol consumption, provide treatment and rehabilitation for addicts, and reduce the social and economic costs of drunk driving.

Now that it's clear that the alcohol control law has failed to do its job, the government needs to fix the loopholes in three key areas -- youth protection, social cost reduction, and transparent regulations -- to make the law effective.

To protect children and youth, the law must increase the penalties for those who sell alcohol to youth under 20 by suspending their business.

The duration of the suspension should be determined by the court based on the damage, while repeat offenders should have their licences revoked altogether.

Next, monitoring measures against underage alcohol sales must be strengthened.

We should learn from other countries' success. In the United States and Finland, for example, community networks team up to monitor and report underage alcohol sales to the relevant authorities.

Here, the Alcoholic Beverage Control Committee should promote public participation by providing digital platforms similar to Bangkok's Traffy Fondue app to report misconduct. Underage alcohol sales will decline if violators face real punishment.

Comprehensive and stringent measures are mandatory to mitigate the adverse impacts of drunk drinking. These include better rehabilitation for offenders, fairer compensation for victims of alcohol-related accidents, and stricter penalties for drunk driving.

For starters, the government should involve the Thai Health Promotion Foundation to do these tasks. The foundation's support can also help increase the number of alcohol checkpoints to help reduce road accidents.

At present, the alcohol control law lacks clear guidelines on compensation for victims of drunk driving, especially in fatal accidents. This is unacceptable.

For fair compensation, the alcohol control law should be amended to align with Section 420 of the Civil and Commercial Code, which allows courts to set fair compensation that reflects the true financial impact on the victims.

Another way to remove irresponsible drivers from the roads is to increase the number of points deducted from driver's licences based on their blood alcohol concentration.

For example, deduct 4 points out of 12 for a blood alcohol concentration of 50-79 mg%, 8 points for a blood alcohol concentration of 80-99 mg%, and deduct 12 points and suspend the driver's licence for 90 days for blood alcohol concentration over 100 mg%.

In addition, a new checkpoint strategy is needed to make drivers aware of the real possibility of being tested and prosecuted for drunk driving.

Importantly, the government must rethink the "open until 4am" policy for pubs. According to the Disease Control Department, drunk driving accidents mostly occur between 6pm and 6am. After allowing pubs to stay open until 4am (from January to February 2024), however, the proportion of drunk driving accidents increased between 2am and 8am by 0.23% to 12.72%.

Road Safety Group Thailand; Road Safety Policy Foundation estimates that extending pub hours without strict law enforcement could result in a 27% increase in serious damages from drunk driving, leading to an additional 10-20 deaths and injuries per day. If ten people die each day, the daily loss is at least 67 million baht, which most likely outweighs the commercial benefits of extended pub hours.

Unclear alcohol advertising regulations need to be fixed to prevent officials from abusing their authority. The new rules should balance regulatory measures with citizens' rights and freedoms, with an emphasis on youth protection, transparent law enforcement, and the use of discretion only with essential matters.

The amendment should also clearly specify which types of advertisements are illegal. For example, Finland's Alcohol Act clearly defines what kinds of alcohol marketing are banned.

Meanwhile, alcohol advertising and sales promotion in South Korea are governed by the National Health Promotion Act along with the Liquor Tax Act and advertising standards. The legislation bans misleading alcohol advertisements that could impact public health and clearly outlines the prohibited content.

In addition to clear advertising rules, Thailand should introduce regulations for online advertising. To effectively oversee the content of alcohol adverts on digital platforms, regulators could draw on the European Union's Digital Services Act to apply locally.

Next, amend the regulations on labelling to ensure accurate information for consumers. This involves revising Section 26 of the alcohol control law and the 2015 Alcohol Beverage Control Committee's regulations for clear and standardised labels to reduce the authorities' subjective interpretations. This can be done by following examples from the Excise Department and FDA labels.

Importantly, fix the law to prevent abuses of power. Clear guidelines and regulations will minimise opportunities for misuse of authority.

Sixteen years on, it's clear the Alcohol Control Act needs an overhaul. Real change requires stringent regulatory measures and active community involvement. By closing loopholes and enforcing stricter controls, we can protect our youth and reduce the social costs of alcohol.




Thanthip Srisuwannaket is a Senior Researcher at the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI). This article is partly based on the study: 'Review of Alcohol Control Policies and Measures to Promote Balanced Social and Economic Development in Thailand'. The full report can be downloaded from this link https://tdri.or.th/2024/05/931235/on the TDRI website. Policy analyses from the TDRI appear in the 'Bangkok Post' on alternate Wednesdays.
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																The civil war in Myanmar has entered its third year without any sign that the situation will improve soon -- especially after a five-month ceasefire brokered by the Chinese government fell apart late last month.
As such, it would hardly be surprising if the global community resorted to sanctions to incapacitate the country's military government.

Either way, the latest report by the United Nations, titled "Banking on the Death Trade: How Banks and Governments Enable the Military Junta in Myanmar", should serve as a red flag for any Thai companies that are pouring money into the war-torn nation and a warning that they need to show credible due diligence to guarantee that their investment aligns with human rights and sustainability practices.

Released last week, the report by the UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights found that 16 banks in seven countries have processed transactions linked to military procurements for the Myanmar junta in the past year alone.

The report stated that Thai banks have now become the main source through which the Myanmar military is buying weapons and military supplies -- including parts for helicopter gunships.

Needless to say, the Thai Bankers' Association quickly refuted the report, while Siam Commercial Bank (SCB) -- one of the named banks -- publicly denied any connection to the arms trade and reaffirmed its commitment to adhering to anti-money laundering and other regulations, as well as good governance and transparency.

The case reflects the investment risk for companies putting money in Myanmar. Since the Tatmadaw overthrew the elected civilian government in February 2021, conglomerates like TotalEnergies of France and US-based Chevron have withdrawn their respective investments after being pressured to do so by human rights groups. Major global funds have also cut ties.

Listed Thai companies are already feeling the heat from this pro-democracy-driven embargo. In December 2022, Norway's Sovereign Wealth Fund dropped two Thai firms -- state energy giant PTT and OR -- from its equity portfolio after it was found they held major shares in Myanmar's Brighter Energy Co Ltd.

Listed Thai companies often follow anti-graft and anti-money-laundering laws while adhering to good governance and transparency both locally and in the countries where they invest.

The question is whether these firms have auditing and due diligence systems that can monitor their investments to make sure the money and supply chain are not dragged into human rights violations or polluting activities.

That raises the question of what our government and related investment agencies have been doing in this regard. Indeed, Thailand is the first country in Asia to have created a National Action Plan (NAP) on Business and Human Rights.

In 2017, the former government of Prayut Chan-o-cha enacted the country's first NAP. Based on the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), the country's NAP provides guidelines for states and companies to address human rights abuses in various business domains.

As wars make trade more uncertain, non-tariff barriers and even trade embargoes are likely to play an even bigger role in the future.

The Thai government must prepare our businesses to be ready for such challenges.
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									Nato meet faces shadow of Trump, Ukraine divisions								
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																As Nato officials prepared in June for the alliance's July 9-12 summit in Washington, outgoing Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg embarked on the traditional pre-meeting shuttle diplomacy aimed at avoiding unexpected disruptions.
In the run-up to last year's gathering of Nato national leaders in the Lithuanian capital, Vilnius, much of the focus was on Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan and ensuring he did not veto the entry into the alliance of its latest member, Sweden. With the current summit celebrating the 75th anniversary of Nato's founding, there is even less appetite for upset.

This time, the role of potential summit disruptor-in-chief appears to have passed to Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban ahead of two major decisions Nato is scheduled to take in Washington. Mr Stoltenberg visited Hungary on July 12, holding a joint press conference with Mr Orban immediately after.

