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      Breaking News

      
        Russia frees US reporter in prisoner swap
        Jailed American reporter Evan Gershkovich and former US marine Paul Whelan were among 26 prisoners from the United States, Russia and a number of their allies being freed in a multi-country prisoner swap on Thursday, the presidency of Turkey has confirmed.

      

      
        Little-known party 'set to admit Move Forward MPs'
        All MPs from the opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) will move to the little-known Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party if the Constitutional Court orders Move Forward dissolved next week, according to a source from the MFP.

      

      
        Iran mourns Hamas official as Israel braces for revenge
        Iran's Supreme Leader led prayers over the coffin of Ismail Haniyeh, the political leader of Hamas assassinated in Tehran this week, as the Israeli military heightened its alert over potential retaliatory attacks.

      

      
        Bank of England cuts rates for first time since 2020
        LONDON - The Bank of England cut interest rates from a 16-year high on Thursday after a tight vote by policymakers who were split over whether inflation pressures had eased sufficiently.

      

      
        China silences one of its biggest cheerleaders
        Hu Xijin, the former editor-in-chief of China's state-backed Global Times, has been banned from posting on social media after he wrote controversial comments about the economy, according to a person familiar with the matter.

      

      
        Phatthalung farmers get welcome shot in the arm
        Phatthalung has been chosen as the southern hub for an agricultural product development project by the Thailand Chamber of Commerce, the Board of Trade of Thailand and the provincial chamber of commerce.

      

      
        More forest rangers to be recruited
        The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment is planning to increase the number of forest rangers to improve forest protection and reduce the workload of existing rangers in the country.

      

      
        Thai robot wins global rescue contest
        A team of students from King Mongkut's University of Technology, North Bangkok (KMUTNB) have won the 2024 RoboCupRescue league, in which teams from 10 countries competed to come up with robotic systems that could locate victims in simulated disaster scenarios.

      

      
        Algerian boxer's win raises questions about sex tests
        PARIS - Italian boxer Angela Carini, who abandoned her welterweight round of 16 bout against Algeria's Imane Khelif after 46 seconds at the Paris Olympics on Thursday, says she does not consider the boxing bout as a defeat.

      

      
        Employers chased for social security contributions
        The Social Security Office (SSO) is planning to go after employers who have failed to pay their portions of the mandatory contribution to the Social Security Fund.
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                  Russia frees US reporter in prisoner swap                

                Former US marine held for espionage also part of multi-country deal involving 26 people
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich stands inside an enclosure for defendants during a court hearing in Yekaterinburg, Russia on July 19. (Photo: Reuters)]
                                              
                          Wall Street Journal reporter Evan Gershkovich stands inside an enclosure for defendants during a court hearing in Yekaterinburg, Russia on July 19. (Photo: Reuters)                        

                                          

                  

                                Jailed American reporter Evan Gershkovich and former US marine Paul Whelan were among 26 prisoners from the United States, Russia and a number of their allies being freed in a multi-country prisoner swap on Thursday, the presidency of Turkey has confirmed.
It said 10 prisoners, including two minors, had been moved to Russia, 13 to Germany and three to the United States. Also involved in the swap were Poland, Slovenia, Norway and Belarus.

Gershkovich and Whelan, jailed in Russia on espionage charges that they and the US deny, were reported en route to destinations outside of Russia on Thursday.

Gershkovich, 32, was arrested in March of last year while on a reporting assignment for the Wall Street Journal in the Urals city of Yekaterinburg and accused of spying for the CIA. He and the newspaper rejected the accusations.

He was convicted last month and sentenced to 16 years, the first time since the Cold War that Russia had put a US reporter on trial for espionage.

Whelan, who was detained in 2018, was sentenced to 16 years in 2020 on spying charges he denied.

Turkish intelligence had announced earlier that it was coordinating an extensive prisoner exchange, signalling a major swap between Russia and the United States was under way.

"Our organisation has undertaken a major mediation role in this exchange operation, which is the most comprehensive of the recent period," the National Intelligence Agency (MIT) said in a statement.

Both the Kremlin and the White House declined to comment when asked about a possible exchange.

The exchange was the biggest prisoner swap since the Cold War. In the last major exchange in 2010, 14 prisoners were exchanged.

In December 2022, Russia traded US basketball star Brittney Griner, sentenced to nine years for having vape cartridges containing cannabis oil in her luggage, for arms dealer Viktor Bout, serving a 25-year sentence in the US.

Murderer part of deal

Among those included in Thursday's swap was Vadim Krasikov, a colonel in the Russian FSB security service serving life in Germany for murdering an exiled Chechen-Georgian dissident in a Berlin park, whom President Vladimir Putin had indicated he wanted back.

Rico Krieger, a German sentenced to death in Belarus on terrorism charges, was pardoned on Tuesday by President Alexander Lukashenko, a close Putin ally. He was also among those released, along with Russian opposition politician Ilya Yashin, Turkey said.

Reuters footage showed a Russian government plane on the ground in the Turkish capital Ankara.

Whelan and Vladimir Kara-Murza, a Russian-British dissident, both jailed in Russia, had suddenly disappeared from view in recent days, according to their lawyers. At least seven Russian dissidents had been unexpectedly moved from their prisons.

A lawyer for Alexander Vinnik, a Russian held in the United States, declined on Wednesday to confirm the whereabouts of his client to the state RIA news agency "until the exchange takes place".

RIA had also reported that four Russians jailed in the United States had disappeared from a database of prisoners operated by the US Federal Bureau of Prisons. It named them as Vinnik, Maxim Marchenko, Vadim Konoshchenok and Vladislav Klyushin.

Dissidents inside Russia whose supporters say they have been told that they have been suddenly moved in recent days include human rights activist Oleg Orlov and Daniil Krinari, convicted of secretly cooperating with foreign governments.

In the West, the dissidents are seen by governments and activists as wrongfully detained political prisoners. All have, for different reasons, been designated by Moscow as dangerous extremists.

A Slovenian court on Wednesday sentenced two Russians to time served for espionage and using fake identities, and said they would be deported, the state news agency STA reported, a move a Slovenian TV channel said was part of the wider exchange.
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                  Little-known party 'set to admit Move Forward MPs'                

                Opposition party members prepare for possible court-ordered dissolution but won't defect to existing parties
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                                All MPs from the opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) will move to the little-known Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party if the Constitutional Court orders Move Forward dissolved next week, according to a source from the MFP.
The court is preparing to rule whether Move Forward should be dissolved for having violated Section 92 of the organic law on political parties, based on a complaint made by the Election Commission (EC) in March.

The poll agency cited the court's earlier ruling on Jan 31 that the party's efforts to change Section 112 of the Criminal Code, the lese-majeste law, reflected an intention to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

The EC also asked the court to ban the party's executives from standing in future elections and prohibit them from registering or serving as executives of a new party for 10 years.

A deal has been sealed with the Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party, which may change its name later, said the source.

The Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party was registered with the Election Commission several years ago and has 10,474 members, according to the latest available data on the EC website.

Its leader is Tul Tintamora and Alisa Sattayawirut is the deputy leader. All of the party's current executives assumed their posts on April 5 this year. Its office is listed as being located at a housing estate in Thawi Watthana district of Bangkok.

The party fielded 13 candidates in the 2023 general election but did not win any seats.

Sirikanya Tansakun, the deputy leader of Move Forward, is expected to emerge as the new leader of the MPs gathered under the Thinkakhao Chaovilai banner, said the source, adding that a number of the MPs would then serve as the new party's executives.

If Move Forward is dissolved at least 10 party executives, including chief adviser Pita Limjaroenrat and party leader Chaithawat Tulathon, will be banned from politics for 10 years, said the source.

When the Future Forward Party, the predecessor of Move Forward, was dissolved by the court in 2020, a number of its members defected to parties seen as political and ideological opponents of Future Forward.

But they lost their seats in last year's general election, in what was seen by political analysts as punishment by their voters for betraying Future Forward.

This time, Move Forward MPs are determined not to make the same mistake, said the source.

While a number of party MPs might have been quietly liaising with political opponents, they dare not defect to those parties in the coalition government, said the source.
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                US and others trying to prevent hostilities from erupting into full-blown regional war
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                                Iran's Supreme Leader led prayers over the coffin of Ismail Haniyeh, the political leader of Hamas assassinated in Tehran this week, as the Israeli military heightened its alert over potential retaliatory attacks.
Iranian state TV showed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei leading the start of the funeral procession before Haniyeh's coffin was driven into the city centre, through crowds waving Palestinian flags while some onlookers called for revenge.

The coffin was later brought to Doha in Qatar, where Haniyeh will be buried on Friday following prayers at the Imam Muhammad bin Abdul Wahhab Mosque, the Al Jazeera network reported.

Haniyeh had resided in exile in the Gulf state with other members of the Palestinian group's political office. He was in Tehran as a guest of the Iranian government at the inauguration of President Masoud Pezeshkian.

Iran and Hamas say Haniyeh was killed by Israel, which has not issued a denial and has vowed to kill all Hamas leaders since the group's attack on the country on Oct 7.

In Beirut, a similar procession was due to be held for a high-ranking member of Hezbollah, Fuad Shukr, who was killed in the Lebanese capital by an Israeli missile on Tuesday, just hours before Haniyeh's death. Israel took responsibility for that one, saying it was in response to the killing of a dozen youths playing soccer in the Golan Heights on Saturday.

Pledges to respond -- from Hamas, Hezbollah and their sponsor, Iran -- for the pair of assassinations have rung out across the region, prompting Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to go on TV late Wednesday to say the country is "prepared for any scenario and will stand, united and resolved, against any threat".

With Israel's air defence systems on high alert, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin has said that "if Israel is attacked, yes we will help Israel defend itself."

Khamenei had earlier said Iran has a "duty to seek vengeance" for Haniyeh's death and Israel should expect a "severe punishment."

Full-blown war

The United States, a key Israeli ally, is striving to prevent the situation escalating into a full-blown war across the Middle East.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken echoed other world leaders in warning of the heightened risk to the region of the developing hostilities, which began in October with the invasion of Israel by Hamas militants that triggered the ongoing and brutal 10-month war in Gaza.

"Right now, the path that the region is on is toward more conflict," Blinken said in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia.

"It's urgent that all parties make the right choices in the days ahead because those choices are the difference between staying on this path of violence, of insecurity, of suffering, or moving to something very different and much better."

The US and others have been striving for a ceasefire between Israel and Hamas for months without success, and Blinken said a deal remains the best way forward. A truce would likely see the release of Israeli hostages in exchange for Palestinian prisoners and allow for much-needed aid to be delivered into Gaza.

Thursday marked the 300th day of the war between Israel and Hamas, designated a terrorist organisation by the US and European Union. Fighting continues unabated, with Israeli's military reporting the striking of loaded launchers aimed at the country. On Wednesday, Israeli warplanes killed two journalists working for Al Jazeera, the Qatari-owned network.

Within Israel a debate has arisen over the wisdom of assassinations, which the military said now includes Mohammed Deif, Hamas's second in command, in a strike in Gaza last month. Some back the government's argument that they're an effective tool to deter and weaken groups like Hamas and Hezbollah and lead them to soften their negotiating positions.

Writing in the Yedioth Ahronoth newspaper, commentator Avi Issacharoff praised the killings and said, "The Palestinian public that celebrated Oct 7 and the 'victory' over Israel has now come to see that Hamas too is vulnerable and fragile. That can't be hidden any longer; they can't bask in their victory over Israel."

But Michael Milshtein, a former intelligence officer who heads Palestinian studies at Tel Aviv University's Dayan Center, said in a radio interview that even though the killing of Haniyeh is an important symbolic act, the key player in Hamas remains Yahya Sinwar, believed to be somewhere in Gaza and who, he says, is far more radical than Haniyeh and may be emboldened without his influence.

"It's incorrect to say that Hamas doesn't want a deal -- but on its terms," Milshstein said. "The 'increased pressure' doesn't lead to softening of positions by Hamas. And we have to understand that."
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                Pound slips on news, but central bank chief says more rate cuts only possible if inflation stays low
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                                LONDON - The Bank of England cut interest rates from a 16-year high on Thursday after a tight vote by policymakers who were split over whether inflation pressures had eased sufficiently.
Governor Andrew Bailey led the 5-4 decision to reduce rates by a quarter percentage point to 5%, but said the BoE would move cautiously going forward.

It was the central bank's first cut since March 2020, at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, giving Britain's new government a boost as it seeks to speed up the pace of economic growth.

But Bailey stressed the BoE was not committing to a series of quick reductions in borrowing costs.

"We need to make sure make sure inflation stays low, and be careful not to cut interest rates too quickly or by too much," he said in a statement.

Most economists polled by Reuters had expected a cut while financial markets had seen just over a 60% chance.

The pound slipped to its lowest against the US dollar since early July and bond yields also fell slightly after the announcement, with the yield on 10-year gilts, as UK government bonds are known, touching its lowest since March.

Bailey insisted the central bank would take its decisions on rates "from meeting to meeting" but investors were betting on another rate cut this year with the chance of a move at its next meeting in September seen as a 55% probability.

"The Bank of England is staying tight-lipped on when it expects to cut rates again," ING economist James Smith said. "But we think better news on services inflation and wage growth can unlock one, or more likely two rate cuts by year-end."

Borrowing costs had been on hold for almost a full year -- the longest period they have been left unchanged at the peak of a BoE tightening cycle since 2001.

In June, the Monetary Policy Committee voted 7-2 to keep rates on hold. Minutes of the August meeting showed the decision to cut them was "finely balanced" for some members.

None of the policymakers whose votes changed the balance -- Bailey and Deputy Governors Sarah Breeden and new MPC member Clare Lombardelli -- had spoken publicly about monetary policy since June.

Speaking opportunities had been limited by the July 4 election which brought the Labour Party to power.

The BoE said policymakers had been briefed on this week's announcements of big public-sector pay increases and on fiscal policy, but their impact would only be incorporated into the central bank's forecasts after the Oct 30 budget.

Finance minister Rachel Reeves welcomed the rate cut but said millions of families still faced higher mortgage rates and she reiterated her plan to "fix the foundations of our economy after years of low growth".

British consumer price inflation returned to the BoE's 2% target in May and stayed there in June, down from a 41-year high of 11.1% struck in October 2022.

This leaves British inflation lower than in the euro zone -- where the European Central Bank cut rates in June -- and the United States, where on Wednesday the Federal Reserve opened the door to a rate cut in September.

Inflation to rise

The BoE expects headline inflation to rise to 2.75% in the final quarter of 2024 as the effect of steep falls in energy prices fades, before returning to its 2% target in early 2026 and later sinking below.

The long time lags for interest rates to affect inflation mean the BoE is more focused on what it sees as medium-term drivers of inflation: services prices, wage growth and tightness in the labour market.

The BoE linked June's strong services inflation to "volatile components" and regulated prices that were influenced by high headline CPI earlier in the year.

Wage growth at nearly 6% is almost double the rate the BoE views as consistent with 2% inflation but is slowing in line with the central bank's expectations.

The BoE now thinks Britain's economy will expand by around 1.25% this year, up from a previous forecast of 0.5%, after stronger-than-expected growth earlier this year.

Based on International Monetary Fund forecasts, that would be stronger growth than in France, Italy and Germany. Surveys of businesses published earlier on Thursday suggested growth in Britain last month was stronger than in much of the euro zone and Asia.

The BoE said unemployment will rise slightly, reducing upward pressure on inflation. However, it acknowledged the risk that price pressures might prove more persistent and keep inflation above target for longer than its main forecast.
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                  China silences one of its biggest cheerleaders                

                Comments on economy by former Global Times editor Hu Xijin displease higher-ups in Beijing
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                                Hu Xijin, the former editor-in-chief of China's state-backed Global Times, has been banned from posting on social media after he wrote controversial comments about the economy, according to a person familiar with the matter.
The prominent influencer's accounts -- including on the microblogging site Weibo where he has nearly 25 million followers -- have been suspended, said the person, who asked not to be identified discussing private matters. The person did not specify the length of the ban.

Hu has become well-known in the West in recent years for his prolific and often combative English-language commentaries about current events. They are generally assumed to be accurate reflections of the official Communist Party view.

Hu last posted on Saturday, marking an unusual silence for a prolific voice who was used to posting several times a day on Weibo.

The blackout was triggered by Hu's assessment that a twice-a-decade conclave President Xi Jinping presided over last month signalled a "historic" shift in putting public and private enterprises on an equal footing, the source said.

The ban is a signal that authorities want to limit public discussions about the issue, the person added.

The ruling Communist Party has shrunk the space for open economic debate as policymakers grapple with a slowdown caused by a deepening property slump. Authorities have also pressed analysts to avoid writing about sensitive terms such as "deflation", while official data deemed unflattering to the outlook has increasingly been withheld.

Silencing someone with a three-decade career in state media and who is still an "insider to China's propaganda priorities" sends a stark message, said Wen-Ti Sung, a political scientist with the Taiwan Studies programme at Australian National University.

"That even Hu can run afoul of the red lines goes to show how hard it is to know where the red line is for anyone engaging in public political discourse in China today," he added.

Bloomberg News could not reach Hu for comment, but the former titan of state media did not deny his accounts had been blocked when approached by Sing Tao newspaper, which first reported that his account went silent.

"I personally don't want to say anything. You can just read what's online. Please understand," he told the Hong Kong-based outlet this week.

Days after China's top leaders wrapped up the Third Plenum on long-term reforms, Hu flagged the meeting's resolution had skipped an important slogan pledging to keep "public ownership as the mainstay" of the economy.

That phrase featured in the readout of a similar gathering in 2013 and had reverberated through important Communist Party documents since. Its absence signalled the private sector should now hold equal weight with state-owned companies, Hu claimed.

"The changes are undoubtedly historic," Hu wrote in the now-deleted post on Weibo on July 22. "Non-public ownership and public ownership have become truly equal in their status."

That shift in language suggested private firms would no longer be disadvantaged compared with state-owned companies in areas such as project bidding and getting bank loans, he added.

Putting private and public firms on equal footing is an uncomfortable assertion for China's socialist economy. State-owned firms receive significant support, and they play a key role in maintaining economic stability and fulfilling state objectives.

Online backlash

Hu's comments sparked an immediate backlash. Some users accused him of intentionally misleading the public with his own interpretation of a party document, pointing out the missing phrase is baked into China's constitution.

Hu retired from Global Times in late 2021 but has remained active on social media platforms as an opinion influencer. Once notorious as a combative force, Hu in 2022 tweeted that China's military should take down then US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's plane if she was escorted by US fighter jets as she prepared to arrive in Taipei -- the self-ruled island Beijing claims as its own.

But as the Chinese government tightened online discussions in recent years, Hu has increasingly come under attack for being too liberal. When nationalist netizens called for a boycott of Nongfu Spring products over the perceived Japanese influence on its packaging, Hu urged tolerance towards private entrepreneurs and emphasised their contributions to China's economy.

Hu has acknowledged the power of his comments on social media. In an interview with Bloomberg News in 2019, he vowed to be "more cautious" after noting his posts could move markets.

"If my tweets create collateral damage and cause losses for US investors, that's not what I want," he said back then. "My biggest hope is to express things more freely."
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                  Phatthalung farmers get welcome shot in the arm                

                Southern province boasts many success stories of integrated farming and value addition
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                                Phatthalung has been chosen as the southern hub for an agricultural product development project by the Thailand Chamber of Commerce, the Board of Trade of Thailand and the provincial chamber of commerce.
At least eight farm products from Phatthalung have won the government's Product Champion Award.

The province is touted as an example of how local farmers can produce more than one quality product with added value under an integrated system and distribute their products to the rest of the country to generate higher income.

The eight products are Sang Yot rice, aromatic bananas, salak (sometimes known as snake fruit), beef, organic pork, Sam Nam prawns, fermented catfish and Kra Chut sedge, said Kittiphit Klapkhun, president of the provincial chamber of commerce.

In Pa Bon district, for instance, Uncle Than's Salak Plantation is a an agrotourism promotion that has brought more value to traditional agricultural practice, he said. The salak plantation has also won the Young Smart Farmer Award for its work in adopting the Bio-Circular-Green Economic Model, he said.

In Bang Kaeo district, a group of farmers has adopted an integrated farming system for growing aromatic bananas and other chemical-free fruits inside their rubber plantation, Mr Kittiphit said.

This way, the rubber growers can earn income from selling fruit in addition to what they normally earn selling rubber, he said.

"We now aim to distribute more of these products to the rest of the country so Phatthalung is recognised as an agricultural product hub of the South," he said.

Products from the province will be transported via both Andaman Sea and Gulf of Thailand routes, he said, adding that Phatthalung will also promote its farm products to buyers in other parts of the country.

As well, he said, a public-private working group will be set up to help farmers with their business needs.
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                  More forest rangers to be recruited                

                Natural resources ministry offering higher pay as it seeks to bolster forest protection
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                                The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment is planning to increase the number of forest rangers to improve forest protection and reduce the workload of existing rangers in the country.
The ministry admires the work of those who protect and preserve the nation's natural resources, said Ratchata Pisitbannakorn, assistant to environment minister Phatcharavat Wongsuwan, on the occasion of World Ranger Day on Wednesday.

A new starting salary for rangers of 11,000 baht per month, up from 9,000 baht, will come into effect in October, he said.

The ministry is also planning to ease the workload of 21,000 rangers responsible for managing 75 million rai of forest and maritime reserves by increasing the number of staff, he said.

One ranger currently takes care of 5,000 rai on average. The plan is to eventually reduce the average to 3,000 rai, said Mr Ratchata.

"We can do it immediately in flat areas, but it may take longer for the mountainous zones," he said. "Thai rangers are regarded as some of the world's best thanks to their success in protecting the nation's pristine forests."

Tosapol Phuanudom, deputy governor of Chiang Mai, said the province highly appreciates the mission of forest rangers, especially in fighting forest fires every year.

Forest fires are the province's main threat, he said, adding that during the past two decades, local residents have suffered from haze and smoke pollution caused by fires.

However, he said many indicators show that the province's air quality improved this year thanks to the hard work of forest rangers.

The rangers managed to reduce the number of hotspots and burnt traces, even as the country faced a 60% decline in rainfall when compared to last year, said Mr Tosapol.

The number of days that the PM2.5 levels exceeded the safe threshold has also declined by 28% when compared to last year, he said.

Dindo Campilan, regional director for the International Union for Conservation of Nature, said the planet is under threat, with various species disappearing at an alarming rate.

This phenomenon endangers the delicate balance of the ecosystem and affects our access to clean air, water and medicine, Dr Campilan said in remarks on World Ranger Day.

He credited rangers on the ground for putting the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework, which supports sustainability, into action.

He added that forest rangers deserve to have adequate resources, better welfare, fair compensation and enough support to effectively carry out their duties.
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                  Thai robot wins global rescue contest                

                Team from King Mongkut's University of Technology North Bangkok tops 10-country event
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                                A team of students from King Mongkut's University of Technology, North Bangkok (KMUTNB) have won the 2024 RoboCupRescue league, in which teams from 10 countries competed to come up with robotic systems that could locate victims in simulated disaster scenarios.
The competition, part of the 2024 RoboCup event, was held in Eindhoven, the Netherlands, from July 16-21.

Twenty teams from 10 countries took part, from Germany, Japan, France, China, South Korea, Austria, Switzerland, Mexico, Bangladesh and Thailand. Only six made it to the final round.

The KMUTNB team received the highest score of 1,076 points for their iRAB Robot, beating the Shinobi squad from Japan, which received 921 points, and Germany's Alert team (825)

"We're glad that our team is the champion. We've won this prize 10 times," a representative from KMUTNB said, adding the iRAB Robot was named Best in Class for mobility and dexterity.

"Our robotic arm performed better than others in the competition; it can recognise things and approach a target on its own. We have brought our university and robotics club into a new realm," he said.

Thai Airways International (THAI), the KMUTNB Alumni Association under Royal Patronage, Search Entertainment, KMUTNB and private donors in Thailand sponsored the team's efforts.

The university council will award scholarships to the team, covering doctorate-level tuition fees, for bringing the title home again.
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                                PARIS - Italian boxer Angela Carini, who abandoned her welterweight round of 16 bout against Algeria's Imane Khelif after 46 seconds at the Paris Olympics on Thursday, says she does not consider the boxing bout as a defeat.
Carini's opponent Khelif has been in the spotlight for failing a gender eligibility test at a tournament last year.

The World Championships silver medallist was disqualified hours before her gold medal bout at the worlds in New Delhi when she failed to meet the International Boxing Association's (IBA) eligibility criteria.

She was, however, ruled eligible to compete in the boxing competition at the Paris Olympics, which is being organised by the International Olympic Committee (IOC).

In Thursday's bout, Carini went to her coach after 30 seconds to fix her headgear but after briefly resuming the fight returned to her corner and stopped, quickly leaving the ring.

She later explained that she had decided not to fight after feeling intense pain in her nose.

"For me, it's not a defeat. For me, when you climb those ropes, you're already a warrior, you're already a winner," Carini said.

"Regardless of everything it's okay, fine like this. I didn't lose tonight ... I only did my job as a fighter. I got in the ring, and I fought. I didn't make it. I'm coming out with my head held high and with a broken heart.

"I'm a mature woman. The ring is my life. I've always been very instinctive. And when I feel that something isn't right, it's not giving up. It's having the maturity to stop. It's having the maturity to say, 'OK, that's enough'."

Carini's bout with Khelif has been the topic of much discussion in Italy, with the nation's Family Minister Eugenia Roccella and Sports Minister Andrea Abodi voicing concern about the eligibility rules on Wednesday.

Asked if she felt burdened by the discourse, Carini said: "I didn't. For me, they weren't things that stopped me or blocked me mentally.

"I got in the ring, and I said, I'm going to give it all I've got, regardless of the person in front of me, who doesn't interest me at this moment.

"I had to give my best. So, regarding all the controversies, I was never interested. I went in and I just wanted to win."

Some sports have limited the levels of testosterone allowed for athletes competing in women's competition, while others ban everyone who has been through male puberty.

Taiwanese double world champion Lin Yu-ting also lost her bronze medal at last year's World Championships after she failed to meet the criteria. Lin will face Uzbekistan's Sitora Turdibekova in a featherweight bout in Paris on Friday.

Neither Khelif nor Lin have ever identified as men, as transgender, or as intersex, which refers to people with both male and female sex characteristics, according to an article in Time magazine.
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                  Employers chased for social security contributions                

                Social Security Office setting up permanent unit specifically to go after defaulters
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                                The Social Security Office (SSO) is planning to go after employers who have failed to pay their portions of the mandatory contribution to the Social Security Fund.
However, the office admits it has no available estimate of how many companies have not paid their contributions and how much is in arrears.

It expects to spend up to a month compiling the figures, according to Boonsong Thapchaiyuth, secretary-general of the SSO.

The office has now decided to establish a permanent unit specifically to chase after defaulters, he said.

"The unit will lay out an action plan and spell out a timeline for tackling the outstanding contribution issue," Mr Boonsong said.

The recouped payments will come in handy for improving Social Security Fund (SSF) services in terms of medical treatments and allowances for the disabled, those on maternity leave, children and funerals of fund recipients.

Under the social security system, both employees and employers are required to pay monthly contributions to the fund. Employers are responsible for deducting employees' contributions and sending the money along with their own portions to the SSF.

Anecdotal evidence has indicated that many employers stopped making contributions during the Covid-19 pandemic because they were facing severe financial problems.

Mr Boonsong warned employers to sort out their contributions and promptly settle overdue payments.

The SSO is working to build a database to paint an overall picture of the overdue contribution problem. Once the database is up and running, the issue will be dealt with systematically and the office will be able to effectively map out ways to recover the money, according to Mr Boonsong.

He insisted that despite the absence of employers' contributions, their respective employees will not lose their welfare benefits under the fund since the office has covered the shortfall.  

Niyada Seneemanomai, a spokeswoman for the SSO, said some companies have deducted their workers' pay but neglected or refused to pass the employees' contributions on to the SSO.

This has caused workers to file complaints with the office. If it could be verified that the lack of contribution was the employer's fault, the employees' social security benefits would be unaffected.

Employers who fail to send the employees' contributions to the SSO in time will face a fine accounting for 2% of outstanding contributions.
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                Opposition party members prepare for possible court-ordered dissolution but won't defect to existing parties
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                                All MPs from the opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) will move to the little-known Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party if the Constitutional Court orders Move Forward dissolved next week, according to a source from the MFP.
The court is preparing to rule whether Move Forward should be dissolved for having violated Section 92 of the organic law on political parties, based on a complaint made by the Election Commission (EC) in March.

The poll agency cited the court's earlier ruling on Jan 31 that the party's efforts to change Section 112 of the Criminal Code, the lese-majeste law, reflected an intention to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

The EC also asked the court to ban the party's executives from standing in future elections and prohibit them from registering or serving as executives of a new party for 10 years.

A deal has been sealed with the Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party, which may change its name later, said the source.

The Thinkakhao Chaovilai Party was registered with the Election Commission several years ago and has 10,474 members, according to the latest available data on the EC website.

Its leader is Tul Tintamora and Alisa Sattayawirut is the deputy leader. All of the party's current executives assumed their posts on April 5 this year. Its office is listed as being located at a housing estate in Thawi Watthana district of Bangkok.

The party fielded 13 candidates in the 2023 general election but did not win any seats.

Sirikanya Tansakun, the deputy leader of Move Forward, is expected to emerge as the new leader of the MPs gathered under the Thinkakhao Chaovilai banner, said the source, adding that a number of the MPs would then serve as the new party's executives.

If Move Forward is dissolved at least 10 party executives, including chief adviser Pita Limjaroenrat and party leader Chaithawat Tulathon, will be banned from politics for 10 years, said the source.

When the Future Forward Party, the predecessor of Move Forward, was dissolved by the court in 2020, a number of its members defected to parties seen as political and ideological opponents of Future Forward.

But they lost their seats in last year's general election, in what was seen by political analysts as punishment by their voters for betraying Future Forward.

This time, Move Forward MPs are determined not to make the same mistake, said the source.

While a number of party MPs might have been quietly liaising with political opponents, they dare not defect to those parties in the coalition government, said the source.
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                                Hu Xijin, the former editor-in-chief of China's state-backed Global Times, has been banned from posting on social media after he wrote controversial comments about the economy, according to a person familiar with the matter.
The prominent influencer's accounts -- including on the microblogging site Weibo where he has nearly 25 million followers -- have been suspended, said the person, who asked not to be identified discussing private matters. The person did not specify the length of the ban.

Hu has become well-known in the West in recent years for his prolific and often combative English-language commentaries about current events. They are generally assumed to be accurate reflections of the official Communist Party view.

Hu last posted on Saturday, marking an unusual silence for a prolific voice who was used to posting several times a day on Weibo.

The blackout was triggered by Hu's assessment that a twice-a-decade conclave President Xi Jinping presided over last month signalled a "historic" shift in putting public and private enterprises on an equal footing, the source said.

The ban is a signal that authorities want to limit public discussions about the issue, the person added.

The ruling Communist Party has shrunk the space for open economic debate as policymakers grapple with a slowdown caused by a deepening property slump. Authorities have also pressed analysts to avoid writing about sensitive terms such as "deflation", while official data deemed unflattering to the outlook has increasingly been withheld.

Silencing someone with a three-decade career in state media and who is still an "insider to China's propaganda priorities" sends a stark message, said Wen-Ti Sung, a political scientist with the Taiwan Studies programme at Australian National University.

"That even Hu can run afoul of the red lines goes to show how hard it is to know where the red line is for anyone engaging in public political discourse in China today," he added.

Bloomberg News could not reach Hu for comment, but the former titan of state media did not deny his accounts had been blocked when approached by Sing Tao newspaper, which first reported that his account went silent.

"I personally don't want to say anything. You can just read what's online. Please understand," he told the Hong Kong-based outlet this week.

Days after China's top leaders wrapped up the Third Plenum on long-term reforms, Hu flagged the meeting's resolution had skipped an important slogan pledging to keep "public ownership as the mainstay" of the economy.

That phrase featured in the readout of a similar gathering in 2013 and had reverberated through important Communist Party documents since. Its absence signalled the private sector should now hold equal weight with state-owned companies, Hu claimed.

"The changes are undoubtedly historic," Hu wrote in the now-deleted post on Weibo on July 22. "Non-public ownership and public ownership have become truly equal in their status."

That shift in language suggested private firms would no longer be disadvantaged compared with state-owned companies in areas such as project bidding and getting bank loans, he added.

Putting private and public firms on equal footing is an uncomfortable assertion for China's socialist economy. State-owned firms receive significant support, and they play a key role in maintaining economic stability and fulfilling state objectives.

Online backlash

Hu's comments sparked an immediate backlash. Some users accused him of intentionally misleading the public with his own interpretation of a party document, pointing out the missing phrase is baked into China's constitution.

Hu retired from Global Times in late 2021 but has remained active on social media platforms as an opinion influencer. Once notorious as a combative force, Hu in 2022 tweeted that China's military should take down then US House Speaker Nancy Pelosi's plane if she was escorted by US fighter jets as she prepared to arrive in Taipei -- the self-ruled island Beijing claims as its own.

But as the Chinese government tightened online discussions in recent years, Hu has increasingly come under attack for being too liberal. When nationalist netizens called for a boycott of Nongfu Spring products over the perceived Japanese influence on its packaging, Hu urged tolerance towards private entrepreneurs and emphasised their contributions to China's economy.

Hu has acknowledged the power of his comments on social media. In an interview with Bloomberg News in 2019, he vowed to be "more cautious" after noting his posts could move markets.

"If my tweets create collateral damage and cause losses for US investors, that's not what I want," he said back then. "My biggest hope is to express things more freely."
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                                PARIS - Italian boxer Angela Carini, who abandoned her welterweight round of 16 bout against Algeria's Imane Khelif after 46 seconds at the Paris Olympics on Thursday, says she does not consider the boxing bout as a defeat.
Carini's opponent Khelif has been in the spotlight for failing a gender eligibility test at a tournament last year.

The World Championships silver medallist was disqualified hours before her gold medal bout at the worlds in New Delhi when she failed to meet the International Boxing Association's (IBA) eligibility criteria.

She was, however, ruled eligible to compete in the boxing competition at the Paris Olympics, which is being organised by the International Olympic Committee (IOC).

In Thursday's bout, Carini went to her coach after 30 seconds to fix her headgear but after briefly resuming the fight returned to her corner and stopped, quickly leaving the ring.

She later explained that she had decided not to fight after feeling intense pain in her nose.

"For me, it's not a defeat. For me, when you climb those ropes, you're already a warrior, you're already a winner," Carini said.

"Regardless of everything it's okay, fine like this. I didn't lose tonight ... I only did my job as a fighter. I got in the ring, and I fought. I didn't make it. I'm coming out with my head held high and with a broken heart.

"I'm a mature woman. The ring is my life. I've always been very instinctive. And when I feel that something isn't right, it's not giving up. It's having the maturity to stop. It's having the maturity to say, 'OK, that's enough'."

Carini's bout with Khelif has been the topic of much discussion in Italy, with the nation's Family Minister Eugenia Roccella and Sports Minister Andrea Abodi voicing concern about the eligibility rules on Wednesday.

Asked if she felt burdened by the discourse, Carini said: "I didn't. For me, they weren't things that stopped me or blocked me mentally.

"I got in the ring, and I said, I'm going to give it all I've got, regardless of the person in front of me, who doesn't interest me at this moment.

"I had to give my best. So, regarding all the controversies, I was never interested. I went in and I just wanted to win."

Some sports have limited the levels of testosterone allowed for athletes competing in women's competition, while others ban everyone who has been through male puberty.

Taiwanese double world champion Lin Yu-ting also lost her bronze medal at last year's World Championships after she failed to meet the criteria. Lin will face Uzbekistan's Sitora Turdibekova in a featherweight bout in Paris on Friday.

Neither Khelif nor Lin have ever identified as men, as transgender, or as intersex, which refers to people with both male and female sex characteristics, according to an article in Time magazine.
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									Apple's 'Out Of Office' ad faces backlash

									Netizens say advertisement made Thailand appear underdeveloped
								

								Apple's new short film, "The Underdogs: OOO (Out Of Office)," shot in Thailand, has attracted significant criticism on social media for its allegedly stereotypical portrayal of the country.
								The film is the fifth instalment in Apple's "At Work" series, uploaded to the official Apple UK YouTube channel. The nearly ten-minute film follows four employees travelling to Thailand to find a factory capable of supplying half a million boxes to meet their company's needs, while showcasing the innovative features of Apple''s products that help them navigate various challenges.

Shortly after its release, the advertisement sparked controversy over its depiction of the kingdom. Netizens criticised the use of a sepia filter, arguing that it made the country appear underdeveloped. Others criticised outdated representations of the airport, transportation, clothing and accommodations.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said that the advertisement could serve as an opportunity to promote the country's tourism and "soft power" through culture, food and tourist attractions on a global stage.