At it, Mr Orban pledged that Hungary would not block a pending proposal to give Nato a direct role in coordinating military aid to Ukraine, something the Hungarian nationalist leader had dismissed as a "crazy mission".

Hungary has also dropped its opposition to the appointment of Mr Stoltenberg's successor, outgoing Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte, as has the only other holdout, Slovakia.

Mr Orban has been frequently criticised by other European states for his authoritarian style whereby he has embraced both Russian leader Vladimir Putin and Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping.

At the joint press conference, Mr Stoltenberg said there was now agreement that no Hungarian personnel or funds would be used in Nato support for Ukraine against Russia's invasion but that without a Hungarian veto, the process could go forward.

Exactly what alliance and wider Western support for embattled Ukraine will truly look like in the coming year, however, remains very far from clear.

Two major Nato members, Britain and France, will hold parliamentary elections between now and the summit opening. Of even greater importance, however, is the US presidential vote in November pitting incumbent Joe Biden against Donald Trump in a tight race. Much of the effort in the July summit will be, officials say, about "Trump-proofing" the alliance.

That includes putting Nato in the driving seat of what has so far been the US-led "Ramstein process" of coordinating Ukraine military aid. Up until now, the alliance itself has limited its support to Ukraine to non-lethal goods, leaving member nations to make their own decisions on providing more.

The prospect that Mr Trump might withdraw US support completely, however, has sucked Nato into filling the gap.

Opinion polls suggest Britain's July 4 election will see the ruling Conservatives ousted for the first time since 2010. Likely incoming prime minister Labour leader Keir Starmer and his frontbench team will arrive in Washington pledging to continue UK support for both Nato and Ukraine.

But defence has barely featured in the election, and it is far from clear where Labour stands on proposals from French President Emmanuel Macron to send significant numbers of European troops to Ukraine itself.

Where that French plan sits following unexpected snap French parliamentary elections set for June 30 and July 7 is also now uncertain.

Following the strong performance of the far right in European parliamentary elections, Mr Macron appears to have called the vote in the hope of reasserting his authority. But polls suggest the opposite might happen, and a humbled Mr Macron may be in a weaker position when he arrives in Washington.

UKRAINE DIVISIONS

Even if he isn't, Nato members remain split over the proposal. So far, Lithuania is the only alliance nation to explicitly say that it might join such a French mission, with Estonia and Poland widely considered also likely to be keen.

Multiple nations are already widely reported to have small numbers of military advisers supporting the government in Kyiv, including providing intelligence and coordination.

Escalating such aid to what might be a few thousand personnel, however, would be a huge step and one that officials from multiple Nato nations say their governments may lack the stomach for immediately.

As a result, for now the prospect of a significant mission in Ukraine under a Nato banner just isn't on the table. Nor, much to the frustration of Ukraine and its eastern and central European backers, is any significant progress on Kyiv's path to Nato membership.

Mr Biden has repeatedly said he does not believe the time is "right" to bring Ukraine into the alliance, particularly while it remains at war with Russia.

The June G7 summit in Italy, however, saw the US and Ukraine sign a 10-year defence pact that formalised a much closer relationship, including US actions to be taken in the event of a future attack on Ukraine.

Privately, however -- and increasingly in public -- officials from eastern and central European states have criticised the Biden administration for holding back on military support, including until recently denying Ukraine the ability to use US-provided munitions to strike targets within Russia, even when those targets were being used to hit Ukraine repeatedly.

For now, most officials and analysts say the direction of travel seems to remain firmly that Western support for Ukraine will keep growing, with restrictions imposed by nervous countries, especially the US and Germany, gradually relaxing.

That includes mounting expectations that European troop numbers within Ukraine will grow significantly if the war continues.

Ukrainian officials say they would like to see European personnel maintaining and fixing weapons systems, providing air defence and perhaps in time even guarding Ukraine's northern border with Belarus to free up Kyiv's troops to fight elsewhere.

TRUMP UNCERTAINTY

Even if Mr Biden holds onto the White House in November, most current and former US officials think it is much more doubtful that significant US forces get sent to Ukraine -- not least because of concerns over how Moscow might react.

Mr Trump, meanwhile, is said to be considering a proposal from his top advisers to threaten to suspend US military support altogether unless Ukraine talks peace with Moscow.

That would infuriate many European allies, particularly in the east closer to Russia -- although for now, the overarching feeling in both Washington and Brussels is that Mr Trump is too unpredictable to guess his actual course.

During his 2017-21 presidency, Mr Trump berated European allies repeatedly over what he said was their failure to step up properly to fund their own defence.

Since then, defence spending on the European continent has indeed significantly increased, with the majority of nations now meeting the 2014 alliance target of allocating at least 2% of gross domestic product to the military.

The most exposed nations on Nato's eastern flank, however, are already complaining loudly that this is not enough. Poland is now spending more than 4% of gross domestic product on its defence, with the Baltic states not far behind.

Those are also the nations committing the largest proportions of their own economies to supporting Ukraine.

That points to the larger division, one the Washington summit may or may not be able to manage diplomatically.

Within Washington and larger Western states, including often Germany, the Ukraine conflict can still be seen as something to be "managed" as much as won, with a particular emphasis on not pushing Russia further towards more dangerous escalation.

In many of the countries that were previously dominated by the Kremlin throughout the Cold War, however, the view is much more stark.

They increasingly believe that a rearmed and re-assertive Russia will likely come for them regardless unless it is totally defeated in Ukraine, and are willing to take a range of mounting risks to ensure that Mr Putin loses. Reuters

Peter Apps is a columnist for Reuters and author of 'Deterring Armageddon: A Biography of Nato'.
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									How South Korea broke the mould								

															

																South Korea is one of just a few countries to transform itself from a low- to high-income economy and the only country to go from a recipient of aid from the OECD's Development Assistance Committee to a DAC donor. It achieved this not by blindly following a pre-designed development path but by taking the right detours.
There is no shortage of narratives purporting to explain South Korea's development success, but most have serious flaws. For example, some scholars assert that, from the start, South Korea enjoyed important advantages, especially physical infrastructure and human capital that had been built up under Japanese colonial rule. But most of South Korea's infrastructure was destroyed during the Korean War. Moreover, the Japanese colonial government offered Koreans only a primary education, and just 47% of Korea's children were actually enrolled. It was not until after the end of colonial rule in 1945 that primary school enrollment surged, reaching 82% in 1949, with primary education made compulsory in 1950.

As many African countries can attest, beginning one's development journey after decades of colonial rule and years of civil war is hardly advantageous.

When Park Chung-hee's military government seized power in 1961, it had to prioritise feeding the population over advancing industrialisation. To that end, the government instituted a dual-price policy for grain, purchasing it from farmers at high prices and selling it to consumers for low prices.

Though some scholars view South Korea's economic miracle as a kind of vindication of the so-called Washington Consensus, the truth is that the government took a measured approach to financial and trade liberalisation. Notably, one of Park's first acts after taking power was to nationalise commercial banks, in order to cope with extreme scarcity of capital due to low domestic savings.

The benefits of rapid financial and trade liberalisation, as the Washington Consensus prescribes, have tended to be short-lived or to follow stop-and-go cycles in developing economies because the private sector lacks the capabilities it needs to keep up. For example, in some African countries, such as Uganda, commercial and foreign banks charge very high interest rates that undermine critical investment in domestic manufacturing capabilities and encourage capital flight.

But in South Korea, banks were privatised only after the government had spent nearly two decades keeping interest rates low, thereby stimulating investment, and making sure that savings were being channelled toward boosting manufacturing capacity.