The content of the advertisement also supports the Destination Thailand Visa (DTV) initiative aimed at expats and tourists, according to Mr Srettha.

						

							
						


The United States tech giant added that public perceptions might not align with the message the brand intended to convey.

Apple's distributor in Thailand the Copperwired Public Company Limited also gave its opinion on the issue to local media company Thansettakij, saying that the negative criticism would not affect sales as the brand had no intention to insult any countries, and what people thought might not match the core meaning that the brand intended to convey in the first place.

Despite the backlash, the film has garnered over 5 million views on YouTube, and Apple UK has disabled comments on the video in response to the situation.  

[image: The Apple's advert carries scenes that are being criticised on social media. (Photo: Apple UK YouTube channel)]Apple's advertisement features scenes that have drawn criticism on social media. (Photo: Apple UK YouTube Channel)
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                  B10,000 handout registrations overload system                

                Minister denies crash reports, says 14.5 million succeeded in signing up via government's Thang Rath app
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                                The Thai government's flagship 10,000-baht handout stimulus suffered an early setback on Thursday when millions rushed to sign up on the opening day and overloaded the registration system.
By late afternoon, 14.5 million people had applied to join the scheme va the Thang Rath app, which the government developed to help people access dozens of public services, said Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat.

However, millions more reportedly could not access the registration portal, with many complaining they did not receive text message passcodes to complete the process.

"It's normal to have problems on the first day, but we are doing our best," said Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, the programme's biggest advocate.

Mr Julapun had predicted earlier that at least 5 million people would sign up on Thursday.

He said the registration system did not crash, but stalled in some areas because millions of people used it simultaneously in the first hour.

Some glitches were reported as soon as registration started at 8am, possibly because subscribers' phones were old or their internet connection was weak, said Mr Julapun.

Each subscriber took from two to five minutes to finish the process, he said, adding that about 2.3 million people were able to register in the first hour.

Mr Julapun said that people who were experiencing problems could uninstall and reinstall the Thang Rath app and that should solve the problem.

Subscriptions for smartphone users will be open until Sept 15. Registrants will receive official confirmation after Sept 22 as to whether they would receive the funds, Mr Julapun said.

People who do not have smartphones can register using their ID cards starting on Sept 16.

The 450-billion-baht digital wallet is the flagship initiative of the coalition-core Pheu Thai Party, aimed at stimulating an economy struggling from high household debt and weak spending.

The distribution of the funds is scheduled to start in early October. It was originally expected to begin in February, and then was put back to May because of questions about how the handout would be funded.

Critics, including respected economists and some former central bank governors, have complained the scheme was short-sighted and fiscally risky, which the government rejects.

The House of Representatives late on Wednesday approved an additional 122 billion baht for the 2024 fiscal year to help fund the handout, but Senate and royal endorsement is still required.

Eligibility rules

As many as 50 million Thai nationals aged 16 and up are eligible for the programme, but officials expect that about 45 million will sign up. In order to be eligible, individuals must be Thai citizens with an income (based on personal income tax filings) not exceeding 70,000 baht per month or 840,000 baht per year.

Recipients can spend the money within the districts listed on their ID cards within six months. Eligible recipients will be allowed to change their house registration to the districts where their workplace is located before they register if they want to spend the digital money without having to return to their home province.

Mr Julapun warned people not to make any exchange for cash with any party because that would be illegal.

The funds are meant to be spent at small businesses, including convenience stores. However, owners of shops that receive digital money can spend it outside their districts.

The government will announce the list of vendors who will receive payment late this year, Mr Julapun said.

Millions of retailers are expected to apply and join the scheme, from major malls and supermarket chains to noodle vendors and family-run convenience stores.

Mr Julapun said the handout would stimulate the economy through the New Year and into the Songkran festival next April, when many people would return to their native districts and spend the funds then.

Pheu Thai is counting on the multiplier effect of the handout to fire up consumption, revive manufacturing and spur more investments. Mr Srettha has predicted a "whirlwind" impact on the economy.

Authorities expect the stimulus to help lift Thailand's growth rate by as much as 1.8 percentage points -- a big jump for an economy that has expanded at a pace of less than 2% on average in the past decade.

The Bank of Thailand, however, sees a more modest contribution of 0.9 percentage points to gross domestic product for the whole programme.


	Commentary: Digital wallet scheme poses credit risk
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                                Thai rice exports are likely to be less than 8 million tonnes next year due to myriad risk factors hampering their competitiveness, which include a lack of research and development (R&D) for rice varieties, rising global supply, and the possibility of India lifting its rice export restrictions at year-end.
Charoen Laothamatas, president of the Thai Rice Exporters Association, said rice exports next year are expected to fall below the earlier estimate of 8.2 million tonnes.

Myriad risk factors still loom over Thai rice exports for next year, notably an increase in global rice stocks of 1.4%, reaching roughly 528 million tonnes due to an increase in rainfall for cultivation as a result of the La Nina weather phenomenon, lack of R&D for rice varieties which result in lower yield per rai compared to other major rice exporting countries which include Vietnam, India and China, higher production costs, and the possibility of India lifting its export restrictions on non-basmati white rice at the end of the year.

Thailand needs to change its rice policy by keeping abreast of changes in demand in the global market, particularly the preference for soft texture rice, and invest more in R&D to increase yield in order to compete in the global market.

Vietnam has adjusted its rice export policy by importing cheap rice from India for domestic consumption and shifting to developing high-quality rice for export such as fragrant rice and soft texture rice with a higher selling price and added value.

If Thailand fails to take any action regarding this issue, its share of major rice exporting countries may be reduced and China may become the world's leading rice exporter due to the development of rice varieties and advanced farming technology, while many countries are shifting towards self-sufficiency policies.

The United States Department of Agriculture projects that India will remain the largest rice exporter globally in 2025, with exports anticipated to reach 18 million tonnes, followed by Thailand (7.5 million tonnes), Vietnam (7.5 million tonnes), and Pakistan (5.6 million tonnes).

Chookiat Ophaswongse, an honorary president of the Thai Rice Exporters Association, said rice exports will definitely meet the target of 8.2 million tonnes set by the Commerce Ministry, and if exports are 700,000 tonnes per month on average, the target could be exceeded, reaching 9 million tonnes worth over US$5.3 billion due to continuing demand from the country's main export markets, including the Philippines and Indonesia, which are expected to increase their rice imports by up to 4.7 million tonnes and 4.3 million tonnes, respectively.

However, close monitoring of India's rice policy is necessary as India may review its rice export restrictions following an increase in rainfall as a result of monsoon, leading to normal stock levels at 140 million tonnes. This would affect global rice exports as Indian rice is cheaper than other rice-exporting countries.
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                  Central bank reassessing consumer lending rules                

                Borrowers facing financial pressure
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                                The Bank of Thailand is reviewing its regulations on loan-to-value (LTV) ratios for mortgage loans and minimum payments for credit cards amid the weakened debt servicing ability of individual borrowers.
According to the central bank's assistant governor for corporate relations group, Chayawadee Chai-anant, it is reassessing these regulations based on a comprehensive evaluation of the current economic situation, the property and credit card markets, consumer access to new loans, debt repayment capabilities, and the potential side effects of relaxing these rules.

Property developers recently asked the Finance Ministry to relax LTV measures to stimulate activity in the sector. Currently, LTV rates for first residences are set at 90-100%. Meanwhile, some credit cardholders have been affected by the central bank's increase in the minimum payment requirement from 5% to 8%.

"The central bank has been monitoring consumer loan regulations and is prepared to revise the rules appropriately in accordance with the economic environment," said Ms Chayawadee.

In a related development, the central bank reported that Thailand's economic situation in June decelerated compared to May. This slowdown was primarily due to a decrease in the number of foreign visitors and tourism revenue, which had accelerated in the preceding month. Exports of goods also decreased, particularly agricultural products, as production of the output reached the end of the season, along with electronic products, which still have high inventories.

Ms Chayawadee noted that private consumption indicators in June, after seasonal adjustment, remained stable compared to the previous month. While spending on non-durables increased, spending on durables, semi-durables, and services, especially in the automotive sector, decreased.

Prospective car buyers are taking a wait-and-see approach in the automotive sector, particularly due to increased competition in car pricing. Additionally, banks are placing greater emphasis on asset quality and auto loan offerings. As a result, many potential car buyers are postponing their purchase decisions, which is impacting automotive production.

Moreover, Ms Chayawadee said consumer confidence continues to decline due to concerns over higher living costs stemming from rising energy prices and worries about the sluggish recovery of the Thai economy. While spending in the upper-income segment remains positive and middle-income spending is steady, there has been a noticeable slowdown in spending among the lower-income segment, including homebuyers looking for houses priced below 3 million baht.

In the second quarter of 2024, the Thai economy continued to recover from the previous quarter, mainly driven by the tourism sector. However, foreign tourist arrivals decreased slightly to 8.1 million from 9.4 million in the first quarter of the year.

The central bank projects that the government's digital wallet initiative, with a total budget of 450 billion baht, will contribute 0.9 percentage points to Thailand's GDP growth. The handout scheme is expected to boost the country's GDP by 0.3 percentage points in 2024 and 0.2 percentage points in 2025, according to Ms Chayawadee.
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                                Attractive investment incentives are necessary to catch the interest of prospective foreign investors but they may not be enough to ensure they will definitely establish businesses in Thailand.
A sufficient supply of renewable power has become an increasingly important factor behind companies' decisions on whether or not to invest here as they need to reduce carbon dioxide emissions to help decelerate the rise in temperatures globally.

Entrepreneurs, especially those operating in the data centre sector, have even called on the government to facilitate clean electricity trade under direct power purchase agreements (PPAs), a request that led Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to instruct officials to pilot a direct PPA project.

The Explainer examines this type of electricity trade which is new to Thailand as well as how the government will apply it as part of its efforts to make Thailand a regional data centre hub.

Why is the direct PPA important?

Such agreements not only promote renewable electricity sales between power producers and end users, but this aspect is one factor foreign firms use to decide whether or not to expand their business into Thailand.

The government previously invited foreign companies specialising in data centre development to invest in Thailand, but these firms sought clarity regarding the country's direct PPA policy.

Peer-to-peer power trade in the renewables category was not permitted in Thailand, but once the direct PPA process has been carried out, companies will be able to purchase electricity directly from power producers.

This will be a major change in the power sector because the country has long been familiar with the enhanced single buyer (ESB) system.

The ESB has allowed the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) to be the single buyer that sells electricity to the public.

If power companies want to sell electricity produced by renewable resources at present, they are required to sell it to Egat and state power distribution agencies, which then distribute electricity via the grid to companies and households.

One advantage of direct PPAs is that electricity users can better manage their energy costs in addition to implementing plans to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.

Greater use of clean power in Thailand is required to attract foreign investment, which is committed to cutting carbon dioxide emissions to avoid non-tariff barriers being imposed on carbon-intensive manufacturing, according to Suvit Toraninpanich, chairman of the board of the Clean Energy for People Foundation.

Thailand needs to speed up efforts to promote renewable energy or see foreign companies invest in neighbouring countries, he said.

What are the government and business sector doing to prepare for the direct PPA?

Energy authorities and business groups, including power companies, are jointly studying a plan to support direct sales of renewable energy from producers to factories in the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC).

Covering Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao, the EEC is set to become Thailand's high-tech industrial hub, hosting 12 targeted S-curve industries, including smart electronics and electric vehicles.

The state-private cooperation came after the National Energy Policy Council (NEPC) agreed to approve a pilot direct PPA to attract foreign investors, especially those in data centre and cloud service businesses, who demand a sufficient supply of clean energy for their operations.

During an NEPC meeting chaired by Mr Srettha in June, officials resolved to give the green light to renewable electricity trade not exceeding 2,000 megawatts under direct PPAs, according to Prasert Sinsukprasert, permanent secretary of the Energy Ministry.

Renewable power can be generated from various sources, including solar and wind energy, hydropower plants and biogas.

The pilot project led the authorities to team up with business groups to look into issues including regulations on the construction of a new grid network, its costs and the construction area, said Chula Sukmanop, secretary-general of the EEC Office.

The Energy Regulatory Commission said if power companies use the state grid under the Third Party Access Code (TPA Code), a wheeling charge would be imposed on electricity trade.

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

The TPA Code will be an essential part of a plan to promote free trade in the power market, according to Harald Link, chairman of the Association of Private Power Producers and chief executive of B.Grimm Power.

The direct PPA will be an alternative for companies which need clean energy, and it will support the government's goal of achieving carbon neutrality, a balance between carbon dioxide emissions and absorption by 2050, he said.

His association is among business groups that signed a memorandum of understanding on the joint study with the EEC Office and the Provincial Electricity Authority, the state power distribution arm.

Other business groups included the Clean Energy for People Foundation and the Thai Renewable Energy (RE100) Association.

Can Thailand become a hub for data centres?

Promoting affordable renewable power and continuing investment in related infrastructure are key factors if Thailand is to achieve its goal of becoming a regional data centre hub, according to executives.

Supparat Sivapetchranat Singhara na Ayutthaya, chief executive of data centre provider STT GDC Thailand, earlier told the Bangkok Post that Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam have growth potential in the data centre sector.

Mr Supparat said by year-end, total data centre capacity in Thailand should reach 357.4MW before exceeding 400MW at the end of next year.

He said Thailand should offer affordable power rates for data centres at a rateof less than US$0.10 (3.67 baht) per kilowatt-hour.

The country should have a transparent renewable energy roadmap that outlines the availability and development of renewable energy sources because it would provide certainty for investors and stakeholders regarding Thailand's energy future, said Mr Supparat.

Marcus Burtenshaw, executive director head of occupier strategy and solutions at Knight Frank Thailand, said Thailand must address the high energy demands of data centres with green initiatives to continue attracting leading data centre operators.
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                                The National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) is probing officials who allegedly allowed a company to bring blackchin tilapia, an invasive fish species, into the country.
NACC secretary-general Niwatchai Kasemmongkol on Wednesday commented on the potential involvement of state officials in the spread of the fish in natural waterways, which threatens to decimate populations of local aquatic animals.

The NACC can now initiate an investigation without waiting for a formal complaint to be filed, if it discovers that any state officials have neglected their duties, causing the blackchin tilapia to be released in natural waterways, which harms the environment and fish farms.

Multiple agencies are already investigating the matter and the NACC is gathering the results.

"If there is evidence of negligence by state officials, the NACC can take immediate action," said Mr Niwatchai.

Government spokesman Chai Wacharonke said Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin told the cabinet meeting that even though the outbreak has persisted for many years, it is the government's responsibility to solve the issue before the problem gets any worse.

Deputy Agriculture and Cooperatives Minister Atthakorn Sirilatthayakorn said the Department of Fisheries has tried to fix the matter before.

However, its efforts fell short due to the lack of an integrated approach and cooperation from civil society and the private sector.

This time, the department has involved the heads of fisheries and aquaculture associations in brainstorming ideas before formulating plans using a budget of about 450 million baht to bring the blackchin tilapia population under control by 2027.

The plan includes capturing 4,000 tonnes of blackchin tilapia by the middle of next year and releasing predatory fish like white sea bass to hunt the tilapia.
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                                With 8 million Chinese tourist arrivals projected for 2024, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is diversifying its target to niche markets who still have plenty of purchasing power, including young travellers, small meeting groups, and caravan tours.
"Demand among Chinese is not enough to entice Chinese airlines to increase flights to Thailand," said Nonglux Yooyendee, director of the TAT's Shanghai office.

Ms Nonglux said China is facing a high rate of unemployment and a real estate slump affecting the massive middle-class market, which accounts for over a third of the country's population and has led to less travel demand.

Since last year, many Chinese tourists have pivoted to domestic destinations as well as nearby Hong Kong and Macau.

According to the China Tourism Academy, only 87 million Chinese travelled abroad last year, compared to 155 million in 2019. Only 130 million Chinese are expected to travel overseas this year.

Ms Nonglux said that since the pandemic, more Chinese tourists are travelling independently, with a greater number of young people venturing out of the country, based on a study of social media star ratings and reviews.

The number of tour groups has shrunk, as tourists have tended to prefer tailor-made tour packages offering unique experiences.

In June, the TAT hosted a special trip inviting a new potential market -- Chinese travellers with pets. It received positive feedback as Thailand has a lot of pet-friendly accommodation for this specific segment.

Over 4 million Chinese tourists from the city of Shanghai and the eastern provinces nearby visited Thailand in 2019. The country's flight capacity has now recovered by 80%, totalling 60,000 seats per week.

Boonrapee Damrongrat, director of the TAT's Guangzhou office, said there was huge demand for meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions in Thailand among prospective travellers from Guangzhou and the southern provinces.

A majority of corporates also plan to allocate the same amount of budget or increase it for overseas business trips this year.

Mr Boonrapee said flight capacity across five provinces was at 85% of 2019's level, with only Jiangxi province still lagging far behind the others with a recovery rate of only 20%.

Amid the sluggish economy, he said corporate travellers were also exercising greater caution regarding their spending and tended to choose valuable high quality tailor-made packages, but that, unfortunately, destination management companies in Thailand are still not able to offer attractive packages to them.

Ruedee Cheawsamoot, director of the TAT's Kunming office, said travellers from Kunming and nearby provinces have the potential for cross-border travel to Thailand via Laos.

Mrs Ruedee said this region has the same proportion of individual and group travellers, unlike other big cities, which have been dominated by independent tourists.

As Thailand has started direct trains between Bangkok and Vientiane, this would be an opportunity to connect to the Laos-China railway and attract Chinese tourists.

Chinese travel agents are already planning to launch tour packages, as Laos also offers visa-free visits for Chinese travelling via tour groups.

Likewise, some tourists have also opted for caravan road trips, mostly business owners who have flexible time and family groups. They typically stay in Thailand for 7-20 days.

Despite a visa-free scheme, Chinese tourists are still facing inconvenient immigration processes for foreign vehicles, and complicated applications for temporary driving licences in Thailand.
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                  Bank of England cuts rates for first time since 2020                

                Pound slips on news, but central bank chief says more rate cuts only possible if inflation stays low
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                                LONDON - The Bank of England cut interest rates from a 16-year high on Thursday after a tight vote by policymakers who were split over whether inflation pressures had eased sufficiently.
Governor Andrew Bailey led the 5-4 decision to reduce rates by a quarter percentage point to 5%, but said the BoE would move cautiously going forward.

It was the central bank's first cut since March 2020, at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic, giving Britain's new government a boost as it seeks to speed up the pace of economic growth.

But Bailey stressed the BoE was not committing to a series of quick reductions in borrowing costs.

"We need to make sure make sure inflation stays low, and be careful not to cut interest rates too quickly or by too much," he said in a statement.

Most economists polled by Reuters had expected a cut while financial markets had seen just over a 60% chance.

The pound slipped to its lowest against the US dollar since early July and bond yields also fell slightly after the announcement, with the yield on 10-year gilts, as UK government bonds are known, touching its lowest since March.

Bailey insisted the central bank would take its decisions on rates "from meeting to meeting" but investors were betting on another rate cut this year with the chance of a move at its next meeting in September seen as a 55% probability.

"The Bank of England is staying tight-lipped on when it expects to cut rates again," ING economist James Smith said. "But we think better news on services inflation and wage growth can unlock one, or more likely two rate cuts by year-end."

Borrowing costs had been on hold for almost a full year -- the longest period they have been left unchanged at the peak of a BoE tightening cycle since 2001.

In June, the Monetary Policy Committee voted 7-2 to keep rates on hold. Minutes of the August meeting showed the decision to cut them was "finely balanced" for some members.

None of the policymakers whose votes changed the balance -- Bailey and Deputy Governors Sarah Breeden and new MPC member Clare Lombardelli -- had spoken publicly about monetary policy since June.

Speaking opportunities had been limited by the July 4 election which brought the Labour Party to power.

The BoE said policymakers had been briefed on this week's announcements of big public-sector pay increases and on fiscal policy, but their impact would only be incorporated into the central bank's forecasts after the Oct 30 budget.

Finance minister Rachel Reeves welcomed the rate cut but said millions of families still faced higher mortgage rates and she reiterated her plan to "fix the foundations of our economy after years of low growth".

British consumer price inflation returned to the BoE's 2% target in May and stayed there in June, down from a 41-year high of 11.1% struck in October 2022.

This leaves British inflation lower than in the euro zone -- where the European Central Bank cut rates in June -- and the United States, where on Wednesday the Federal Reserve opened the door to a rate cut in September.

Inflation to rise

The BoE expects headline inflation to rise to 2.75% in the final quarter of 2024 as the effect of steep falls in energy prices fades, before returning to its 2% target in early 2026 and later sinking below.

The long time lags for interest rates to affect inflation mean the BoE is more focused on what it sees as medium-term drivers of inflation: services prices, wage growth and tightness in the labour market.

The BoE linked June's strong services inflation to "volatile components" and regulated prices that were influenced by high headline CPI earlier in the year.

Wage growth at nearly 6% is almost double the rate the BoE views as consistent with 2% inflation but is slowing in line with the central bank's expectations.

The BoE now thinks Britain's economy will expand by around 1.25% this year, up from a previous forecast of 0.5%, after stronger-than-expected growth earlier this year.

Based on International Monetary Fund forecasts, that would be stronger growth than in France, Italy and Germany. Surveys of businesses published earlier on Thursday suggested growth in Britain last month was stronger than in much of the euro zone and Asia.

The BoE said unemployment will rise slightly, reducing upward pressure on inflation. However, it acknowledged the risk that price pressures might prove more persistent and keep inflation above target for longer than its main forecast.
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                                Thai rice exports are likely to be less than 8 million tonnes next year due to myriad risk factors hampering their competitiveness, which include a lack of research and development (R&D) for rice varieties, rising global supply, and the possibility of India lifting its rice export restrictions at year-end.
Charoen Laothamatas, president of the Thai Rice Exporters Association, said rice exports next year are expected to fall below the earlier estimate of 8.2 million tonnes.

Myriad risk factors still loom over Thai rice exports for next year, notably an increase in global rice stocks of 1.4%, reaching roughly 528 million tonnes due to an increase in rainfall for cultivation as a result of the La Nina weather phenomenon, lack of R&D for rice varieties which result in lower yield per rai compared to other major rice exporting countries which include Vietnam, India and China, higher production costs, and the possibility of India lifting its export restrictions on non-basmati white rice at the end of the year.

Thailand needs to change its rice policy by keeping abreast of changes in demand in the global market, particularly the preference for soft texture rice, and invest more in R&D to increase yield in order to compete in the global market.

Vietnam has adjusted its rice export policy by importing cheap rice from India for domestic consumption and shifting to developing high-quality rice for export such as fragrant rice and soft texture rice with a higher selling price and added value.

If Thailand fails to take any action regarding this issue, its share of major rice exporting countries may be reduced and China may become the world's leading rice exporter due to the development of rice varieties and advanced farming technology, while many countries are shifting towards self-sufficiency policies.

The United States Department of Agriculture projects that India will remain the largest rice exporter globally in 2025, with exports anticipated to reach 18 million tonnes, followed by Thailand (7.5 million tonnes), Vietnam (7.5 million tonnes), and Pakistan (5.6 million tonnes).

Chookiat Ophaswongse, an honorary president of the Thai Rice Exporters Association, said rice exports will definitely meet the target of 8.2 million tonnes set by the Commerce Ministry, and if exports are 700,000 tonnes per month on average, the target could be exceeded, reaching 9 million tonnes worth over US$5.3 billion due to continuing demand from the country's main export markets, including the Philippines and Indonesia, which are expected to increase their rice imports by up to 4.7 million tonnes and 4.3 million tonnes, respectively.

However, close monitoring of India's rice policy is necessary as India may review its rice export restrictions following an increase in rainfall as a result of monsoon, leading to normal stock levels at 140 million tonnes. This would affect global rice exports as Indian rice is cheaper than other rice-exporting countries.
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                                The Bank of Thailand is reviewing its regulations on loan-to-value (LTV) ratios for mortgage loans and minimum payments for credit cards amid the weakened debt servicing ability of individual borrowers.
According to the central bank's assistant governor for corporate relations group, Chayawadee Chai-anant, it is reassessing these regulations based on a comprehensive evaluation of the current economic situation, the property and credit card markets, consumer access to new loans, debt repayment capabilities, and the potential side effects of relaxing these rules.

Property developers recently asked the Finance Ministry to relax LTV measures to stimulate activity in the sector. Currently, LTV rates for first residences are set at 90-100%. Meanwhile, some credit cardholders have been affected by the central bank's increase in the minimum payment requirement from 5% to 8%.

"The central bank has been monitoring consumer loan regulations and is prepared to revise the rules appropriately in accordance with the economic environment," said Ms Chayawadee.

In a related development, the central bank reported that Thailand's economic situation in June decelerated compared to May. This slowdown was primarily due to a decrease in the number of foreign visitors and tourism revenue, which had accelerated in the preceding month. Exports of goods also decreased, particularly agricultural products, as production of the output reached the end of the season, along with electronic products, which still have high inventories.

Ms Chayawadee noted that private consumption indicators in June, after seasonal adjustment, remained stable compared to the previous month. While spending on non-durables increased, spending on durables, semi-durables, and services, especially in the automotive sector, decreased.

Prospective car buyers are taking a wait-and-see approach in the automotive sector, particularly due to increased competition in car pricing. Additionally, banks are placing greater emphasis on asset quality and auto loan offerings. As a result, many potential car buyers are postponing their purchase decisions, which is impacting automotive production.

Moreover, Ms Chayawadee said consumer confidence continues to decline due to concerns over higher living costs stemming from rising energy prices and worries about the sluggish recovery of the Thai economy. While spending in the upper-income segment remains positive and middle-income spending is steady, there has been a noticeable slowdown in spending among the lower-income segment, including homebuyers looking for houses priced below 3 million baht.

In the second quarter of 2024, the Thai economy continued to recover from the previous quarter, mainly driven by the tourism sector. However, foreign tourist arrivals decreased slightly to 8.1 million from 9.4 million in the first quarter of the year.

The central bank projects that the government's digital wallet initiative, with a total budget of 450 billion baht, will contribute 0.9 percentage points to Thailand's GDP growth. The handout scheme is expected to boost the country's GDP by 0.3 percentage points in 2024 and 0.2 percentage points in 2025, according to Ms Chayawadee.
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                                Deputy Finance Minister Paopoom Rojanasakul has ordered the National Savings Fund (NSF) to expedite the amendment of the NSF Act to facilitate the implementation of a savings innovation for low-income individuals, known as the retirement lottery, which offers attractive prizes.
According to Mr Paopoom, the process is now being handled by the Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) and the Finance Ministry for legal adjustments, with an expectation that the draft will be presented to the cabinet by early September.

The cabinet approved the concept of the retirement lottery on July 16 to promote savings under the NSF to accommodate retirement through the retirement savings lottery project.

The retirement lottery will resemble a lottery draw, but the money used to purchase lottery tickets will not be lost in the way it is in government lotteries or underground lotteries.

Instead, every baht spent on the retirement lottery will be saved in the member's NSF account, and returns will be earned from NSF investments. Members can receive these funds when they turn 60.

The lottery -- deemed an innovative form of savings promotion -- specifically aims to promote retirement savings for informal workers who are not part of a system that supports retirement savings.

There are now around 20 million informal workers, out of a total workforce of 37.5 million. Since the NSF started its operations in 2015, it has only attracted 2.76 million members.

Under the retirement lottery criteria, savers can purchase digital scratch tickets through the NSF application at 50 baht per ticket, with a maximum purchase of 3,000 baht per month.

The retirement lottery will issue 5 million tickets per week. Prizes will be drawn every Friday at 5pm.

The first prize is 1 million baht, with five prizes available, and the second prize is 1,000 baht, with 10,000 prizes available. Winners can withdraw their prize money immediately. If all prizes are not claimed in a particular draw, they will roll over to the next draw.

Regardless of whether or not the buyer's ticket is a winning ticket, all the money spent on these lottery tickets would be saved in an individual's savings account via the NSF and can be withdrawn at the age of 60 to support retirement savings.

The savings in the account will also earn returns from NSF investments until retirement.

Mr Paopoom insisted the retirement lottery project will not burden the budget. Based on the prize money, the government will issue two draws, with the first prize worth 1 million baht for five winners, and the second prize worth 1,000 baht for 10,000 winners.

This means 15 million baht will be spent every Friday when the draw takes place. Over four weeks, this totals 60 million baht, and annually, it will only cost 700-800 million baht, which is minimal compared to the amount the government needs to spend on elderly care, he said.

In a related development, according to Mr Paopoom, the NSF is scheduled to carry out the "Retirement Lottery Roadshow Across Thailand" in four regions to raise public awareness about savings and to gather public feedback, ensuring that the lottery meets the people's needs.

The first event started yesterday at the Bangkok Railway Station (Hua Lamphong), followed by events in Phitsanulok, Phang Nga and Sakon Nakhon provinces.
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                  Baht set to further strengthen this year despite headwinds                

                              

                                The baht could appreciate further to 35.30 to the US dollar in the short term, after hitting a four-month high of 35.72 early Wednesday, but political instability and deteriorating fiscal positions as a result of the government's populist policies could limit the Thai currency's rebound.
The baht and other Asian currencies soared after the Bank of Japan (BoJ) lifted its rates to around 0.25% and unveiled a plan to taper its huge bond-buying programme. The yen rallied as much as 0.8% to a more than three-month high of 151.58 per dollar immediately after the BoJ announcement, though reversed those gains shortly after to 153.25.

The Thai currency was trading at 35.72 baht to the greenback around noon Wednesday, compared to Tuesday's close of 35.99, said Kanjana Chockpisansin, head of the research, banking and financial sector at Kasikorn Research Center.

"The baht gained in line with regional peers due to signs of monetary policy tightening by the BoJ, surging gold prices and weakened sentiment of the dollar ahead of the Federal Reserve meeting this week," she told the Bangkok Post.

"If the US central bank doesn't send any clear sign about a [widely-expected] rate cut in September, the baht could possibly strengthen further to 35.30 to the dollar this round."

BMI, a unit of Fitch Solutions, expects the baht to hit 35.00 against the greenback by year-end, pushed by the expected start of the easing cycle by the US central bank in September.

"With the 450-billion-baht digital cash handout just around the corner, we think that the Bank of Thailand will now want to assess its full inflationary impact before embarking on any rate cuts. As such, we think that policy easing will only commence early next year," BMI said in a research note.

This means that interest rate differentials will shift in favour of Thailand for the time being, lending some support to the baht, it added.

"However, the baht rebound will lag behind many of its regional peers. Political instability and a deteriorating fiscal position will limit any considerable appreciatory pressures on the currency," the London-based research firm pointed out.

Given the Pheu Thai party's history of favouring populist policies, BMI anticipates a wider fiscal budget deficit in the coming years. A more pressing issue is government debt, which is expected to increase to an estimated 64.2% of GDP in 2026, close to the 70% limit set by lawmakers.

"Investor confidence will be shaken if the debt level continues to increase, leading to significant capital outflows," it noted. "Beyond the short-term horizon, we believe that the baht will remain on a gradual depreciatory trend."
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                  Harnessing the power of clean energy                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Operated by Egat, the Bhumibol Dam in Tak province is among hydropower generation facilities that supply renewable power to the country. The government is working on a plan to facilitate renewable power sales under direct PPAs in order to attract more foreign investment. (Photo: Pattarapong Chatpattarasill)]
                                              
                          Operated by Egat, the Bhumibol Dam in Tak province is among hydropower generation facilities that supply renewable power to the country. The government is working on a plan to facilitate renewable power sales under direct PPAs in order to attract more foreign investment. (Photo: Pattarapong Chatpattarasill)                        

                                          

                  

                                Attractive investment incentives are necessary to catch the interest of prospective foreign investors but they may not be enough to ensure they will definitely establish businesses in Thailand.
A sufficient supply of renewable power has become an increasingly important factor behind companies' decisions on whether or not to invest here as they need to reduce carbon dioxide emissions to help decelerate the rise in temperatures globally.

Entrepreneurs, especially those operating in the data centre sector, have even called on the government to facilitate clean electricity trade under direct power purchase agreements (PPAs), a request that led Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to instruct officials to pilot a direct PPA project.

The Explainer examines this type of electricity trade which is new to Thailand as well as how the government will apply it as part of its efforts to make Thailand a regional data centre hub.

Why is the direct PPA important?

Such agreements not only promote renewable electricity sales between power producers and end users, but this aspect is one factor foreign firms use to decide whether or not to expand their business into Thailand.

The government previously invited foreign companies specialising in data centre development to invest in Thailand, but these firms sought clarity regarding the country's direct PPA policy.

Peer-to-peer power trade in the renewables category was not permitted in Thailand, but once the direct PPA process has been carried out, companies will be able to purchase electricity directly from power producers.

This will be a major change in the power sector because the country has long been familiar with the enhanced single buyer (ESB) system.

The ESB has allowed the Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (Egat) to be the single buyer that sells electricity to the public.

If power companies want to sell electricity produced by renewable resources at present, they are required to sell it to Egat and state power distribution agencies, which then distribute electricity via the grid to companies and households.

One advantage of direct PPAs is that electricity users can better manage their energy costs in addition to implementing plans to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.

Greater use of clean power in Thailand is required to attract foreign investment, which is committed to cutting carbon dioxide emissions to avoid non-tariff barriers being imposed on carbon-intensive manufacturing, according to Suvit Toraninpanich, chairman of the board of the Clean Energy for People Foundation.

Thailand needs to speed up efforts to promote renewable energy or see foreign companies invest in neighbouring countries, he said.

What are the government and business sector doing to prepare for the direct PPA?

Energy authorities and business groups, including power companies, are jointly studying a plan to support direct sales of renewable energy from producers to factories in the Eastern Economic Corridor (EEC).

Covering Chon Buri, Rayong and Chachoengsao, the EEC is set to become Thailand's high-tech industrial hub, hosting 12 targeted S-curve industries, including smart electronics and electric vehicles.

The state-private cooperation came after the National Energy Policy Council (NEPC) agreed to approve a pilot direct PPA to attract foreign investors, especially those in data centre and cloud service businesses, who demand a sufficient supply of clean energy for their operations.

During an NEPC meeting chaired by Mr Srettha in June, officials resolved to give the green light to renewable electricity trade not exceeding 2,000 megawatts under direct PPAs, according to Prasert Sinsukprasert, permanent secretary of the Energy Ministry.

Renewable power can be generated from various sources, including solar and wind energy, hydropower plants and biogas.

The pilot project led the authorities to team up with business groups to look into issues including regulations on the construction of a new grid network, its costs and the construction area, said Chula Sukmanop, secretary-general of the EEC Office.

The Energy Regulatory Commission said if power companies use the state grid under the Third Party Access Code (TPA Code), a wheeling charge would be imposed on electricity trade.

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

The TPA Code will be an essential part of a plan to promote free trade in the power market, according to Harald Link, chairman of the Association of Private Power Producers and chief executive of B.Grimm Power.

The direct PPA will be an alternative for companies which need clean energy, and it will support the government's goal of achieving carbon neutrality, a balance between carbon dioxide emissions and absorption by 2050, he said.

His association is among business groups that signed a memorandum of understanding on the joint study with the EEC Office and the Provincial Electricity Authority, the state power distribution arm.

Other business groups included the Clean Energy for People Foundation and the Thai Renewable Energy (RE100) Association.

Can Thailand become a hub for data centres?

Promoting affordable renewable power and continuing investment in related infrastructure are key factors if Thailand is to achieve its goal of becoming a regional data centre hub, according to executives.

Supparat Sivapetchranat Singhara na Ayutthaya, chief executive of data centre provider STT GDC Thailand, earlier told the Bangkok Post that Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam have growth potential in the data centre sector.

Mr Supparat said by year-end, total data centre capacity in Thailand should reach 357.4MW before exceeding 400MW at the end of next year.

He said Thailand should offer affordable power rates for data centres at a rateof less than US$0.10 (3.67 baht) per kilowatt-hour.

The country should have a transparent renewable energy roadmap that outlines the availability and development of renewable energy sources because it would provide certainty for investors and stakeholders regarding Thailand's energy future, said Mr Supparat.

Marcus Burtenshaw, executive director head of occupier strategy and solutions at Knight Frank Thailand, said Thailand must address the high energy demands of data centres with green initiatives to continue attracting leading data centre operators.
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                                The Manufacturing Production Index (MPI) is expected to increase in the second half of this year if four growing industries -- solar panels, solid state technology, smart electronics and electric vehicles -- are included in the MPI calculation, says the Office of Industrial Economics (OIE).
The adjustment in the calculation is being considered as the country continued to see a drop in the indicator in June, falling 1.7% year-on-year to 96.08 points.

During the first half of 2024, the MPI, which examines the health of the manufacturing sector, fell by 2.01% year-on-year to 97.83 points, with capacity utilisation standing at 59.1%.