South Korea took a similarly judicious approach to trade liberalisation. When a country liberalises trade, local firms must be able to compete with foreign companies. If they cannot, foreign firms could establish monopolies or destroy the local industrial base unless the government implements protective measures.

In South Korea, that protection came in the form of very high tariffs on consumer goods aimed at allowing the export industries of the future to flourish before they were subjected to excessive foreign competition. Meanwhile, capital goods, which Korea had to import, were subject to very low tariffs.

Another prominent development narrative focuses on the role of institutions. Daron Acemoglu, Simon Johnson, and James A Robinson argue that developing economies with extractive institutions -- typical in state-capitalist systems -- fail to progress, whereas those with inclusive institutions, like South Korea, tend to succeed.

But South Korea's development success occurred under an authoritarian state-capitalist system. The real story seems to be that South Korean investment in human capital under the authoritarian regime spurred growth, thereby giving rise to a middle class that demanded democracy.

The problem was that, to produce goods for export, domestic firms had to import capital and intermediate goods from abroad-- an expensive proposition that contributed to South Korea's persistent trade deficits through the late 1980s.

Over the past several decades, South Korea has transformed itself from an authoritarian regime with a half-closed, state-led economy into a robust democracy with a very open market economy. But it did not run directly toward this outcome. Instead, it went slow where it needed to and took calculated detours, which turned out to be the most efficient development path. (c)2024 Project Syndicate




Keun Lee, a former vice chair of the National Economic Advisory Council for the President of South Korea, is Distinguished Professor of Economics at Seoul National University, a fellow at CIFAR, an editor at 'Research Policy', and the author of 'Innovation-Development Detours for Latecomers: Managing Global-Local Interfaces in the De-Globalization Era' (Cambridge University Press, 2024).
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        Summer sojourns outside of Thailand
        With the onset of the monsoons coupled with the heat in the Thai capital (and yes, we are talking about the weather, for once), it is time to experience the onslaught of milder summer. Guru By Bangkok Post lists places where you can chill in the cool summer breeze.

      

      
        New movies out this week: July 4-10
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        Seven Samurai: Masterless warriors in a cinematic masterpiece
        NEW YORK - Few movies have been more influential than "Seven Samurai," an existential action film directed by Akira Kurosawa that, at longer than three hours, seemingly muscled its way into existence.

      

      
        A celebration of culture
        As Isan Creative Festival returns to Khon Kaen for a fourth edition, a group of molam artists have gathered to provide joy and talented creators are enticing foodies with mouth-watering appetisers and beverages prepared from pla ra (fermented fish) and rice.

      

      
        A night of Disney
        In collaboration with the Tourism Authority of Thailand and B.Grimm, the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra once again packed the Thailand Cultural Centre recently for two completely sold-out performances full of magical atmosphere and emotive content.

      

      
        Artist explores loneliness in the modern age
        River City Bangkok presents "Beyond The Last Miles", a Bangkok debut exhibition by Chinese contemporary artist Zhang Zhanzhan whose work will make lonely viewers feel warm and soft in their hearts. It will be held at RCB Galleria 2, starting on Saturday and running until Aug 25.

      

      
        Pharma leaders to gather at QSNCC
        Producers, distributors and innovators in the pharmaceutical industry and related businesses will be showcasing innovations, technologies, products and equipment during "CPHI South East Asia 2024" at Queen Sirikit National Convention Center's Hall 1-3, Ratchadaphisek Road, from July 10-12.

      

      
        Sanam Luang to be converted into entertainment venue
        From July 11-15, Sanam Luang will be converted into an entertainment venue for the "Celebrations On the Auspicious Occasion of His Majesty the King's 6th Cycle Birthday Anniversary 28th July 2024".

      

      
        Secondary cities see a rise in travel interest
        With stunning scenery, laid-back lifestyle and friendly attitude, Thailand's secondary cities seem to be popular destinations during the rainy season. According to Agoda's data, searches for accommodation to traditionally less visited yet lovely locations are on the rise, highlighting an increasing demand among Thais to explore more diverse regions.

      

      
        Food meets art at 'The World In One Bite 2024'
        The shopping/dining destination in Phloen Chit becomes an international food festival, featuring more than 100 booths serving various types of cuisines and diets.
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									Summer sojourns outside of Thailand

									It's time for a holiday in the sun, anywhere but here
								

								With the onset of the monsoons coupled with the heat in the Thai capital (and yes, we are talking about the weather, for once), it is time to experience the onslaught of milder summer. Guru By Bangkok Post lists places where you can chill in the cool summer breeze.
								An endless Italian summer
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* Having opened on June 10, Lido Villeggiatura, A Villa Sant' Andrea Beach Club, lies on the iconic Bay of Mazzaro, and is the first destination beach club under the Belmond portfolio.  The Mediterranean design of Lido Villeggiatura reflects Villa Sant' Andrea's journey from a private summer residence in the 50s to a holiday hideaway with moorish influences, antique tiles and ceramics highlighting Sicily's craftmanship, in the natural surroundings of Isola Bella Nature Reserve. This summer, Lido Villeggiatura has launched a host of activities. From sunrise yoga to watersports; activities include coastal boat trips onboard the new "Apreamare Gozzo 35", with various journeys including a visit to the Nature Reserve of Isola Bella for snorkelling.


In the evening, expect live DJ sets and cinema under the stars. Wellness isn't far behind with beachside aromatherapy centred around energy revival, and complimentary sunrise yoga classes. Throughout the summer, DJs seamlessly shift the atmosphere from day to night with aperitivos at sunset paired with seafood barbecue bites. The annual Midsummer-Night Party on Aug 14 will be a Mediterranean-style feast. 

* At Caruso, experience a journey through the Amalfi Coast discovering its most authentic traditions that pay homage to the concept of la Dieta Mediterranea, as curated by executive chef Armando Aristarco. On July 3 and Aug 10, chef Aristarco will showcase rare local produce such as the white fig of Cilento. Caruso also has guided walks along Le Formichelle trail from Ravello to Amalfi. If walking isn't your thing, jump aboard the "Aprea Gozzo" for a picturesque journey through the enchanting protected Bay of Leranto. The Caruso remains open until Oct 27.

* Romazzino on the Costa Smeralda offeres Michele Busiri Vici architecture and emerald waters complimented by a variety of coastal experiences. Its activities programme offers water and land activities such as paddle-boarding, water skiing, hikes in Pevero among the wind-sculpted rocks of Gallura, or tennis and paddle with sea views. To further explore Sardinia, private boat tours can be organised to the islands of La Maddalena and Caprera for snorkelling adventures among the marine life. Visits to the villages of San Pantaleo or Porto Rafael are also a must. The Romazzino will remain open until Sept 30.

* Set amidst Tuscan rolling hills, vineyards and olive groves, Castello di Casole embraces the concept of "dolce far niente" -- the art of doing nothing. Whether strolling through picturesque landscapes, lounging by the infinity pool, relaxing in one of the two newly refurbished villas or embarking on a bike tour. Every Sunday throughout autumn, La Domenica del Villaggio welcomes guests to indulge in a traditional Tuscan sagra, complete with live cooking, music and local producers showcasing the region's cultural heritage and traditions. Expert-led truffle hunts across the surrounding 3,200 acres take place throughout September and October. Finally, recognised as residing under "one of Italy's most beautiful skies" by Astronomitaly, the astronomical tourism network, the hotel hosts weekly  stargazing dinners and cinema nights, embodying the essence of Italian summer. Castello di Casole will be open until Nov 17.

* The Grand Hotel Tremezzo on Lake Como offers the private hire of Villa Sola Cabiati, a beautifully preserved example of Italian neoclassical design, once home to the Dukes of Serbelloni, available all year round. Top off your Lake Como luxury living with a boat excursion or a stay in the new idyllic and spacious suite perched on the Palace's rooftop.