If the new calculation is applied, together with such factors as the government's budget spending to boost the economy, the continual recovery of tourism and the tendency of export growth, the MPI is expected to increase by 1.5%, said Warawan Chitaroon, director-general of the OIE.

"The four industries have expanded since last year. Officials can include their manufacturing rates in the calculation of the MPI," she said.

The office is discussing with the National Economic and Social Development Council the new calculation, which will lead to the adjustment of the MPI, the GDP in the manufacturing sector and capacity utilisation.

Earlier the OIE revised down the 2024 MPI growth target, projected to increase by 0-1%, down from 2-3%.

GDP growth in the industrial sector was also downgraded to a range of 0.5-1.5%, down from 2-3%.

Mrs Warawan attributed the drop in the June index to various factors, including the impact of low-cost imports on the manufacturing sector.

Weak consumer purchasing power during the economic downturn, the high level of household debt as well as more expensive energy costs were also factored in.

In June, the automotive sector, especially in the pickup and motorcycle segments, continued to experience lower sales as banks tightened criteria in granting car loans for fear of non-performing loans.

The 18% decrease in car manufacturing affected the MPI this month.

The production of electronic parts and circuit boards also fell by 20% year-on-year in June due to sluggish domestic and overseas sales, especially those related to car manufacturing.
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                                Restaurant business operators anticipate a risk of closures in the second half of the year due to low consumer purchasing power and high costs.
Sorathep Rojpotjanaruch, head of the Restaurant Business Club, said the restaurant industry enjoyed rising momentum in the first quarter of the year due to the rebound of the tourism sector.

However, after the Songkran festival, the industry saw a significant decline in the number of customers as consumer spending dwindled.

"The high level of household debt has dampened consumer purchasing power as people are now more careful with their spending," Mr Sorathep said.

Even though Thailand welcomed 17.5 million foreign arrivals in the first half of this year, the industry might not fully benefit from this high figure, he said.

As a matter of fact, since the duration of stays among foreign visitors is quite short their spending might not be as high as the authorities anticipated.

"Moreover, we experienced a hike in raw material costs in May, which further exacerbated the challenge we already faced," Mr Sorathep said.

He said the industry will continue to face the challenge of high raw material costs and the weakening of consumer spending in the second half of this year.

"As costs rise, small restaurant operators might be forced to go out of business, while big restaurant chains will survive as they are resilient enough to survive a market slowdown," Mr Sorathep said.

He said the club would like to request the government consider offering stimulus measures specifically tailored to the restaurant industry, such as a tax rebate campaign for consumers and a reduction in the land and building tax.

For example, a scheme that would allows Thais to dine or purchase food and beverages at small to medium-sized restaurants and use the receipts as a deduction in personal income tax.

The club also proposes a cash handout scheme to buy food and raw materials solely for the cooking of food through the existing "Pao Tang" app, which is similar to the "Rao Chana" (We Win) financial aid scheme implemented during the pandemic.

Referring to the 10,000-baht digital handout scheme initiated by the ruling Pheu Thai party, Mr Sorathep said the eligibility criteria for vendors remain unclear.

Furthermore, following the receipt of digital money by the vendor, there is the question as to how long would it take to convert it into cash as most vendors rely on revolving money and need to convert the digital money into cash immediately.

As a result, some small vendors will turn to buying raw materials from big conglomerates or wholesalers rather than from small shops which will not increase the money in circulation as the government anticipated, he said.

"I expect just around half of the small and medium-sized restaurants will apply for the scheme, while small food vendors might not," Mr Sorathep said.
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                  Understanding Thai online media usage                

                Time of day among crucial factors for targeted strategies, Marketbuzzz survey finds
              

                                Looking at the landscape of media and entertainment in Thailand, changes continue to unfold with new platforms that offer a wide array of sources for connecting, news, entertainment and information. All of them are competing for audience attention and advertising dollars.
[image: ]


A nationwide study conducted by Marketbuzzz, in which 700 Thais were asked to keep a seven-day diary, shows how they are navigating the evolving media environment. It offers a detailed look at media usage across different platforms, different times of the day and compares usage across weekdays and weekends.

The study shows how daily media usage has been affected by media changes and readjustments in people's daily lives and entertainment habits, as well as business practices, as a result of the repercussions of the Covid-19 pandemic.

During the pandemic, which only fully subsided in Thailand in 2022, overall media usage increased among the Thai population. However, as the habitual routine of keeping in touch with friends and families, gaining insights on news, entertainment, and even food deliveries, reached its peak during the pandemic, the numbers have been slowly declining as Thais revert to post-pandemic activity patterns.

DIGITAL DOMINANCE

The Marketbuzzz study showed that social media at 70%, internet browsing (50%) and streaming video content (47%) are the most dominant channels (respondents could choose more than one). But the ways in which Thais access and consume these channels have become more diversified.

With people actively seeking a wider range of media channels for social connection, entertainment, shopping and staying informed, it becomes increasingly harder for brands to win audiences and keep them for a longer period of time.

Social media usage continues to grow, with Line (78%) and Facebook (68%) the platforms most used by Thais. This is followed by Messenger (34%), TikTok (29%), Instagram (21%) and its new companion Threads (14%). With the introduction of new platforms like Threads, more people are looking for more specific and tailored content.

Internet usage covers a wide range of activities, varying from general web searching and readership to using informational websites and online shopping. Video streaming has seen notable diversification, with YouTube at 62% maintaining its lead but facing increasing competition from platforms like Netflix (35%), TrueID (27%), AISPlay (20%) and Disney+ (14%). With the expanding options for video content, competition between these platforms remains fierce.

Music streaming follows a similar path of fragmentation. YouTube Music remains the dominant leader with 71% usage among Thais, followed by JOOX at 42%, Spotify and Apple Music. Other new platforms are also emerging, contributing to diversity in music streaming options.

"Looking at the landscape of media and entertainment, there is always change in media yet there is a paradox occurring," said Marketbuzzz CEO Grant Bertoli. "On the one hand there is a diversification of different ranges of media with new platforms and more user-generated content, and on the other side there is a convergence going on within platforms, with a number of players trying to attract a bigger audience with a blurring of the lines between social, shopping, content and film and gaming."

Versatility and convenience underpin the dominance of media consumption on mobile devices, whether it's accessing social media and messaging, listening to music or engaging in e-commerce. This highlights the importance of mobile-friendly content and platforms.

More traditional forms of media as we know them, such as radio, newspapers, books and magazines have all dropped in usage, although numbers continue to be higher for older groups aged 50 and above. This suggests that traditional strategies for these media need to be rethought, following the shift towards evolving digital and mobile-centric strategies, where a more flexible yet targeted market approach should be taken to reach the core target audience.

TIME OF DAY CRUCIAL

Time of day is also an important factor when reviewing media habits. Not surprisingly, different media and the frequency with which they are used varies whether it's in the morning, afternoon or evening.

Looking at Thais' daily routines, social media and other apps are used more in the morning, while streaming video content and TV peak in the evening. Conversely, streaming video content usage is lower in the morning and afternoon, most likely due to less time for prolonged media engagement due to work and school and other commitments.

Furthermore, food delivery apps experience higher usage during the afternoon and peak lunch hours due to their convenience and availability. Interestingly, evening use is not as high as afternoon usage.

"Brands are usually familiar with the times when their target audience are more likely to be using media," said Mr Bertoli. "However, combining the different types of media with the appropriate time enables a more efficient media plan.

"Time-of-day targeting by type of media enables businesses to benefit from it and run ads when they can provide the most value."
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                                With 8 million Chinese tourist arrivals projected for 2024, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is diversifying its target to niche markets who still have plenty of purchasing power, including young travellers, small meeting groups, and caravan tours.
"Demand among Chinese is not enough to entice Chinese airlines to increase flights to Thailand," said Nonglux Yooyendee, director of the TAT's Shanghai office.

Ms Nonglux said China is facing a high rate of unemployment and a real estate slump affecting the massive middle-class market, which accounts for over a third of the country's population and has led to less travel demand.

Since last year, many Chinese tourists have pivoted to domestic destinations as well as nearby Hong Kong and Macau.

According to the China Tourism Academy, only 87 million Chinese travelled abroad last year, compared to 155 million in 2019. Only 130 million Chinese are expected to travel overseas this year.

Ms Nonglux said that since the pandemic, more Chinese tourists are travelling independently, with a greater number of young people venturing out of the country, based on a study of social media star ratings and reviews.

The number of tour groups has shrunk, as tourists have tended to prefer tailor-made tour packages offering unique experiences.

In June, the TAT hosted a special trip inviting a new potential market -- Chinese travellers with pets. It received positive feedback as Thailand has a lot of pet-friendly accommodation for this specific segment.

Over 4 million Chinese tourists from the city of Shanghai and the eastern provinces nearby visited Thailand in 2019. The country's flight capacity has now recovered by 80%, totalling 60,000 seats per week.

Boonrapee Damrongrat, director of the TAT's Guangzhou office, said there was huge demand for meetings, incentives, conventions and exhibitions in Thailand among prospective travellers from Guangzhou and the southern provinces.

A majority of corporates also plan to allocate the same amount of budget or increase it for overseas business trips this year.

Mr Boonrapee said flight capacity across five provinces was at 85% of 2019's level, with only Jiangxi province still lagging far behind the others with a recovery rate of only 20%.

Amid the sluggish economy, he said corporate travellers were also exercising greater caution regarding their spending and tended to choose valuable high quality tailor-made packages, but that, unfortunately, destination management companies in Thailand are still not able to offer attractive packages to them.

Ruedee Cheawsamoot, director of the TAT's Kunming office, said travellers from Kunming and nearby provinces have the potential for cross-border travel to Thailand via Laos.

Mrs Ruedee said this region has the same proportion of individual and group travellers, unlike other big cities, which have been dominated by independent tourists.

As Thailand has started direct trains between Bangkok and Vientiane, this would be an opportunity to connect to the Laos-China railway and attract Chinese tourists.

Chinese travel agents are already planning to launch tour packages, as Laos also offers visa-free visits for Chinese travelling via tour groups.

Likewise, some tourists have also opted for caravan road trips, mostly business owners who have flexible time and family groups. They typically stay in Thailand for 7-20 days.

Despite a visa-free scheme, Chinese tourists are still facing inconvenient immigration processes for foreign vehicles, and complicated applications for temporary driving licences in Thailand.
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									Disinformation killing democracy								

															

																Last year, OECD countries collectively allocated more than $220 billion (7.8 trillion baht) in official development assistance (ODA). But a rising tide of disinformation is undermining the effectiveness of these investments.
For example, a massive increase in financing for climate adaptation is urgently needed, but the impact of calls for increased investment would likely be limited if disinformation campaigns persuade people that global warming doesn't exist or is not worth addressing. As Covid-19 showed, pandemic responses can be undermined if people fall victim to misleading health advice. And without a free and independent press to hold politicians and policymakers to account, famines become more likely, because increasingly scarce resources such as water and arable land may be poorly managed in the absence of transparent and equitable governance.

More worryingly, disinformation threatens not only development but also democracy itself. As news organisations struggle to survive a fast-changing media landscape, abuses of political and corporate power go unchecked. Independent journalism is one of the cheapest and most efficacious bulwarks against authoritarianism. And yet, while autocratic regimes invest billions in disinformation, Western countries are doing little to address the problem.

The OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) recently published a landmark report underscoring this "mismatch between rhetoric and resource allocation." A detailed mapping study of ODA for media found that donor countries have not allocated enough resources to respond adequately to the dramatic erosion of information integrity worldwide. In fact, it is so effective that autocrats are spending billions of dollars each year to undermine it by influencing domestic and foreign media narratives, as Freedom House's report on China's global media influence shows.

Over the last decade, the percentage of the global population living under autocratic rule has risen from 49% to 70%, disinformation has surged in every country, and the financial threats confronting independent media have become existential. But support for media has remained stagnant, with 38 OECD countries spending a total of around US$500 million per year (18 billion baht) -- or about a third of Russia's estimated propaganda budget. This represents less than 0.2% of total ODA in 2022 (the most recent year for which statistics are available).

Worse, only a small fraction of this support is directly channelled to independent media organisations in recipient countries. The report finds that less than 10% of ODA for media and the information environment is delivered to journalists, media outlets, and civil society organisations focused on journalism. This represents a mere 0.05% of total ODA between 2016 and 2022.

Fortunately, some donor countries have finally begun to recognise this need. In March, the OECD DAC published a new set of principles for providing relevant and effective support to media and the information environment, which call for increasing financial and other forms of support, and strengthening local leadership and ownership.

This suggests that the low levels of spending on independent journalism do not reflect a lack of knowledge or evidence. Rather, donor countries consider this type of support to be politically challenging and difficult to execute -- and rightly so. Investment in independent media can complicate government-to-government relationships.

In addition, preserving the editorial independence of media outlets remains essential. While the amount of ODA going directly to media organisations is unacceptably low, it would also be inappropriate for donor countries to increase direct support themselves -- no government should be picking and choosing which news outlets are worthy of support.

Our organisation, the International Fund for Public Interest Media (which financially supported the OECD DAC study but played no role in data collection or analysis), was created to address these challenges. As a multilateral fund that pools contributions from a large and diverse group of donors, it is designed to channel funding to media outlets quickly and at scale, without compromising editorial independence.

Equally important are the other global, regional, and local organisations that help strengthen the capacity of independent media, advocate for press freedom, and push for regulatory reform. The International Fund was set up to work in synergy with these entities.

All of these initiatives are ready to scale up their support. But they need more resources. They must also work together to make media support a more central part of political discussions related to foreign policy and international development. This can be achieved by amplifying constructive voices and broadening the coalition of actors supporting independent media, particularly by connecting journalism's plight to other high-profile problems such as disinformation and corruption.

Looking ahead, artificial intelligence will fundamentally alter the information ecosystem, making investment in journalism even more critical. With enough funding, independent news outlets will be able to develop the tools and the capacity to deploy new technologies in the service of the public interest, rather than being left behind -- as they were after the rise of social media. If OECD donor countries increased their support for media from 0.2% to 1% of total ODA -- a relatively small increase, given the scale of the challenge -- more than $2 billion would be available for the sector globally.

Western countries have been lamenting the crisis in independent media for over a decade now. But foreign-aid spending on journalism has remained flat over that period. The world has changed drastically in the last 10 years, and a shift in donor strategy is long overdue. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Nishant Lalwani is Co-Founder and CEO of the International Fund for Public Interest Media. James Deane is also a Co-Founder. Maha Taki is Director of the What Works Unit.
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									Triathletes are lab rats for Seine cleanup stunt								
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																What's not to like about a sparkling bathing spot in the middle of a global city?
Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo's EU1.4 billion (54 billion baht) bet to clean up the Seine in time for the Olympic triathlon this week hasn't paid out. The men's event was postponed on Tuesday due to excessive pollution. If it goes ahead later as planned alongside the women's contest, however, the French capital will have demonstrated that after a century in which swimming in the city was banned, it's finally safe for freestyle.

Well, up to a point. It's admirable to improve a great city's water quality, but pinning this entire campaign on a single Olympic event has been an entirely foreseeable act of hubris. Urban rivers are some of the most unruly features of our environment, and don't meekly submit to calendar schedules or political will. By promising a race in the Seine on a specified date at the mercy of rain and river conditions, Ms Hidalgo and the Games' organisers have turned elite athletes into guinea pigs for the sake of a photo opportunity.

It's a lovely idea that the rivers flowing through our mighty cities might one day return to their once-pristine conditions. But it's a fantasy. From the first bridges built before the Romans, joining the Parisii's island capital to land, through the limestone quais that confined the stream between steep banks in the 19th century, right up to the artificial Paris-Plages beaches built in recent decades by dumping sand along the waterfront, the Seine has long been a thoroughly engineered place.

That means every decision made about it is a bargain between nature and the construction industry. Perhaps the upgraded sewage treatment plants and 50,000 cubic-metre overflow basin to stop storm water pumping effluent into the river system could have been built to yet higher standards. Then, maybe, Tuesday's triathlon might have gone to schedule. But I doubt it.

That's because overflowing sewers are only part of the problem for urban swimmers. Plenty of runoff goes direct from roads and pavements into the water. In a metropolitan area with 2.1 million cats and dogs, plus an estimated 3.8 million rats in the city centre alone, you don't need a single drop to overflow from the sewer system to provide more than enough faecal matter to lift pollution beyond acceptable levels.

I'm an amateur triathlete -- and living in Sydney, most weeks I swim a few kilometres in some of the world's most beautiful urban open-water spots. Even so, I wouldn't dream of taking a dip at Bondi Beach after heavy rain like Paris has seen over the past week. A website run by my state government monitors water quality and warns me to wait several days after a downpour before venturing into the ocean. At spots on Sydney Harbour, less easily flushed clean by the ebb and flow of the tides, I'm extra cautious. Paris is even worse off: Hundreds of kilometres from the sea, it has no tidal turnover at all.

France, furthermore, already has one of the world's most iconic locations for this event. A couple of hour's drive along the coast from the Olympics sailing centre in Marseille, Nice held Europe's first major international triathlon contest in 1982. Alongside Kona in Hawaii, it's one of two locations hosting world championships for Ironman, the prestigious contest owned by New York's billionaire Newhouse media dynasty. Athletes there would have swum in the pristine waters of the Mediterranean and cycled up the vertiginous roads of the Alpes-Maritimes, made famous by the Tour de France.

Ms Hidalgo is right to spend money cleaning up the Seine, even if most of the city's 12 million people have better places to go for open-water swimming. London, whose mismanaged utility Thames Water dumps tens of billions of litres of raw sewage into the river even as it buckles under a PS16.5 billion (754 billion baht) debt load, could learn from that vision. If Parisians in future can swim there any time it hasn't rained in two days (the target of the current plan), she will have revitalised a precious and beloved public asset.

Her mistake was to tie all this to an event dependent on the vagaries of the weather, with all the world's media watching. Far from cementing an idea in the public mind that Paris is an ideal bathing spot, Ms Hidalgo has only reminded people that with each dip we roll the dice on an E coli or norovirus infection.