* Described as Grand Hotel Tremezzo's sleek sister downshore, Passalacqua sits proudly in the quaint lakeside village of Moltrasio. A private home since 1787, the property has been transformed into a once-on-a-century hotel after three years of restoration. At Passalacqua, it is all about reviving the lost art of travel known as "villeggiatura" and making new memories.



The allure of island living

 

[image: ]

* Aman's two Caribbean homes, Amanyara in Turks & Caicos and Amanera in the Dominican Republic, offer the balm of sun and sand this summer in breathtaking natural settings. 


* Blissfully secluded in the Culo Archipelago, Mother Nature reigns supreme on Amanpulo, Aman's private island resort, surrounded by waters teeming with marine life and backed by a flourishing jungle. 

* From Bali's cultural heart to Moyo Island's hidden shores, Aman's five properties across Indonesia showcase the nation's rich tapestry of arts, customs, cuisine and traditions. 

* Take to the waters surrounding Manhattan Island on board Aman New York's new fleet of motor yachts. Cruise along the Hudson River at dusk, taking in the sights, before docking and returning to Aman's urban sanctuary.

* Unwind and recharge at the Bawah Reserve Indonesia. Nestled amidst the beauty of six pristine islands, featuring 13 secluded beaches and three crystal-clear lagoons, the Bawah Reserve offers invigorating hikes through jungles, scuba diving and snorkelling adventures. Each person enjoys meals, fresh juices, activities and one spa treatment per night. 



An epicurean adventure on wheels
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Join Lorna McNee, head chef of the Michelin-starred Cail Bruich in Glasgow, Scotland, on an exclusive three-night journey aboard The Royal Scotsman from Aug 16-19. The luxurious sleeper train adventure through the Scottish Highlands includes wine and whisky tastings, seafood by the bay, a barbecue in the Cairngorms and onboard gourmet dinners. Accompanied by food anthropologist Ghillie Basan and survival skills expert Zeki Basan, guests will explore Scotland's culinary treasures. Additionally, the Royal Scotsman unveils two new Grand Suites this month, showcasing the finest in local craftsmanship and Scottish elegance.




A dose of indulgence

 

[image: ]

* The Cadogan in Chelsea, London, introduces the "Teresa Tarmey Wellness Experience", a holistic wellness package including luxury accommodation, a well-being treatment for two, in-room yoga mat and a departure gift from the Teresa Tarmey skincare line. Additionally, The Cadogan Cart, a pop-up gelato stand on the hotel's terrace, serves artisanal gelato crafted with seasonal ingredients, offering flavours like Bronte Pistachio and New Forest English Strawberry. Open daily, this pop-up promises a delightful summer treat.


* The Lanesborough, London has launched the an art programme with The Kensington and Chelsea Art Week, an unmissable highlight on London's summer culture calendar. The hotel features as a location in a brand new outdoor exhibition for 2024, being the first family friendly trail entitled "Kids Go Wild". The free trail features 11 bronze sculptures created by British and Australian artists, Gillie and Marc. Their project "A Wild Life For Wildlife" will roam the Brompton Road and King's Road to raise awareness for endangered animals. With QR codes connected with the sculpture, kids and adults will be transported to important information about the different animals' lives, needs and threats. Running until Aug 30, The Lanesborough will also be home to a Giant Tortoise.



The beating heart of Oxfordshire 
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* The Raymond Blanc Cookery School in Oxford, UK, offers a deep dive into the world of culinary delights. From half-day introductions to residential programmes, there's something for everyone, including children's courses. Learn to create phenomenal cuisine in a fun, relaxed setting. Many courses focus on recipes important to Raymond Blanc, offering a hands-on opportunity to develop culinary skills. This is where a natural love of food is nurtured into beautiful and imaginative dishes


* Step into the warm embrace of Le Manoir aux Quat'Saisons and discover the most glorious county in the UK. With summer on the horizon, seize the opportunity to wander the vibrant gardens, where the backdrop of radiant sunflower meadows await -- a perfect pairing with the crispness of a glass of Veuve Clicquot in hand. As day turns to night, anticipate an evening filled with gastronomic discoveries; each new dish is a celebration of flavour, ingenuity, and finesse. Whether you can slip away for a day or two or escape a little longer, discover the joy this season.



The golden age reimagined
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The recent opening of the Royal Mansour Casablanca is a reincarnation of the architecture of its golden age. In the heart of the Art Deco town centre, a new story begins in the White City with 149 rooms, suites and private apartments, three restaurants including a 23rd-floor one with a 360deg view over the city and the ocean, spa and fitness areas on two floors, a conference centre and a ballroom. The Royal Mansour Casablanca is part of the continuity of a rich history, breathing new life into a special place in the city and in the hearts of the people of Casablanca.




In hills of the French Riviera
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Blending a hint of modernity with a warm atmosphere, Chateau Saint-Martin & Spa, the Oetker Collection Masterpiece Hotel, is home to 41 rooms, suites and junior suites, as well as six private villas. The summer sees the introduction of the new, 69m2 Junior Suite L'Atelier, featuring a living area and spacious dressing room, as well as a luxurious bathroom with steam shower, bathtub and an outdoor stone shower. Completing the suite, a beautiful loggia allows guests to step into the open air and take in the breathtaking views over the Vence hillside. The three-bedroom Villa Saint-Martin will launch its private outdoor swimming pool, and the one-bedroom Villa Riou has been updated with an outdoor hot tub. 


"Les Estivales", the Chateau's swoon-worthy summer soirees, are back for the third season in a row. In the gardens, bordered by century-old olive trees and lavender, guests are invited to discover a delicious Provencal inspired buffet prepared for the occasion by executive chef Jean-Luc Lefrancois. A local abundance of rotisserie meats, cheeses, craft beers, fresh fruits and vegetables, and Nicoise delicacies will be presented for enjoyment, accompanied by the sweet creations of pastry chef Tanya Colella. The festive event takes place on July 4, July 18, Aug 1, Aug 15 and Aug 29.



Hidden marvels in urban escapes

* The Rosewood Hong Kong offers immersive culinary workshops that ignite your senses and creativity. From mastering the art of pizza-making to crafting delectable cookies and pasta, embark on flavourful adventures that will delight your tastebuds and mind. The hotel is also offering contemporary art excursions at M+, peruse captivating exhibitions at HKMoA and a unique painting workshop led by acclaimed Hong Kong artist Angel Hui Hoi Kiu.
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* "Eggspression -- An Immersive Art Experience" has debuted at Galaxy Macau. The first part of the exhibition features "Eggs Fall From The Sky", a masterpiece by Henk Hofstra, marking its first appearance in Macau and its first large-scale indoor display globally. The enormous "sunny egg" installation aims at raising awareness about global warming. Resembling the sun, these installations offer visitors the warmth of sunlight at Galaxy Promenade and GalaxyArt. Hofstra has also created a unique egg-shaped installation called "Loving Birds" adorned with heart-shaped eggs, flower petals, clouds and trees, emphasising the importance of life, love, wholesomeness, and positive energy.


The second part of the exhibition showcases "The Egg House", a multi-sensory experience created by Biubiu Xu, the founder of Sense Creation Inc., along with a group of young artists and designers from New York. "The Egg House" features Ellis, an egg whose name evokes the whimsical story of "Alice's Adventures In Wonderland". The artists ingeniously blend egg elements into the foyer, living room, bedroom, kitchen and even bathroom, making every corner filled with surprises and transforming the ordinary egg into something extraordinary. 

During the exhibition, the chefs from Galaxy Macau will create limited-edition dishes inspired by eggs and incorporating holistic health concepts, unlocking the extraordinary "flavour" hidden in this seemingly ordinary ingredient. During the exhibition, guests wth an admission ticket will be eligible for a 20% discount on selected "Eggspression" dishes and drinks at the designated restaurants. "Eggspression -- An Immersive Art Experience" runs at Galaxy Promenade and GalaxyArt at Galaxy Macau until Oct 7. 



Personalised cruise vacation guide
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Oceania Cruises has relaunched the "Cruise Vacation Guide", bringing travellers a personalised portfolio inclusive of pre-cruise information before setting sail. Received by guests prior to embarkation, the Cruise Vacation Guide will include a personalised welcome letter from Oceania Cruises President, Frank A. Del Rio, a "Welcome Aboard" booklet with general cruise information and a deck-by-deck guide per vessel, four reusable luggage tags and personalised luggage tag inserts that are customised with the guest's name, sail date, ship and stateroom and colour coordinated based on booking category. The guide will be shipped to guests 60 to 70 days prior to their embarkation date. 




Month-long campaign 
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"Discover Cambodia", which runs throughout August, will feature an array of extraordinary activities, memorable meals, exclusive discounts and more. 


* Raffles Hotel Le Royal in Phnom Penh will host an exclusive Khmer dinner and dance performance, in addition to a special cocktail menu inspired by famous Cambodian singers at the hotel's iconic Elephant Bar.

* Raffles Grand Hotel d'Angkor in Siem Reap will offer an extraordinary "Golden Age Tasting Menu" from Aug 1-10, as well as an exclusive Sunday Champagne Brunch on Aug 4 celebrating 1960s Cambodian pop music with the Khmer Magic Music Bus.

* ibis Styles Siem Reap will serve an afternoon "Cambodian Delights" buffet on Aug 2, a "Carb-up Pasta Fiesta" buffet on Aug 3 and a "Weekend Late Breakfast" buffet on Aug 4.

* Sofitel Angkor Phokeethra Golf & Spa Resort will present a special Khmer cocktail promotion and Asian High Tea from Aug 1-10.

* Tribe Phnom Penh Post Office Square will offer a traditional Khmer-themed dinner at Hemisphere Sky Bar, with a concert by Sok Visal spotlighting the golden age of Cambodia and live dance performances on Aug 15.

* Sofitel Phnom Penh Phokeethra will host a kids' camp with tennis, badminton, taekwondo, football and more, along with cooking classes, treasure hunts and creative challenges. The camp will run throughout August. 

* Novotel Phnom Penh BKK 1 will host a special Basque culinary event that promises to delight both food enthusiasts and music lovers, on Aug 16-17.

* Novotel Sihanoukville Holiday Resort will offer a Khmer Set Menu from Aug 20-30.



Summer events and performances


[image: ]

The Danang International Fireworks Festival (DIFF 2024) themed "Made In Unity" spans two summer months and features eight teams from France, Italy, the US, Germany, Poland, China, Finland and Vietnam. The grand finale is set for July 13 at the fireworks stage by the Han River with the brilliance of 46,561 fireworks. 


* The Awaken River show will take places on the western bank of the Han River daily at 5.30pm.

* The multi-experiential show "Symphony Of River" tells stories in rhyme and fairy tales about the Han River at 8.30pm.

* The Roi Viet show is performed by the artists from the Vietnam Puppet Theatre at the Au O Theatre. 

* At Sun World Ba Na Hills, the Fairy Blossom show brings a dazzling art garden amidst the clouds and mountains. 
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									New movies out this week: July 4-10

									The gap between 'Despicable Me 4' and 'Despicable Me 3' is seven years
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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 Wake Up


Directed by Francois Simard, Anouk Whissell and Yoann-Karl Whissell.

Who's in it?

Turlough Convery, Benny O. Arthur and Jacqueline More.

What's it about?

In an attempt to draw attention to the environmental crisis, young activists decide to invade and vandalise a furniture store. The protest quickly turns into a massacre when they find themselves trapped with a hunting-obsessed night guard.

Why watch it?

"No one is safe and nothing is off limits", says a review.
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 Despicable Me 4


Directed by Chris Renaud and Patrick Delage.

Who's in it?

Steve Carell, Kristen Wiig and Joey King.

What's it about?

Gru, Lucy, Margo, Edith, and Agnes welcome a new member to the family, Gru Jr., who is intent on tormenting his dad. Gru faces a new nemesis in Maxime Le Mal and his girlfriend Valentina, and the family is forced to go on the run.

Why watch it?

This film marks the longest gap between Despicable Me films. The gap between Despicable Me and Despicable Me 2 was three years, the gap between Despicable Me 2 and Despicable Me 3 was four years and the gap between Despicable Me 3 and Despicable Me 4 is seven years.



 

[image: ]

 Uranus 2324


Directed by Thanadol Nualsuth.

Who's in it?

Sarocha "Freen" Chankimha, Rebecca "Becky" Patricia Armstrong and Erich Fleshman.

What's it about?

A Thai sci-fi romantic film that focuses on the life of Kath, an aspiring Olympic free diver who relives her memories of Linlada Sasinpimon, her former lover and a Thai astronaut lost in the Uratis space station.

Why watch it?

Love is deeper than the ocean and bigger than the universe.
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									Seven Samurai: Masterless warriors in a cinematic masterpiece

									
								

								NEW YORK - Few movies have been more influential than "Seven Samurai," an existential action film directed by Akira Kurosawa that, at longer than three hours, seemingly muscled its way into existence.
								"Seven Samurai," made in Japan in the early 1950s, was by far the most expensive film then made in the country. And it required the longest shoot, in part because the exhausted director needed hospitalisation. Trimmed by nearly one-third, it was introduced to the world at the 1954 Venice International Film Festival, sharing the Silver Lion award with three other movies.

The abridged version opened in the United States in 1956 as "The Magnificent Seven," a title soon to be appropriated by Hollywood. The full version did not arrive until 1982.

Rarely screened since, Kurosawa's masterpiece is showing -- complete with intermission -- for two weeks at Film Forum in a new 4K restoration. Its power is undiminished.

						

							
						


The US occupation of Japan ended only months before Kurosawa and his team began planning a film that, however ambiguously, would reassert Japan's martial spirit. Production of "Seven Samurai" coincided with an equally elemental movie, allegorising Japan's nuclear martyrdom, "Godzilla" -- both at the same studio, Toho.

In "Seven Samurai," a village regularly plundered by brigands seeks protection, hiring a group of masterless samurai, who are professional killers willing to work for a daily portion of rice and their own code of honour. The film has three movements: the leisurely gathering of the samurai, the painstaking organisation of the village and the convulsive final battle.

The battle is an astonishing example of ensemble orchestration and percussive editing, but Kurosawa's artistry is sensational throughout the movie. The film is a seamless synthesis of Hollywood naturalism, Soviet montage and stylised acting, verging on Kabuki, most evident in the outlandish physicality of Toshiro Mifune's performance as the most obstreperous of the Seven. (His bongo-bassoon theme is only one of the bravura musical touches by composer Fumio Hayasaka.)

"Seven Samurai" was initially viewed through the lens of cultural narcissism. New York Times critic Bosley Crowther saw in it "the universal influence of the culture of the American western films."

But "Seven Samurai" did not mimic the western so much as revitalise it. Hollywood's 1960 remake, "The Magnificent Seven," was itself a watershed movie; the two great western directors of the 1960s, Sam Peckinpah and Sergio Leone, are inconceivable without Kurosawa's example.