It's touching that we should want our urban rivers to return to a state of nature. It's a futile dream, though. The paradises we build in our cities will always be fallen ones. Politicians and event organisers would do well to remember that. (c)2024 Bloomberg

David Fickling is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering climate change and energy. Previously, he worked for Bloomberg News, the 'Wall Street Journal' and the 'Financial Times'.
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																For decades, restorations of Southeast Asia's archaeological sites have typically involved transforming the past rather than faithfully presenting it. Conservationists often take a heavy-handed approach, embellishing a site to effectively "manufacture" a ruin that will appeal to visitors. But this tends to do more harm than good.
Unfortunately, enhancing ancient ruins has become the regional standard. Conservation projects build up the sites and fill in the gaps, whether this involves stone, laterite, brick, plaster or wood. The most architecturally iconic elements are especially likely to be fixed up to look complete and intact. Sometimes, structures are reconstructed from scratch. Instead of ensuring historical accuracy, officials favour creating a visually impressive experience that they hope will bolster tourism and business.

But this intervention deprives visitors of the opportunity to experience a true sense of the past. Instead of trying to captivate visitors with aesthetics, the focus should be on restoring a site carefully and accurately. This empowers visitors to understand the meaning of the place and history.

One example of excessive reconstruction is Myanmar's Bagan, a magnificent capital developed between the 9th and 13th centuries and today an official Unesco World Heritage site. Yet the place we see now is quite different from what stood there in the past. The archaeological site was devastated by an earthquake in 1975. Then it was extensively rebuilt. From a touristic point of view, there is more to see today than before the quake. Entire temples were reconstructed to enhance the view but based on scant archaeological information. Bagan's revamp effaced its ancient layout and context, which had been, by pre-modern standards, a highly urbanised social environment, not just monuments. Although reconstruction has significantly altered the historical accuracy of the site, few visitors are aware of this fact.

Makeovers

How did Bagan look and function in the past? How did people live there? This is nowhere to be found today. Instead, it has been replaced by a fantastical abstract landscape meant to entice the eye (and camera) rather than provoke an understanding of the past. Alas, Unesco validated this fabrication, inscribing Bagan as World Heritage in 2019. This probably did more harm than good for the rest of Myanmar's built heritage, which continues to be "Baganised".

Other regional archaeological sites have also suffered from distortions. In Indonesia, Hindu sanctuaries like Java's 9th-century Prambanan Temple were substantially rebuilt. In Vietnam, sites like My Son, a Shaivite Hindu complex of temples and tombs built by the ancient Cham kingdom, rose again in the 1990s after wartime destruction and years of neglect. Sometimes, entire towers were reassembled; other times, smaller gestures involved simply reversing bricks to expose their better sides. Unfortunately, much of this work was based on conjecture and constructed inappropriately, often irreversibly, with incompatible materials. Unesco inscribed My Son as an official World Heritage Site in 1999, but the legacy of misguided reconstruction and faulty materials remain enormous challenges that today's conservators must remedy.

Similarly, in Thailand, Wat Chaiwatthanaram, a key temple complex at the ancient capital of Ayutthaya, underwent significant reconstruction in the 1990s, beyond the reasonable minimum. Use of modern cement damaged the original structures because it replaced the original lime-based mortar with a more rigid material containing salts that cause deterioration. Various problems at Ayutthaya prompted Unesco, through an ICOMOS advisory mission, to warn that its status as a World Heritage site, awarded in 1991, was under watch, with a call to meet international standards.

Improving interpretation

Cambodia's Angkor Wat, Southeast Asia's most romanticised archaeological site, epitomises the ruined beauty of a lost world. Efforts to restore Angkor in the 1980s, after years of war, followed a heavy-handed approach like that of Bagan. Later, however, Angkor's conservation work improved, showing greater discernment and curiosity on the part of Cambodia's antiquities officials and their international counterparts. To be sure, some restoration has involved makeover efforts replacing stones and conjectural reconstruction. But the interpretation of Angkor has been evolving. Delving deeper into the site's historical layers, conservationists are developing a broader knowledge of the people who built it and how they lived.

New technology is helping heritage researchers, sometimes revolutionising our understanding. At Angkor, lidar scanning, aka light detection and ranging, has been used to penetrate the dense jungle canopy. This has uncovered entire cities hidden beneath. Lidar has exposed not only additional temples but also the infrastructure of complete communities, including roads, footpaths, houses and rice paddies.

These discoveries highlight the sophistication and complexity of ancient Khmer society. Going beyond archaeologists' traditional focus on religious structures and architectural achievements, today's approach studies the daily lives of inhabitants. Digital technologies also offer new ways to share these insights. Video displays in exhibition halls, audio tours and site information apps are examples.

In Ayutthaya, too, conservation is getting better. Technicians are working to remove Wat Chai's modern cement to preserve the site's historical integrity. Equally important, the interpretation of the archaeology is improving. The Ayutthaya Gold Treasure Exhibition Building at the Chao Sam Phraya National Museum was recently remodelled. It now showcases a more progressive and effective way of presenting historical artefacts and sites to the public. It uses innovative lighting, engaging multimedia technology, and modern layouts to enhance the visitor experience and provide deeper insights into the royal associations of the artefacts and sites.

The exhibition complements the nearby Wat Ratcha Burana archaeological site, where so many of the glittering objects were found. Ayutthaya's recent projects have been conducted by the Fine Arts Department, part of Thailand's Ministry of Culture, and, at Wat Chai, in collaboration with World Monuments Fund, an international non-profit organisation.

Throughout Southeast Asia, conservationists and heritage officials need to look at how past reconstruction practices have harmed archaeology and our appreciation of it. We should correct excessive makeovers and return a sense of authenticity to ancient sites. Following international charters for preservation means dialling down the physical intervention to the minimum necessary. It creates less maintenance costs and ensures a more sustainable monument for future generations.

And it works best when we do a better job of presenting archaeology to the public. We should resist the old ways of fabricating better ruins and explain heritage less intrusively using quality texts, illustrations, models and digital technologies.



Jeff Allen is senior programme director for Southeast Asia at World Monuments Fund (WMF). Waraporn Suwatchotikul is project manager for the Wat Chaiwatthanaram Conservation Project and Burmese Farmhouse Documentation Programme at WMF. The Fund is a private, non-profit organisation founded in 1965 and dedicated to preserving historic architecture and cultural heritage sites worldwide. Heritage Matters is an opinion column presented by The Siam Society Under Royal Patronage to advocate conserving the architectural, cultural and natural heritage of Thailand and the neighbouring region. Each edition is by a different guest contributor. The views expressed are those of the author.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2839377/less-is-more-in-restoring-asias-past



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Suvarnabhumi needs more than just free spaces								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																After almost two decades in operation, Suvarnabhumi airport is finally moving in the right direction.
The airport's operator has decided to reclaim some space occupied by retail shops and government agencies inside the terminal, which it intends to convert into facilities that would benefit travellers waiting to board their flights.

The total area of the space repossessed in the main concourse and the newly-opened Satellite 1 comes to about 1,900 square metres. Some space at Phuket airport will be reclaimed for the same purpose too. The plan to turn the reclaimed space into facilities for travellers, which would include a playground for children, will cost Airports of Thailand, as the operator of Suvarnabhumi airport, about 90 million baht per year in lost revenue.

The plan is part of a renewed attempt to turn Suvarnabhumi airport into a major aviation hub in the region, a dream which Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin is keen to achieve during his tenure.

However, there's nothing new about this goal, as various governments have made the same pledge since the airport was designated as the country's main aviation gateway, replacing the ageing Don Mueang airport, back in 2006. In fact, Suvarnabhumi was built to challenge the dominance of Singapore's Changi airport at a time when the two countries were closely competing to become Southeast Asia's aviation hub.

The problem with Suvarnabhumi is the project was based on the wrong assumption. And when one begins with the wrong assumption, the following steps are likely to be just as wrong.

AoT wrongly assumed that most travellers would enjoy a bit of retail therapy before they head to their gates to catch their flights. As a result, every bit of available space beyond the immigration counters was reserved for shops, giving the illusion that travellers are walking through a luxury mall instead of an airport terminal.

The agency takes in a lot of profit from these tenants, but the benefits aren't felt by travellers. While it takes in millions of baht from high-end shops keen to have a presence at the airport, travellers often still have to queue in a long line to use the restrooms, as the spaces which could be used as restrooms were turned into shops.

The lack of facilities for travellers is just one of among the many problems at Suvarnabhumi, which saw the airport's ranking plunge from 26th in 2012 on Skytrax's list of best airports, to 38th in 2017, before dropping to 77th in 2022.

The airport was ranked 68th last year, and 58th this year, but this simply wasn't enough for the prime minister.

"Our goal is clear. Suvarnabhumi must go up from the 68th [spot] to the top 50 in one year. And we will be in the top 20 in five years," he wrote on X last year, after the 2023 Skytrax survey came out.

However, in order to be among the top 20 airports of the world, more needs to be done than just simply repurposing retail spaces. And the path towards the goal is pretty clear -- Skytrax explained what needs to improve at Suvarnabhumi if it wants to be one of the world's aviation hubs.

"Bangkok-Suvarnabhumi is spread across a large area which can result in long walking distances for departure, arrival, and transfer," it said on the website after this year's survey. "There is a lack of centralised food court provision and overcrowding is a persistent issue. Fast-track channels for security and immigration are often congested which devalues the offering."

Many Bangkok Post readers have relayed similar concerns. One reader wrote that Suvarnabhumi airport, once promoted as "the airport of smiles", with friendly service and staff ready to take care of users, should be nicknamed "the airport of miles" instead due to the long distances travellers must cover inside the terminal.

Pushing Suvarnabhumi airport to the top of the world's best airport list is not impossible, as long the airport's operator rectifies all of the problems reported by travellers, as well as those identified by Skytrax.

But turning the airport into the region's aviation hub, as former PM Thaksin Shinawatra and Mr Srettha hope, will require even more pushes.

"My principle is I like to turn things which are near impossible to be possible. If we don't do that, it would be a waste of time for the country and an opportunity lost for the country," Thaksin said when he opened the airport. "The fight to be an aviation hub in the region is not that easy."

Thaksin was right. Eighteen years after he made that statement, Suvarnabhumi has yet to achieve that goal. But adding more space for travellers who are waiting for their flights at Suvarnabhumi airport is a move in the right direction.
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																The countdown has begun, with the Constitutional Court deciding on the fate of the Move Forward Party (MFP) next week.
MFP members and supporters are holding their breath over whether the opposition party will face the same fate as its predecessor, the Future Forward Party (FFP), which was dissolved in 2020.

The court axed the FFP over a loan to the party by then leader Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, who, together with FFP executives, was slapped with a 10-year ban from politics. Mr Thanathorn is now chairman of the Progressive Movement.

The MFP -- winner of the 2023 poll with 14 million votes -- is in trouble over its attempts to seek amendments to Section 112 of the Criminal Code, also known as lese majeste law, as petitioned by the Election Commission (EC) to the charter court.

In a Jan 31 ruling, the court interpreted the party's move as an intention to change the relationship between the monarchy and its subjects and, therefore, undermine the constitutional monarchy. This ruling has drawn wide debate.

The court subsequently ordered the party to cease all Section 112-related campaigns.

The party has since abided by this ruling, but the EC has proceeded with its aim of dissolving the MFP.

Indeed, the prospects look bleak for the MFP given that the court on July 17 turned down its request for an inquiry that would have included Suraphol Nitikraipote, a professor of public law and an adviser to the EC, as one of the party's key witnesses.

Prof Suraphol argued that MPs campaigning for the amendment of Section 112 or party members appearing at rallies against the lese majeste law are lawful exercises of free expression in accordance with democratic principles.

At the same time, the MFP has challenged the EC's application of Section 92 of the Political Parties Act without using Section 93 of the same law, which should invalidate its dissolution attempt.

However, most observers are pessimistic about the court ruling on Aug 7.

Such pessimism grows stronger with reports the EC is about to appoint a new advisers' team, meaning Prof Suraphol may be dismissed from his advisory role. For many, this is too much of a coincidence.

Domestic and international human rights agencies have watched the ongoing process with concern, alleging it is politically motivated by the old power elites, akin to what happened to the FFP.

Such tactics have created a backlash and sympathy, enabling the MFP to gain enormous public support in last year's election.

While party dissolution is in accordance with the 2017 charter, such a severe penalty puts the country in a bad light.

People should heed Prof Suraphol's warning about the backlash from a party dissolution. It is indeed another example of the demise of the country's democracy.

Furthermore, the heavy-handed use of Section 112 is like a two-edged sword, with the use of such a controversial law negatively affecting the revered institution.
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																The news about a 72-year-old woman who was beaten up by debt collectors last week has cast doubts on the supposed successes of the government's campaign to combat loansharking.
It is worth noting that the assault took place on July 21 -- four days before the government held a press conference claiming that it had settled the debts of all citizens who participated in its debt management scheme. The victim, as it turned out, wasn't among those who received state assistance.

On Sunday, police in Bangkok arrested four men over the assault. They told investigators that the victim had taken out a 10,000-baht loan from a loan shark, who agreed to provide the loan on the condition that she made daily repayments of 500 baht for 25 consecutive days to cover the principal and interest. This means she was charged 30% interest -- despite the law capping loan interest at 15%.

It needs to be noted that this isn't an isolated incident. Loan sharks have used cruel, undignified tactics to ensure their debtors pay up for a long time. Many illegal lenders chose to lay low after Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin ordered a crackdown against loan sharks in November last year.

The crackdown was spurred by numerous reports by debtors who claimed they had been blackmailed by lenders into paying up. For instance, a loan shark in Prachin Buri was arrested in June last year after a debtor filed a complaint with the police, claiming the lender had threatened to release nude pictures of the debtor if he refused to pay his debts. The loan shark, an elderly woman, was known to require prospective borrowers to send naked photos of themselves as collateral.

In April, the Department of Special Investigation arrested a couple in Chai Nat who ran at least 80 money-lending applications that required borrowers to pay 2,300 baht for every 100 baht they borrowed.

The government deserves praise for trying out a new strategy to tackle the country's growing debt problem. Unlike in the past, the government opted for a holistic approach. On one hand, it invited "good" lenders to be a part of the government's microfinance ecosystem. On the other hand, it ordered the Royal Thai Police (RTP) and the Interior Ministry to look for debtors in areas where loan sharking is known to be a problem. Since November last year, it has brought creditors and debtors who signed up for the debt management scheme together to negotiate debt haircuts.

The question that remains is, are these actions sustainable, or will they be just another flash in the pan? The government's attention is currently divided, with its digital wallet handout scheme failing to take off as expected and Mr Srettha fighting for his political career. It seems that the war against loan sharking, which the PM had previously likened to modern slavery, is no longer on the top of the government's agenda.

The Srettha administration can't go around holding press conferences to tout the progress of its war against loan sharking, when it knew that there are many debtors who didn't sign up for the scheme. In fact, only 150,000 people with a combined debt of 1.2 billion baht signed up. It wouldn't be a surprise if there were still tens of thousands of debtors who are still struggling with debts.

The government needs to encourage debtors to register for help. Meanwhile, law enforcement officials need to work harder to stop loan sharks, while the Finance Ministry strives to develop a microfinancing system that is accessible to low-income earners.

Only then will it be able to claim that it has won the war against loan sharks.
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																Thailand boasts some of the most diverse ecosystems on the planet. From the lush forests of the North to the mangroves of the South, this country is a sanctuary for a plethora of wildlife species. These natural systems have evolved over millennia, during which time plant and animal species have slowly moved across the landscape as climatic and ecological conditions changed. These species adapted to their new environments, and the systems adapted to them. But times have changed, and species now move from their native environments across the globe at the speed of shipping, air transport, and rail. This results in the rapid invasion of new species into environments that have few natural mechanisms to keep them in balance with native species or the built environment.
Thailand has a diverse range of plant and animal species, but throughout history, we have faced numerous invasions by non-native species -- especially in our aquatic systems -- from water hyacinth and sucker catfish to golden apple snails and, most recently -- blackchin tilapia known locally as pla mor kaang dum. This latest invasion serves as a stark example of the havoc that invasive species can wreak. Originally from Ghana in West Africa, it appears to be proliferating at an alarming rate, potentially endangering over 800 native freshwater fish species and causing widespread economic destruction. The urgency to address this looming crisis cannot be overstated, yet it appears that the gravity of the situation has not fully resonated with the relevant authorities and the broader public.

The threat extends beyond ecological disruption. There is a real danger that the blackchin tilapia could spread to major water bodies such as the Chao Phraya River, which serves as a lifeline for millions of people. The river is a crucial source of water for transportation, irrigation, and industry, and it supports a variety of aquatic life. An unchecked invasion of this species could lead to a cascade of ecological consequences, affecting water quality and the livelihoods of communities that depend on the river. Like most invasive species, it thrives in a wide range of environmental conditions, making it a resilient and challenging invasive species to control.

Other species, such as the sucker catfish, native to South America, were introduced to Thailand for their perceived benefits in controlling algae in aquariums and ponds. However, once released into natural water bodies, the catfish has become a formidable invasive force. Its ability to thrive in various environmental conditions, coupled with its aggressive feeding habits, make it a serious threat to native fish and aquatic plants.

Another example is the golden apple snail or hoy cherry. Initially introduced as a potential food source, it became an ecological and economic nightmare, spreading rapidly through the country's rice paddies, devouring young rice plants and causing significant crop damage. The ecological impact was severe, as the snails disrupt local ecosystems, outcompete native species and alter habitats. Economically, farmers face devastating losses, with reduced rice yields leading to increased costs and financial hardship.

Not all aquatic invaders are fish. The water hyacinth, also known locally as Java leaves, has created another long-standing environmental crisis. This invasive plant has spread unchecked across waterways for decades. Originally introduced for ornamental purposes, it thrives in the country's warm, nutrient-rich waters. Its rapid proliferation forms dense mats that block sunlight, suffocate aquatic life, and impede water flow.

The economic impact has been profound. Fishermen struggle as fish populations decline, caught in the chokehold of the hyacinth. Agricultural sectors suffer as irrigation systems clog, reducing crop yields and increasing costs. The tourism industry, vital to Thailand's economy, also takes a hit, with scenic waterways turned into unsightly, impassable thickets.

In light of ongoing challenges faced here in Thailand, there is much to be gained from examining the experiences in other regions that have faced similar challenges. Take, for example, the United States' battle against the invasive Asian carp, which has devastated native fish populations in the Mississippi River basin. Efforts to control their spread have included physical barriers, targeted fishing, and public education campaigns. By studying these efforts, Thailand can develop effective strategies tailored to its unique ecological and socio-economic context.

Invasive species such as Quagga mussels and Zebra mussels have also wreaked havoc on North American ecosystems, fundamentally altering aquatic environments. These bivalves, introduced through ballast water discharge, proliferate rapidly and attach to any available surface, including boats, docks, and water intake pipes. Their filtration of water strips essential nutrients, such as phytoplankton, disrupting the food web and starving native species. Economic cost in the US alone has reached US$500 million (18 billion baht) annually.