I first saw the full version of "Seven Samurai" at the peak of its critical esteem, when it placed third in the 1982 edition of Sight and Sound's poll of the world's greatest films. (It has since fallen to 20th place in the poll, which is published once every 10 years.) Acknowledging its virtuosity, I had qualms about the movie's elitist worldview and aestheticised violence. When I revisited it, I was not only overwhelmed by Kurosawa's chops, but also impressed by the movie's emotional depth and political complexity.

Kurosawa's ancestors were samurai. He identifies with his noble albeit declasse aristocratic protagonists yet bases the movie on the fluid relationship between the three castes (peasant, outlaw and warrior). "Once more we survive," the oldest, wisest samurai wearily tells his remaining comrades in the movie's final moments.

The samurai are trained killers; the farmers are built to endure. As the villagers celebrate triumph over the outlaws, the samurai adds that "the victory belongs to these peasants, not us." History does as well.



This article originally appeared in The New York Times.
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									A celebration of culture

									Khon Kaen hosts Isan festival of art, music and culinary delights
								

								As Isan Creative Festival returns to Khon Kaen for a fourth edition, a group of molam artists have gathered to provide joy and talented creators are enticing foodies with mouth-watering appetisers and beverages prepared from pla ra (fermented fish) and rice.
								






						

							
						


Until Sunday, the neighbourhoods of Kang Sadan and Sri Chan will be the main entertainment venues to boost economic opportunities in the northeastern region. Designed around the theme "Proud Of Isan", more than 200 programmes highlight the splendour of Isan culture and art scene for residents and tourists to enjoy.

Khon Kaen University has become an imaginative playground for music enthusiasts to express their passion in the "Molam Music Experience" exhibition. It's a collaboration between the Faculty of Fine and Applied Arts and Epson (Thailand) to transform the Gallery Room into a mini theatre where visitors can cosplay as budding music producers or molam stars.

This interactive exhibition illustrates the evolution of molam when villagers began to write poems and music to recount their life stories along the Mekong River. Based on Isan beliefs, a group of spiritualists performed to heal sick people before molam became popular in the entertainment industry. During the Covid-19 outbreak, molam artists learned how to use digital platforms, allowing audiences to enjoy their live performances on smartphones.

[image: ]
The 'Molam Music Experience' exhibition.
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'Isan Pop: I'm Not A Sculpture Eco Dan Kwian Pottery' by PeckPeck Studio.



There are four discernible molam musical genres: molam sing, lam toey, lam phi fah and lam ploen. Visitors can choose from a variety of vinyl records on the interactive wall as well as local instruments such as a keyboard, guitar, drum or phin to create their own tunes. After that, visitors can perform on stage and show off singing abilities as people are free to place mats on the ground and settle down to listen to music.

Situated on the first floor of TCDC Khon Kaen, Isan Zaap Bar invites visitors to discover the culinary scene in the Northeast, which combines ancestral recipes with cutting-edge technology to produce premium ingredients at a time when people have become more health-conscious.

Every day, a collective of food designers will lead four sessions of the "Eat Well, Enjoy Life" workshop at a red bar counter with each round limited to five participants. In celebration of alluring Isan flavours, guests can take on the role of culinary connoisseurs and experience dishes that include preserved radish from Saran Bee which helps with detoxification and provides biotics to maintain digestive health.

Additionally, there's also mulberry pop rice available in two flavours, pla ra-caramel and salt-Indian borage leaves, that helps prevent heart disease and ischemic stroke, and omega-3-rich smoked catfish sandwiches whose rice-based bread has a chewy yet tender texture, making it ideal for people with gluten allergy.

[image: ]
The Shape Of Life by Koon Studio.



To pair with light fare, the bar serves a selection of freshly crafted cocktails and mocktails such as Laquiri, blended with tomato juice and pla ra, Mulberry Salted, made from mulberry and rice, Fresh Feel from Isan herbs, and Chaniti from the mulberry leaf tea.

On the 2nd floor, the library has been transformed into a platform for 20 exceptional artists and designers from different northeastern provinces to showcase their talent in the "Isan Showcase 2024" exhibition. Focusing on sustainability, the exhibition demonstrates modern takes on indigenous wisdom, identities and beliefs in the Isan region, allowing the next generation to connect with their cultural heritage.

One up-and-coming talent is Khon Kaen-based artist Chakkit Wongchum with his Flowers ceramic sculptures evoking the cheerful nature of Isan people. Trimmed with colourful blossoms, his work takes inspiration from Boon Hae Dok Mai (the Flower Procession Festival) that takes place during Songkran as well as mythical creatures like the naga, mom (a hybrid of a dog, tiger, singh and cat) and hera (a mixture of a naga and crocodile).

Khon Kaen-based Koon Studio portrays the life of waterside communities around the Mekong River through the striking installation The Shape Of Life. This work is a harmonious blend of aesthetics, traditional craftsmanship and modern technology.

[image: ]
Architect Thiradet Athichasakolchai with his Lonely Boy character.



Using cutting-edge 3D printing techniques, it features 30 pottery mobiles designed to resemble fishing nets to evoke the rhythm of life. The tactile surface, patterns and marks created during the moulding process accentuate the natural beauty of local clay.

Artist Terarit Chaiyajan from Nakhon Ratchasima has worked with mulberry farming communities to create a series of colourful Muan Lai Mai Dud sculptures. His "bonsai trees" are fashioned out of leftover silk, wire and dead tamarind trees to symbolise Isan people who are known for their ability to adapt and never lose their joyful personalities no matter where they are.

PeckPeck Studio from Nakhon Ratchasima combines pop culture and local wisdom in "Isan Pop: I'm Not A Sculpture Eco Dan Kwian Pottery". In an effort to raise awareness about energy efficiency and waste reduction in the pottery industry, the studio has resurrected broken pottery from the production process and turned it into fascinating artworks that mirror fast fashion trends and modern living.

Meanwhile, Thonnawan Museum of Art & Dress from Buri Ram demonstrates the impact of marine debris on aquatic life through the fashionable Mermaid Drowned collection. Inspired by the hit song Lam Matcha Hinoki, this project has integrated traditional Thai silk ikat weaving techniques with recycled plastic fibres to produce distinctive and meaningful apparel.

[image: ]
Thiradet Athichasakolchai's drawings.



After leaving Khon Kaen University, Lonely Boy Cafe is a great place for anyone looking for something light during the day. Located on Adunyaram Road, visitors can enjoy a wide range of fine coffee, matcha and pastries while admiring eye-catching artworks of five new-wave artists in the "Art Of A (Loneliness)" exhibition.

The idea is to inspire people to investigate loneliness. The entrance features a large, printed Lonely Boy mascot, and a wall displays multiple drawings of people from various professions who reside in the bustling residential and commercial neighbourhood of Kangsadan.

"Inspired by a popular phrase, single by choice, my concept 'Lonely By Choice' stands for anyone who would rather live alone than compromise their identity in order to blend in with others. It is normal to experience loneliness even when surrounded by lots of people. All we have to do is learn to accept it," said architect Thiradet Athichasakolchai.

Outside, a shady courtyard doubles as a playground, with animal-like sculptures by artist Waadnong chasing a gang of mice hidden behind artist Turry Hardz's Door To Solitude. A few steps away, the Think Boy sculpture by Avegee Illusion chooses to avoid the crowds so that no one may take his detachable heart.

[image: ]
Waadnong's cat-like sculpture and Turry Hardz's Door To Solitude.



Those seeking souvenirs may stop at the Columbo Craft Village artisan market. A collection of handcrafted fashion accessories and keychains made from different kinds of colourful stones and cartoon-like knitted ornaments are selling like hotcakes.

Back in 2016, veteran musician Pichit Chaisit and his friends constructed a studio where homegrown artists could work together and share ideas to develop their work while aficionados could observe their creations.

Currently, it houses 14 creative members who have run a bookstore, fashion boutiques, ceramic shops, lifestyle stores and slow bar cafes. This Saturday, the village will showcase the growth of the northeastern art scene with a range of music performances and talks by veteran artists from different fields.

Travel info

The Isan Creative Festival is running in Khon Kaen until July 7. It's open daily from 11am to 9pm. Visit isancreativefestival.com.

[image: ]
The Think Boy sculpture by Avegee Illusion.
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The Mermaid Drowned collection by Thonnawan Museum of Art & Dress.
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Flowers by Chakkit Wongchum.
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The Columbo Craft Village.
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Isan Zaap bar. Pattarawadee Saengmanee
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Waadnong's cat-like sculpture and Turry Hardz's Door To Solitude.
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									A night of Disney

									Audiences packed the TCC to hear beloved movie classics
								

								In collaboration with the Tourism Authority of Thailand and B.Grimm, the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra once again packed the Thailand Cultural Centre recently for two completely sold-out performances full of magical atmosphere and emotive content.
								Yet again, the enticing, surefire crowd-pleasing formula of the "Music Of Disney" necessitated the addition of an extra matinee show (such is the irresistible draw of these lush, theatrical light and sound extravaganzas to discerning audiences). Undeniably, if you offer the concert-going public what they truly enjoy, they will definitely return in their droves.

Maestro Vanich Potavanich is indeed a guaranteed class act when it comes to this particular species of musical entertainment, and from the unmistakable opening strains of Disney's trademark If You Wish Upon A Star, he duly directed a magnificent feast of choice numbers from Disney's immense back catalogue. From the invitingly titled opener Part Of Your World from The Little Mermaid, sung by Kimiko Mashima, one was immediately impressed not only by the stellar musical standard but also by the incredible word wizardry that also transmits the full power of these songs.

The lyrics "I've got gadgets and gizmos a-plenty / I've got whozits and whatzits galore / You want thingamabobs? I've got 20!" were delivered by Mashima with her customary charm and wit, the star's voice as ever sounding joyfully fresh and perfectly tuned. From the same animated musical of 1989, marking the start of the so-called "Disney Renaissance", the calypso & reggae infused Under The Sea was then sung by Kemawat Rungtham with an infectious charm: "Life under the Sea / Is better than anything they got up there / The seaweed is always greener / In somebody else's lake!" And so this show was well and truly set alive with a zestful gusto.

[image: ]
Vanich Potavanich as Elsa, during the encore.



Many contrasting moods were conveyed throughout the evening by a kaleidoscope of colourful patterns projected on the huge stage backdrop, and the wardrobe team had also clearly pulled out all sartorial stops to ensure a mesmerising visual experience for the audience. How Far I'll Go from Moana, performed by 16-year-old wunderkind Gracy Wizzle, was a case in point, with her eye-catching pink dress with inset mother-of-pearl featured for the whole concert. Set against the panoply of super colourful characters, the sharply dressed Vanich himself was suited in impeccably sartorial fashion -- elegant, sharp and stylish.

Radio and TV personality Pijika Jittaputta was next on stage, completing the vocal line-up with Reflection from the 1998 coming-of-age action film Mulan, dazzling the audience and with her extremely powerful voice for the quizzical lines: "Who is that girl I see staring straight back at me? / Why is my reflection someone I don't know?" Mashima then returned for Loyal Brave True from the same engaging musical written by Matthew Wilder and David Zippel, delivering the lyrics with real passion: "Am I Loyal, Brave and True? / Losing is easy, winning takes bravery / I am a Tiger's fool."

[image: ]
Kimiko Mashima and Kemawat Rungtham perform A Whole New World.



However, nine out of the 15 show-stopping tunes in this programme were penned by the undisputed master of the modern Disney musical, Alan Menken, who developed a uniquely alluring blend of soaring strings, wistful woodwind, bold brass and powerful percussion in his arrangements. Beauty And The Beast is, of course, chief amongst his popular creations, with classic lyrics by Sir Tim Rice for How Does A Moment Last Forever and by Howard Ashman for the title song, sung by Mashima and Pijika/Kemawat, respectively.

Naturally, such events always demand a rousing encore, and the audience was audibly delighted to then hear Let It Go from Frozen, as the entire vocal ensemble gathered together on the TCC stage for an electrifying rendition of this modern classic, written by husband-wife team Kristen Anderson-Lopez and Robert Lopez. Moreover, maestro Vanich himself reappeared dressed as Queen Elsa to the clear delight of all present, throwing ice-blue confetti over the vocalists as they reached that incredible climax.

[image: ]
Kimiko as Snow White sings Someday My Prince Will Come.
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									Artist explores loneliness in the modern age

									
								

								River City Bangkok presents "Beyond The Last Miles", a Bangkok debut exhibition by Chinese contemporary artist Zhang Zhanzhan whose work will make lonely viewers feel warm and soft in their hearts. It will be held at RCB Galleria 2, starting on Saturday and running until Aug 25.
								A collaboration with ArtDepot, the exhibition features paintings, sculptures, familiar figures and new works by the 42-year-old artist who often depicts loneliness and related scenarios, constructing an empathetic experience that can relate to viewers living in modern society and allow them to introspect and reflect on interpersonal relationships.

Zhang's artistic language is complex and diverse. His latest creations maintain the consistency of his personal aesthetic principles. On the one hand, he retains his signature cartoon style, while on the other, he deepens his compositions, colour schemes and light arrangements inspired by classical masters.

Placing priority on the strength of expression, the artist has chosen to remove unnecessary decorative details and use a simple and concise artistic language to portray emotionally rich images of ordinary persons and lovable animals.

Even though we can't speculate on the protagonists' stories from their serene expressions, the solitude that is communicated through soft and concise touches in the paintings isn't lonely. Instead, it subtly conveys warmth and happiness to viewers.

There is no admission fee.  Visit rivercitybangkok.com.
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									Pharma leaders to gather at QSNCC

									
								

								Producers, distributors and innovators in the pharmaceutical industry and related businesses will be showcasing innovations, technologies, products and equipment during "CPHI South East Asia 2024" at Queen Sirikit National Convention Center's Hall 1-3, Ratchadaphisek Road, from July 10-12.
								Organised by Informa Markets Thailand, this is the region's largest pharmaceutical trading and conference platform featuring a trade show, seminars on raw materials, pharmaceutical ingredients and more, all aimed at promoting the pharmaceutical industry in Southeast Asia.

Highlights will be six international pavilions from Germany, China, Korea, Thailand, India and Malaysia. They will bring companies from every stage of pharmaceutical production, offering easier access to cutting-edge products and the latest technological innovations.

Set to demonstrate its capacity and potential at the event will be Bangkok Lab and Cosmetics, a leading pharmaceutical and healthcare product company committed to delivering effective, high-quality and safe Thai herbal products and medicine.

It will showcase Thai products made from locally grown herbs and extracted by patented advanced technology that ensures consistency of quality, quantity and environmental friendliness.

It will also introduce new generics for the treatment of frequent health problems in ageing populations and NCDs patients.

Other highlights will be the Business Matching Program, offering international participants a tailored one-to-one matchmaking service and a seminar to explore the latest regulations and emerging trends in biopharmaceuticals, focusing on protein-based drugs.

Registrations can be made via bit.ly/3vXpjvA.