The best way by far to combat the threat of invasive species is to prevent their introduction in the first place. Strict regulations should be in place to control the importation and release of non-native species, and those who ignore these regulations should be held accountable. Public awareness campaigns can help educate people about the risks associated with introducing foreign species into local ecosystems.

The story of aquatic invaders in Thailand is a cautionary tale about the fragility of our natural ecosystems. It underscores the importance of preserving biodiversity and the need for vigilant protection against invasive species. As Thailand grapples with these challenges, it must also recognise the value of its native wildlife and the irreplaceable role it plays in maintaining ecological balance. Only through sustained efforts from both public and private sectors can the threat of invasive species be mitigated, ensuring a thriving natural world for future generations.

Pimpavadee Phaholyothin is CEO of WWF Thailand. Michael Roy, PhD, is Conservation Director of WWF Thailand.
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																Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are vital to the nation's economy. Yet, concerted strategies to fortify them remain abstract.
SMEs need state support. Not because they are weak but quite the opposite.

With over 3.1 million SMEs accounting for over 35% of gross domestic product in 2023, they are a significant force in the country's economy. Strengthening them only makes Thailand's economy stronger.

Despite their importance to the national economy, the challenge of designing effective measures to support SMEs persists.

To be fair, the government has at least 32 schemes to support SMEs in 2023. However, their effectiveness remains questionable due to a lack of assessment.

To determine what works and what SMEs need from state assistance, the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI) assessed two key SME promotion measures in 2023 for policy recommendations.

One is the "Shop Dee Mee Khuen" (Shop and Get Rebates) programme from the Revenue Department. The other is the investment promotion scheme for SMEs from the Board of Investment (BOI). Both exemplify the government's policy landscape, which affects the performance of SMEs and provides policy recommendations for more effective and targeted measures.

Aiming to stimulate consumption, the tax incentive measure "Shop Dee Mee Khuen" allowed taxpayers to use receipts from purchases made between Jan 1 and Feb 15, 2023, for tax deductions. For the first time, both paper and electronic receipts were eligible for tax deduction.

In just six weeks, nearly 30 billion baht was spent under this scheme, highlighting its success in boosting consumer spending. Meanwhile, over 65% of registered SMEs opted for electronic receipts, showing their positive response to the policy encouraging participation in the electronic tax system.

Yet, improvements can be made in at least two areas. First and foremost, simplify the process for starting SMEs to reduce red tape and ease accounting barriers for small businesses. This can be done by promoting private service providers to set up necessary systems for SMEs and their related subsidies, which are currently managed by the Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion.

Next, signals of continued benefits and incentives for SMEs to remain in the tax system should be increased. For example, short-term measures like the Shop Dee Mee Khuen scheme and long-term initiatives like the Secondary City Travel programme, which benefits hotels and other businesses that issue electronic receipts. Effective communication with SMEs about business targets during the transition period is also essential to help them adjust to stricter regulations in the future.

In contrast to the tax deduction scheme, the BOI initiative to enhance competitiveness has even failed to attract most typical small SMEs.

Although the programme targeting SMEs has been ongoing since 2003, most SMEs find it challenging to participate at every stage, from accessing information to meeting the programme criteria.

Since this BOI programme targets businesses with advanced technology, innovations, and high contributions to the value chain, the majority of SMEs consider it irrelevant to their capabilities and needs.

In addition, the project proposal process is complicated, and strict accounting and tax system requirements exceed the capabilities of most SMEs.

As a result, SMEs' investment under BOI promotion accounted for only 4% of the total investment promotion value in 2023, amounting to only 36 billion baht.

At least two areas need an extra push for more SMEs to benefit from this BOI investment promotion scheme.

First, the government needs to boost SMEs' capabilities by integrating them with intermediary organisations such as the National Innovation Agency (NIA) and the Department of Industrial Promotion, which can incubate them, particularly in technology and innovations.

The BOI can also collaborate with the trainers to assist SMEs with innovation development and project application procedures. When ready, the intermediary agencies can help SMEs issue certifications and endorsements to apply for BOI support. This preparation helps SMEs grow and become ready for the next step while significantly simplifying the project application process.

Another channel is for SMEs to apply directly to the BOI but with assistance from the BOI and the Office of Small and Medium Enterprises Promotion to navigate the complex application process. Additionally, within both channels, the BOI should consider adjusting procedures and regulations to better suit SMEs' conditions.

To effectively nurture small and medium businesses under the country's limited resources, the government should set priorities to focus BOI support for entrepreneurs in key industries. This strategy should be complemented by proactive publicity and in-depth data collection and evaluation to ensure a positive response from consumers.

Importantly, when designing policies to support SMEs, the government should recognise their diversity. No single policy can answer all their different needs. Therefore, support measures should be varied and comprehensive to meet the needs of every group.

For example, BOI measures might suit SMEs aiming for growth, innovation, and international expansion, while the "Shop Dee Mee Khuen" measures are suitable for those needing to transition into digital and tax systems.

Besides these groups, most SMEs, however, focus on maintaining the business for subsistence and may only need occasional economic stimulation packages to boost sales. Further study is needed, however, to ensure that most of the money in the economic stimulus funds goes directly to SMEs.

Under this complexity, how can the government design effective policy support for SMEs? The answer ultimately lies in identifying the target groups. Once identified, the government can explore their challenges and find -- or design -- state mechanisms to assist them with ongoing tools to evaluate the results for further improvements.

Meanwhile, SMEs themselves should be proactive in business development and leverage opportunities specifically tailored to boost their growth.

The challenge of designing effective SME policies is ongoing, but with targeted support and streamlined processes, the synergy between state policy and entrepreneurial spirits will ultimately create a supportive environment for SMEs to thrive and thus become foundations for boosting Thailand's economic growth.

Chakorn Loetnithat is a Senior Researcher and Warawich Potranandana is a Researcher at TDRI. Policy analyses from the TDRI appear in the Bangkok Post on alternate Wednesdays. *This article is summarised based on findings from the 'Project of compilation of government policies and benefits for promoting MSME'.
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									Palestinians are pawns in  a deadly game								

															

																The Palestinian death toll in the Gaza Strip since last October's Hamas attacks on Israeli settlements will reach 40,000 people in the next week or so. (It's back up around 50-100 civilians dead per day.)
Around 1,200 Israelis were killed in the October attacks, so nobody can say that Israel's response was unprovoked.

However, it has been hugely disproportionate, and in many Western cities, there are weekly protest marches against the carnage in the Gaza Strip.

However, there have been virtually none in Israel or in the Gaza Strip itself.

To be fair, most Palestinians in the Gaza Strip are too busy running for their lives to protest much. Most families have had to flee multiple times as the focus of the Israeli forces shifts back and forth.

Besides, Hamas still has enough control over the population to punish anybody who openly demands a cease-fire.

There are many demonstrations in Israel calling on Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to sign a cease-fire and bring the Jewish hostages home, but none about the fate of the Palestinians.

Many even share Mr Netanyahu's fantasy that they can have a short cease-fire, get the hostages back, and then resume killing Palestinians.

Sorry, let me rephrase that. I should have said: "Resume killing Hamas fighters, knowing full well that five or 10 or 20 Palestinian civilians, about a third of them children, will die as collateral damage for every Hamas fighter who is eliminated."

Because that is what is actually happening.

But surely, at least, Hamas must want the slaughter of Palestinian civilians to stop. No, it does not. It's just as much in favour of the slaughter of the innocents as the Israelis are.

Maybe even more so because Israel only has anger, whereas Hamas has a genuine strategy.

From the first day of the planning for Hamas's attacks on Israel, its real objective was to get Israel to kill as many Palestinians as possible.

Why would Hamas want that? Because it was the only way to derail Mr Netanhayu's strategy of sidelining the Palestinians and making peace with all the other Arabs.

Hamas and the other "rejectionist" Palestinian groups have been losing ground for many years. The rest of the Arab world was sick and tired of the confrontation and saw a "two-state" solution (separate Israeli and Palestinian states living side by side) as a lost cause.

To restore its credibility, Hamas needed not only to show some life by attacking Israel. It had to fight the Israelis to a standstill. Since it had no regular army and air force to wage an open battle, it could only do that on home ground, where it could use guerilla tactics.

That's what last October's attacks were for: to enrage the Israelis so much that they would invade Gaza in force.

In Gaza, there are endless tightly packed buildings to hide in and endless tunnels beneath them, and every "martyred" Palestinian civilian will create more allies and supporters for the Palestinian cause in the Arab world and even further abroad.

Mr Netanyahu may or may not understand Hamas's strategy, but he needs a big, long war himself for two reasons.

One is to postpone a public inquiry into his negligence in failing to forestall the October attacks; the other is to hold his ramshackle coalition together. (If he loses office, his trial on corruption charges resumes, with jail as a possible outcome.)

So, none of the local players cares a fig about dead Palestinians. Indeed, in the case of Hamas, the more dead Palestinian civilians, the better. The only player with the power to force an early cease-fire on the combatants is the United States -- but that means Joe Biden, and he probably won't.

In mid-June I predicted "a permanent cease-fire (in Gaza) and a hostage release within a month, six weeks tops", on the grounds that "US strategic interests and Mr Biden's own political future both require that this war stops and that Mr Netanyahu relinquishes power. If Mr Biden does not come to the right decision himself, those around him will impose it on him."

Well, they didn't, and they clearly lack the will or the skill to do so now. Although Mr Biden has now stepped down as presidential candidate, he will still be in office for six months.

That may be how long the war in Gaza goes on, too -- unless an Israeli war with Hezbollah in the north triggers a larger crisis region-wide.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth', an examination of the (terrifying) state of play in the climate game, and a proposal for how to proceed. Last year's book, 'The Shortest History of War', is also still available.
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									Simone Biles is redefining athletic resilience								
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																With the Olympics underway in Paris, the world has a front seat to something truly magical: the gravity-defying skills of US gymnast Simone Biles. And although I'm, of course, looking forward to watching her attempt the Yurchenko double pike vault -- a jump she is the only woman to even attempt in competition, and which she smashed during practice in Paris last week -- I'm really just glad to see her back in a leotard, beaming while high-fiving her teammates.
The 27-year-old athlete (and Presidential Medal of Freedom winner) is showing up with a newfound mental fortitude that carries lessons for all of us. It's the embodiment of a tattoo that sits on her collarbone, "And still I rise," a nod to Maya Angelou.

The whole world watched as Biles found herself in crisis at the previous summer Olympics in Tokyo. She fumbled terribly in practice and again during her first run on the vault. She was experiencing what gymnasts call the "twisties", a jarring discord between body and mind. It's also dangerous. Biles performs the toughest, most death-defying flips in the sport -- some of which have been named after her. If she got lost midair, she risked seriously injuring herself. A broken bone. Paralysis. Death.

And so she famously walked away from the event. While some hailed her decision to prioritise her own well-being, Biles also faced a raft of abuse. People said she'd failed her team and her country, that she wasn't a real leader. Mental health seemed to live in air quotes in those critiques, suggesting that real champions muscle through adversity.

It's taken Biles years of hard work -- in the gym, of course, but as important, in therapy -- to let go of those voices and trust herself again, a process she detailed in a new Netflix documentary. That work meant confronting the trauma of abuse by former gymnastics team doctor Larry Nassar, as well as her early years in foster care.

Her openness about that process after Tokyo matters for other gymnasts -- after all, what could be more relatable to aspiring young tumblers than the GOAT admitting to moments of deep self-doubt? But it also matters to those of us who struggle to even land a cartwheel.

Biles is one of a growing chorus of elite athletes who have brought needed attention to mental health, including fellow Olympians Michael Phelps and Naomi Osaka, as well as New York Jets defensive tackle Solomon Thomas. (I was hugely impressed with the EQ on display from Thomas, whose sister died by suicide and who has struggled with his own mental health, at a recent panel on the topic. He has started a nonprofit devoted to ending youth suicide.)

When such high-profile people share their health struggles, it can have a real impact on the rest of us. A decade ago, Angelina Jolie revealed her choice to undergo a preventative double mastectomy after learning she carried the BRCA1 gene, an inherited trait that put her at high risk of breast and ovarian cancers. Studies later suggested her decision to go public had prompted many more women to seek out tests to see if they, too, carried the gene.

Katie Couric famously underwent an on-air colonoscopy to highlight the importance of screening following her husband's death from colon cancer. One study found the number of colonoscopies performed per month rose in the nine months after her public procedure, and the message of prevention seemed to particularly have resonated with women.

More recently, tennis great Serena Williams brought attention to the dire state of black maternal health in the US by sharing her own near-death experience after childbirth. Her story cracked open an overdue conversation about racial inequalities in medicine, one that hopefully empowered more women to advocate for themselves while also encouraging policy change.

Biles's impact might be harder to quantify. Will more people feel comfortable reaching out to a professional for help if they need it? Hard to say. But at a time when so many in the US are suffering from depression and anxiety, even small effects count.

And the advocacy of athletes like Biles, Phelps and Osaka has already had a direct benefit to the athletes in Paris: During the games, US Olympians reportedly have access to more than twice as many mental health providers than they did in previous years. And the International Olympic Committee is providing broader support through access to a counselling helpline both during and after the games. The committee also last year adopted a mental health action plan intended to foster "psychologically safe and supportive sporting environments".

That support is needed. According to an AP report, the head of psychological services for the US Olympic and Paralympic Committee said that half of the athletes participating in the past two games had experienced some sort of struggle, ranging from anxiety and depression to substance use disorder.

To the rest of us, these elite athletes make it all look easy -- Biles in particular. Yet Biles has said that she's wracked with fear each and every time she walks up to the vault. Somehow, she's found a way to move past that fear to keep body and mind connected.

By letting us in on her reality, she's normalising the lifelong process of maintaining the health of not only our bodies, but our brains. As she said in her documentary, "Don't get me wrong, I don't have it all together. But I can be there with you guys every step of the way, while we figure this out together."

Her openness is helping to redefine what resilience looks like. Swallowing one's demons rather than confronting them comes at a great personal cost. Biles showed us that one can work through them and come out the other side stronger and more joyful. I'd say that's a pretty good example not just for a generation of aspiring gymnasts, but for everyone doing our best to muddle through.

Whether or not Biles wins gold in Paris, we should all revel in watching her step back into the spotlight. Still she rises -- and this time, she's lifting the rest of us, too. (c)2024 Bloomberg

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

									Summer and autumn fashion have arrived in stores
								

								A glimpse into three brands and their collections for the Men's Spring Summer 2025 Collection.
								H&M

[image: ]

The H&M Studio mini summer capsule of laid-back beachwear focuses on regeneratively grown cotton. Comprising a concise edit spanning two maxi dresses, two kaftans, and a coordinating top and skirt, each piece is made from Regenerative Organic Certified cotton. The mini capsule is available online at th.hm.com.

[image: ]

The brand has also launched the "Back To School 2024". The collection is defined by a playful minimalism with refined essentials and a preppy edge. Pieces include a faux leather jacket and dress, workwear-inspired jackets, a short trench, rugby tops and denim. White, black, grey and beige with pops of red and sky blue make up the colour palette. The kidswear collection is available in stores and online. 

[image: ]

Together with New York-based fashion designers Ev Bravado and Tela D'Amore, the latest H&M collaboration explores Jean-Michel Basquiat's legacy and his impact on young Black creatives. The 30-piece collection merges Basquiat's iconic imagery and rarely-seen artworks with Bravado and D'Amore's stained glass motifs and expressive designs. Available online and at CentralWorld and Siam Paragon.



Burberry

[image: ]

Burberry's swan motif has been adapted for the Qixi festival, which falls on Aug 10, in a capsule collection. The new artwork, featuring two swans intertwining to create the shape of a heart, appears across a range that includes T-shirts, shirts, silk scarves, a dress and cardigan. The collection also includes the signature Rocking Horse bag in a new seasonal colourway, soap. 

[image: ]

[image: ]

Recognised as symbols of love and commitment, swans are a classic British bird. The womenswear collection includes a pleated skirt and pyjama shirt in silk poplin, alongside a V-neck cardigan and matching top in stretch cotton crepe. Menswear includes a short-sleeved shirt, shorts, T-shirt and long-sleeved top in cotton poplin, alongside silk scarves with the swan motif and printed Burberry lettering. The Qixi capsule collection is available in stores and online. 



Shanghai Tang

Shanghai Tang has unveiled its 2024 Autumn/Winter Collection, drawing inspiration from the ancient Chinese poet Li Bai's "Bring In The Wine" depicting the aesthetic worldview of the Tang Dynasty.

[image: ]

The collection reimagines cultural themes to weave grand tapestries of gilded eras amidst threads of silk into contemporary apparel, each design infused with the distinctive elegance of the East. The result is a classic wardrobe rich in lustre and vibrant colours inspired by various Tang Dynasty artefacts, paintings and poetry.

[image: ]

The collection's signature pattern is "The Winding Stream Party", which illustrates an enchanting landscape: pine branches are adorned with lanterns and decorated wine vessels rest in the shade of ancient trees. The distinctive shapes of calabash gourds signifying health, wealth and happiness line terraced platforms where scholars mingle and wine flows whilst clouds, distant mountains, flower blossoms, long-tailed birds and graceful deer intricately interlace dimensions of perspective.

[image: ]

The menswear collection begins with the integrity of tailored structural designs and meticulously executes these garments with skilled applications of velvet, special shimmering fabrics, and quilted cotton to seamlessly integrate fabric shapes with the body's movement. Iconic looks such as the Tang Cashmere Jacket and Tang Mandarin Collar Shirt embrace the opulent imagery of this season, further harmonising traditional Chinese elegance with modern menswear aesthetics. Available in stores and online. 



Loro Piana 

The brand's Autumn Winter 2025-2026 Textile Collection at Milano Unica is inspired by the archives and fabrics that have made up the maison's history. 

[image: ]
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The absolute protagonists are the reworked cashmere fabrics, such as the Cashmere Award characterised by exceptionally fine and long fibres, and the Cashmere Tweed, soft and comfortable. The collection also introduces reinterpreted denim fabrics, enhanced with precious fibres like the Australis Super 150'S wool, cashmere, and European linen, ideal for both casual and tailored garments. Loro Piana's most iconic fabrics also meet new designs and effects such as Wool Attitude in pure wool and Silk Air in wool and silk. This collection is a symbol of Loro Piana's constant search for excellence in savoir faire with artisan heritage and cutting-edge solutions in textile production techniques.
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									New movies out this week: Aug 1-7

									Will 'Trap' be a comeback for M. Night Shyamalan and Josh Hartnett?
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week. 
								[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Battlefield of Resurrection

Directed by Kongkiat Khomsiri.