For more details, visit cphi.com/sea or facebook.com/CPhISEA.
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									Sanam Luang to be converted into entertainment venue

									
								

								From July 11-15, Sanam Luang will be converted into an entertainment venue for the "Celebrations On the Auspicious Occasion of His Majesty the King's 6th Cycle Birthday Anniversary 28th July 2024".
								From noon to 10pm, visitors can engage in an exhibition in honour of King Rama X, as well as a wide range of cultural performances, traditional cuisine and artisan demonstrations that highlight the splendour of Thai history and cultural legacy. When nightfall arrives on Rattanakosin Island, the illuminated garden will be set against a backdrop of the Grand Palace and other significant structures.

[image: ]
Lat Chado boat procession.



Lat Chado boat procession begins on July 20

In line with the riverfront way of life, the Lat Chado community in the ancient town of Ayutthaya will mark the start of Buddhist Lent on July 20 with a traditional boat procession along the Lat Chado canal.

Locals will gather at Lat Chado market at 9.39am and a colourfully decorated boat procession will depart carrying candles and saffron robes which the monks will use during the next three months. During the day, visitors can walk across a lush carpet of rice fields and experience alluring local culture as people show off how skilled they are with traditional fishing nets. There will also be a wide selection of handicrafts and local food.

Visit facebook.com/banladchado.
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Centara Life Samui offers special room rates

To celebrate its opening, Centara Life Samui is offering celebratory room rates until Sept 30 for a stay from Aug 15 until Dec 20. Guests will receive a complimentary food and drink credit of 250 baht per day, daily breakfast for two persons, early check-in and late check-out, as well as a 15% on-top discount for CentaraThe1 members.

Located just 6.5km from Samui International Airport, this 61-room resort embodies the Centara Life brand DNA, with a focus on elevating the essentials through flexible travel, daily delights and prioritising signature experiences across four core pillars -- Life Essentials, Life Surprises, Life Flexibility and Life Connectivity.

With flexible stays, guests can enjoy a glistening outdoor pool, 24-hour fitness centre, complimentary onsite parking, a tuk-tuk service to the beach, and an all-day dining restaurant with the added perk of serving breakfast until 4pm.

There are three room types -- Deluxe, Premier Loft or Family Suite, each offering the added flexibility of a daybed to comfortably accommodate up to four persons without the need for an extra bed. Guests can select rooms featuring separate living and dining areas, along with balconies to soak in the serene tropical surroundings.

Visit centarahotelsresorts.com/csa.
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Qatar Airways bags best airline award

At the 2024 World Airline Awards, Qatar Airways took home the top prize for the World's Best Airline, the World's Best Business Class, the World's Best Business Class Lounge and the Best Airline in the Middle East.

Singapore Airlines ranked second among the more than 350 airlines that participated in this year's survey, with Emirates coming in third, ANA All Nippon Airways in fourth and Cathay Pacific in fifth.

In addition, Singapore Airlines received the World's Best Cabin Staff, World's Best First Class and the Best Airline in Asia. Meanwhile, ANA All Nippon Airways won the World's Best Airport Services and the Best Airline Staff Service in Asia.

The World's Most Improved Airline award went to Saudi Arabian Airlines, ahead of PLAY in third place and Starlux Airlines in second. AirAsia was the repeat winner of the World's Best Low-Cost Airline award, and Scoot took a top award as the World's Best Long Haul Low-Cost Airline.

British Airways was crowned the World's Most Family-Friendly Airline thanks to its seating policies, family check-in facilities, priority boarding, children's meals and amenities, and child-specific onboard entertainment.

Visit skytraxratings.com.
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									Secondary cities see a rise in travel interest

									
								

								With stunning scenery, laid-back lifestyle and friendly attitude, Thailand's secondary cities seem to be popular destinations during the rainy season. According to Agoda's data, searches for accommodation to traditionally less visited yet lovely locations are on the rise, highlighting an increasing demand among Thais to explore more diverse regions.
								The most searched travel locations on Agoda are Chanthaburi, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Nakhon Nayok, Ratchaburi and Chiang Rai. These tranquil provinces offer a wide range of activities, including nice views and unique local culinary delights.

Rankings are based on searches made in April for check-ins between June 1 to July 31. Year-on-year growth compares the same search period in 2023. Overall, searches for secondary cities increased by 23% from 2023, indicating their growing popularity.

All five locations saw a rise in searches, but Nakhon Nayok secured third position with the biggest increase -- doubling the number of searches. The observed increase highlights the growing allure of these areas as tourists look for distinct and interesting experiences outside of the main tourist destinations.
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"Interest in Thailand's secondary cities shows a desire to delve deeper into the country's diverse offerings. Our collaboration with the Tourism Authority of Thailand to promote these destinations is indeed paying off as we see with the growing popularity of these destinations. Agoda is enthusiastic about assisting in TAT's efforts to highlight the cultural, historical and scenic treasures of Thailand's secondary cities," said Pierre Honne, a country director of Thailand at Agoda.

The surge in inbound searches indicates that secondary cities are becoming more and more popular. Chiang Rai is the most favourite secondary city among foreign tourists, with Udon Thani, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Chanthaburi and Trang following closely behind. These towns draw tourists from over the world who are looking for unique and genuine experiences, showcasing Thailand's rich cultural and geographic variety.
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									Food meets art at 'The World In One Bite 2024'

									Central Embassy's signature food event returns
								

								The shopping/dining destination in Phloen Chit becomes an international food festival, featuring more than 100 booths serving various types of cuisines and diets.
								[image: ]


Whether you're looking for healthy food, authentically spicy Thai food or fine creations from Michelin-starred restaurants, you should be able to find what you crave. You have until July 7 to enjoy various food stalls which are gathered from across the country under the theme of guilty pleasures. Foodies can also expect special dishes and the hottest food trends. These pop-up booths are set up in the atrium area from Level 2-5 while the Open House on Level 6 hosts a tea market. 
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These booths are grouped by a different theme. Shops selling healthy dishes and low-calorie treats are available on Level 2. Level 3 is where meat lovers can find grilled meats, cheese and select baked goods. Save room for various desserts on offer at Level 4. Indulge in guilty pleasures on Level 5 where carb-centric offerings -- noodles, pasta, pizzas and such -- are available.
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Lastly, Open House on Level 6, in collaboration with the Tea Cup Alliance, invites tea lovers to enjoy a variety of teas and shop for a full range of tea-related products, including tea-making paraphernalia. Moreover, there are more than 50 tenants of noted restaurants and cafes already within the shopping centre.
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What makes this year's edition more special is a collaboration between Central Embassy and South Korean artist Jae Yong Kim. He explores food design and sprinkles countless doughnuts of various shapes with creativity, turning them into colourful ceramic sculptures. Each piece is unique, embodying influences from various cultures. Look closer and you may find ones that are glazed with Thainess.
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Check out the doughnut tunnel that links Central Embassy and Central Chidlom, on Level 2. It envelops passersby with three-dimensional doughnut sculptures (and whet your appetite) until Aug 31. Find 120 handmade ceramic doughnuts on display at The Balcony on Level 2 of Central Embassy until July 31. Unleash your creativity and create your own ceramic doughnuts at the "Ceramic Donut Weekend Workshop by A Clay Ceramic" and taste special doughnuts inspired by the artist's work at the "Jae Yong Kim Donut Cafe x Drop by Dough".


The more we eat, the more food waste we create. Therefore, you should check out the Zero-Waste Zone by Hass Thailand to learn about sustainable practices, reducing food waste and environmentally friendly lifestyle. The "BKK Rooftop Farming" project, a two-month collaboration (July and August), will turn food waste from Central Embassy tenants into fertiliser that will be donated to schools and the Rama IX Temple for their community gardens. At Open House, check out charity activities accepting donations to support food waste reduction and creating a green community for a sustainable future. 

Central The 1 credit card holders and Cenfinity members are entitled to special perks until the end of August once they fulfil purchase conditions.
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