Who's in it?

Chanon Santinatornkul, Awach Rattanapintha and Akarat Nimitchai.

What's it about?

During World War II in Chumphon, Mek, a new sergeant, and Mok, a younger brother of the Youth Military Unit, C.P.1, must face a mysterious threat when "something" Japanese disappears during a landing, causing Mok and his fellow youth to encounter something even more brutal than the dangers of war and fight against change helplessly. Although Thailand and Japan have declared a ceasefire, Mek receives a special secret mission to clean up the area with a Japanese combat unit, not knowing that it may include his younger brother.

Why watch it?

This battlefield does not only consist of military forces, but also other forces.



[image: ]

Given The Movie: Hiragi Mix

Directed by Hikaru Yamaguchi.

Who's in it?

The voices of Takuya Eguchi, Yuma Uchida, Taito Ban and Fumiya Imai.

What's it about?

Meet four young men in the amateur rock band, Given, and learn about the relationships that have formed between electric guitarist Uenoyama Ritsuka and lead singer Mafuyu, and between bassist Haruki Nakayama and drummer Akihiko Kaji. The story of relationships, love and sadness.

Why watch it?

From a popular manga to an anime movie.



[image: ]

Trap

Directed by M. Night Shyamalan.

Who's in it?

Josh Hartnett, Hayley Mills and Alison Pill.

What's it about?

A father and his teen daughter attend a pop concert only to realise they've entered the centre of a dark and sinister event.

Why watch it?

Real-life police sting turns into a gripping thriller.



[image: ]

Fly Me To The Moon

Directed by Greg Berlanti.

Who's in it?

Scarlett Johansson, Channing Tatum and Woody Harrelson.

What's it about?

Brought in to fix Nasa's public image, marketing maven Kelly Jones wreaks havoc on launch director Cole Davis's already difficult task of putting a man on the moon. When the White House deems the mission too important to fail, Jones is directed to stage a fake moon landing as backup.

Why watch it?

A launch did occur at Cape Canaveral during production. The second unit was able to record the launch with their 4K cameras.



[image: ]

Longlegs

Directed by Oz Perkins.

Who's in it? 

Maika Monroe, Nicolas Cage and Blair Underwood.

What's it about?

FBI Agent Lee Harker is a gifted new recruit assigned to the unsolved case of an elusive serial killer. As the case takes complex turns, unearthing evidence of the occult, Harker discovers a personal connection to the merciless killer and must race against time to stop him before he claims the lives of another innocent family.

Why watch it?

Test audiences described the film as having imagery very similar to films such as The Silence Of The Lambs, Cure, Zodiac and Se7en.
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									Apple's 'Out Of Office' ad faces backlash

									Netizens say advertisement made Thailand appear underdeveloped
								

								Apple's new short film, "The Underdogs: OOO (Out Of Office)," shot in Thailand, has attracted significant criticism on social media for its allegedly stereotypical portrayal of the country.
								The film is the fifth instalment in Apple's "At Work" series, uploaded to the official Apple UK YouTube channel. The nearly ten-minute film follows four employees travelling to Thailand to find a factory capable of supplying half a million boxes to meet their company's needs, while showcasing the innovative features of Apple''s products that help them navigate various challenges.

Shortly after its release, the advertisement sparked controversy over its depiction of the kingdom. Netizens criticised the use of a sepia filter, arguing that it made the country appear underdeveloped. Others criticised outdated representations of the airport, transportation, clothing and accommodations.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin said that the advertisement could serve as an opportunity to promote the country's tourism and "soft power" through culture, food and tourist attractions on a global stage.

The content of the advertisement also supports the Destination Thailand Visa (DTV) initiative aimed at expats and tourists, according to Mr Srettha.

						

							
						


The United States tech giant added that public perceptions might not align with the message the brand intended to convey.

Apple's distributor in Thailand the Copperwired Public Company Limited also gave its opinion on the issue to local media company Thansettakij, saying that the negative criticism would not affect sales as the brand had no intention to insult any countries, and what people thought might not match the core meaning that the brand intended to convey in the first place.

Despite the backlash, the film has garnered over 5 million views on YouTube, and Apple UK has disabled comments on the video in response to the situation.  

[image: The Apple's advert carries scenes that are being criticised on social media. (Photo: Apple UK YouTube channel)]Apple's advertisement features scenes that have drawn criticism on social media. (Photo: Apple UK YouTube Channel)
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									Get ready for an urban adventure at Public House Hotel art festival

									
								

								Art lovers should prepare for the highly-anticipated return of "Urban Collectibles", which will kick off tomorrow at 2pm and run daily from 11am to 9pm until Sunday at Public House Hotel, Sukhumvit 31.
								Organised by Mango Art Festival, this is another chance to embark on an electrifying adventure through the world of urban art, featuring an eclectic mix of stunning original artworks, prints, artist collectables and rare limited edition art toys.

This year's collection showcases the groundbreaking work of more than 100 local and international urban artists, as well as collectors who are revolutionising the art scene.

Among the galleries set to fuel your passion for urban art in a way you might have never experienced before are Street Star Gallery, Ma Maman Gallery, Ming Artspace, Buffalo Bridge Gallery and Jojo Kobe Art Gallery.

[image: Art toy by Slothlife. photos courtesy of Mango Art Festival]
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Participating artist collectives will be 4P's, Urban Vibe, Dream Room, Street Star Duo Exhibition, Artistory By Autistic Thai, Thai Pop Vibes, Pop Room 17, Underrated, Pllang, Merge, Alipjon, City Living, Lolay Family, Fah Mai Holding, Tomyam Kung Artists and The Ugly Dolls Room.

The grand opening is tomorrow at 6pm. The DJ line-up for the opening night includes DJ Tawan and DJ Hedfang (May-T), plus DJ DR.K from Koh Lanta and CJ Pemuda Sinarmas from Jakarta.

Visit facebook.com/MangoArtFestival.
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									Enjoy a wine, spice 7-course dinner at Quince Bangkok

									
								

								Food connoisseurs and wine lovers are invited to take a deep dive into the complexity of spice and wine pairings at the "Wine & Spice" dinner, at Quince Bangkok on Aug 5 at 6pm.
								This is a one-of-a-kind event led by chef and entrepreneur Dustin Joseph of Left Hand Coffee Roasters, sommelier Ottara Pyne of Wine Garage and hosted by chef Shane Reichenbach and the team at Quince Siri House.

The evening will be a foray into the unexplored possibilities of approaching non-traditional pairing concepts with open minds and intriguing palates.

The seven-course wine pairing will explore the unique gastronomic aspects of chillies, peppers and herbs through stimulating culinary concepts and carefully curated pairings.

The warming heat of ginger elevated with Gewurztraminer, the profound earthiness of Chinon Cabernet Franc sipped alongside punctuations of roasted chilli pepper, and the stimulating spiciness of Shiraz paired with long pepper and curry leaf; these are just some of the exciting flavour innovations that await guests on this special menu, which will also feature exquisite local caviar from Thai Sturgeon Farm.

The fee is 2,500 baht per person including all courses from the chefs and wines from Wine Garage. The menu can also be a la carte. Quince eatery is located at Siri House on Soi Somkid, Phloenchit Road.

For reservations, email sirihouse@farandolegroup.com or call 094-868-2639.
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									Traveloka introduces Disney Cruise experiences

									
								

								Digital travel platform Traveloka plans to provide fresh holiday experiences aboard the Disney Cruise Line, which is set to depart from Singapore in late 2025.
								Whether on three- or four-night excursions, visitors from Thailand will have the chance to make priceless holiday memories with their favourite superheroes and cartoon characters from Disney, Marvel and Pixar through aesthetically stunning live entertainment, Disney cuisine and a kids' club.

"The Disney Cruise Line's fleet is making its debut in Asia, offering an exciting new opportunity for travel enthusiasts to discover a world of adventure. Customers from Thailand can follow our social media and register their interest in our app to get the latest updates on Disney Adventure.

"Whether it's a family vacation, a romantic getaway or an adventurous escape, Traveloka is committed to providing enhanced benefits and fulfilling holiday dreams. Traveloka will offer a wide range of packages, including Fly-Cruise, Singapore trip that anchors Disney Adventure, and many more, to meet various demands and market segments," said Caesar Indra, a president of Traveloka.

The Disney Adventure will feature seven themed areas. Visitors can immerse themselves in Disney Imagination Garden, which is designed to resemble an enchanted valley and an outdoor performance arena.

[image: Traveloka introduces Disney Cruise experiences]

Families can have meals and shopping adventures with familiar aquatic characters at Disney Discovery Reef, which evokes some scenes from Walt Disney Animation Studios and Pixar Animation Studios blockbusters.

The hit movie Big Hero 6 from Walt Disney Animation Studios will come to life at San Fransokyo Street, a family-friendly entertainment area with a range of interactive games and activities, shops and cinemas.

To honour Disney's royal families, Town Square is designed to resemble a fanciful woodland, home to classy shops, lounges, cafes, restaurants and entertainment areas, where guests can experience the Disney princess theme.

Fans of all ages can gather at Marvel Landing, and join in a thrilling Avengers-level adventure, which features brand-new attractions and experiences inspired by favourite superheroes. The Toy Story Place will transport visitors to the Toy Story universe with its interactive displays, themed culinary options and water play areas.

For more details, visit traveloka.com.

[image: Traveloka introduces Disney Cruise experiences]
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									Get free entry to Phu Phra Bat Historical Park

									
								

								After being added to the list of Unesco World Heritage Sites last week, Phu Phra Bat Historical Park is offering visitors a free admission until Aug 12. Located in the northeastern town of Udon Thani, the fifth cultural World Heritage Site in Thailand is a testament to the Sima stone tradition of the Dvaravati period.
 
								As part of Phu Phra Bat, Phu Phrabat Historical Park and the Sima Cultural Site at Wat Phra Phuthabat Buaban were designated as a serial property. It boasts a large stone courtyard and numerous peculiar rock shelters which were formed by ice-melted water erosion around 135 million.

The megalithic rock shelters with their walls depicting human figures, hand palms, animals and geometric patterns provide evidence of prehistoric settlement two millennia ago. When Buddhism spread to the region in the 7th century, numerous Sima stones were erected in the Khorat Plateau, transforming Phu Phra Bat into a holy Buddhist site that was used as a religious centre.

A highlight is Tham Phra, which was naturally formed by sandstone erosion shaping its roof. It has a statue of a Dvaravati-style seated Buddha image under a wood gable adorned with floral and rosary motifs. There is also a series of six Buddha images standing on a lotus and adorned with yellow robes and short loincloths, reminiscent of Bayon-style Khmer art from the 18th Buddhist century.

Visit virtualhistoricalpark.finearts.go.th.

[image: Amazing Muay Thai Experience.]
Amazing Muay Thai Experience.



TAT to organise muay Thai events nationwide

To promote the uniqueness of Thai martial arts and boost tourism during the rainy season, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is organising "Amazing Muay Thai Experience" events this month and in September in four regions.

The first event will start tomorrow and run through Sunday at Chaloem Phrakiat 84th Birthday Anniversary Public Park, which is situated in Chaiya district of Surat Thani province. Visitors can witness the wai kru ritual and take part in training drills and a muay chaiya session to learn how to use your body as a weapon.

The second event is set to take place at Wat Yai Tha Sao in Uttaradit province from Aug 16-18. It will showcase the fast and versatile muay tha sao fighting style, which blends Thai and Chinese martial arts.

The third event is scheduled from Sept 6-8 at Meru Bhramathat, which is located in Phimai district of Nakhon Ratchasima. It will showcase the muay Korat martial art, which is famous for its powerful kicks and wide-angle punching, known as buffalo swing fist.

The last leg of the series will take place in King Narai's Palace in the historic town of Lop Buri from Sept 13-15. It will showcase the agile and evasive muay Lop Buri fighting style.

Contact the TAT Contact Center at 1672.

[image: Banyan Tree Samui.]
Banyan Tree Samui.



Banyan Tree Samui offers Mother's Day package

To celebrate Mother's Day, Banyan Tree Samui is offering a specially designed spa and dining package for 10,500 baht from Aug 8-12. The delightful journey will begin with a sensuous 60-minute massage, followed by a fine dining experience at the award-winning restaurant, Saffron.

To highlight Thai cuisine, the Mother's Day set menu will include tom kha goong hoi, a coconut-galangal broth with fresh scallops, coriander and kaffir lime leaves, as well as main courses of sea bass or red curry beef tenderloin.

For those who want to extend their trip, the Stay More, Pay Less - 3 Nights Stay package offers up to 15% savings when booking at least three-night stays.

Visit banyantree.com.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/travel/2839442/get-free-entry-to-phu-phra-bat-historical-park



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Art show in hotel

									Mango Art Festival hosts "Urban Collectibles" for three days
								

								Having hosted its main annual art event in May at River City Bangkok, Mango Art Festival has launched another art show called "Urban Collectibles" at Public House Hotel, Sukhumvit 31. 
								From Aug 2-4, take a closer look at the breadth of urban art from 100 Thai and foreign artists, who will be showcasing artworks in different mediums, ranging from prints, paintings, sculptures and art toys.   

[image: ]

Public House Hotel's lobby, first and second floors will become temporary galleries, adding to the stylish hotel. Each room on the first and second floors will be a dedicated showroom for a group of artists represented by a gallery, an art collective or an individual artist. 

Adding to the vibe are live sets by DJ Tawan & DJ Hedfang (May-T), DJ Dr.K, who comes from Koh Lanta, DJ Pemuda Sinarmas from Jakarta, Indonesia, and more. The DJs will be playing in the lobby and the hallway of the first and second floors. 

[image: ]

The first day of the event starts at 2pm while on other days begin at 11am.  Free admission. There's a paid parking space 800m from the hotel at Baan 225 Sawasdee and a free shuttle service is provided.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: July 31-Aug 6

									16 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix, Discovery and Warner TV
								

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

[image: ]

Women In Blue (Las Azules)

Premieres on July 31

A 10-part Spanish-language crime drama set in 1971 and inspired by true events. The series tells the story of four women who defy the ultraconservative norms of the time and join Mexico's first female police force, only to discover that their squad is a publicity stunt to distract the media from a brutal serial killer. 



NETFLIX

[image: ]

Simone Biles Rising

Premiered on July 17

Follow gymnast Simone Biles as she balances her personal life, mental health journey and training ahead of a highly anticipated return to the Olympics.

[image: ]

Love Of My Life

Premieres on July 31

Adelle meets a woman whose career she's admired for a long time and leaves a bad impression. Out in the countryside, Stefano finally finds love.

[image: ]

Mountain Queen: The Summits Of Lhakpa Sherpa

Premieres on July 31

The first Nepali woman to summit and descend Mount Everest, now a single mum working at a Connecticut Whole Foods, heads back to Everest to make a better life for her two daughters.

[image: ]

Love Is Blind: Mexico

Premieres on Aug 1

These singles have to put a ring on it... without ever seeing one another. The Emmy-nominated experiment that ponders if love is blind arrives in Mexico.

[image: ]

A Good Girl's Guide To Murder

Premieres on Aug 1

Five years after the murder of a 17-year-old girl in a sleepy English town, one student is determined to uncover the truth and find the real killer.

[image: ]

Lovely Runner 

Premieres on Aug 1

Years after a K-pop star saves her life, a fan learns of his death -- but when she's suddenly transported to the past, she sets out to change their fate. 

[image: ]

From Me To You: Kimi Ni Todoke: Season 3 

Premieres on Aug 1 

As a new couple, Sawako and Kazehaya experience their first date, first school trip and more. Meanwhile, their friends' love stories also begin to unfold.

[image: ]

Mad Men: Season 1-7 

Premieres on Aug 1 

Set in 1960s New York, this award-winning series takes a peek inside an ad agency in an era when the cutthroat business had a glamorous lure. 

[image: ]

The Overture 

Premieres on Aug 1 

Inspired by the life of Thai musician Luang Pradit Pairoh, this captivating drama follows a man on his path to musical greatness. 

[image: ]

Rebel Moon -- Part One: Director's Cut 

Premieres on Aug 2

Zack Snyder's sci-fi saga expands with "Chapter One: Chalice OBlood", a hardcore director's cut about a search for warriors to defend a peaceful moon.

[image: ]

Rebel Moon -- Part Two: Director's Cut 

Premieres on Aug 2

Rebels on a remote moon make an impossible stand in "Chapter Two: Curse Of Forgiveness", director Zack Snyder's bigger, bloodier cut of his sci-fi saga.

[image: ]

The Moon 

Premieres on Aug 4 

Born to impoverished farmers, Pumpuang Duangjan faces setbacks, heartbreak and tragedy on the road to becoming one of Thailand's most cherished singers.

[image: ]

The Influencer

Premieres on Aug 6

After a social media stunt goes wrong, an influencer is forced to rebuild her reputation while navigating a cutthroat online scene. 



DISCOVERY CHANNEL

[image: ]

Shark Week

Daily, Aug 5-11

The highly anticipated annual week-long celebration of sharks will include:

* Belly of the Beast: Bigger and Bloodier

* Deadliest Bite

* Alien Sharks: Ghosts of Japan

* Sharktopia

* Monster of Oz

* The Real Sharknado

* Makozilla

Host John Cena will guide viewers through the new programming alongside interviews with fan-favourite shark experts.



WARNER TV

[image: ]

Passengers

Premieres on Aug 3

A malfunction in a sleeping pod on a spacecraft travelling to a distant colony planet wakes one passenger 90 years early.
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									Martin Phillipps of The Chills passes away at 61

									
								

								Martin Phillipps, the visionary behind New Zealand's beloved jangle-pop band The Chills, passed away at 61 after complications from his long battle with hepatitis C. The news broke on Sunday through the band's social media, leaving fans and the music community mourning.
								"It is with broken hearts the family and friends of Martin Phillipps wish to advise Martin has died unexpectedly. The family ask for privacy at this time. Funeral arrangements will be advised in due course," a statement said.

Phillipps founded The Chills in 1980, anchoring the Dunedin Sound -- a genre that blended punk, pop and psychedelia and was championed by Flying Nun Records. Their music, characterised by jangly guitars and emotive melodies, resonated globally, influencing bands like REM and Pavement. Punk rock legend Iggy Pop once hailed them as "fine art" on his radio show.

The band's breakthrough came with the 1984 single Pink Frost, followed by hits such as Doledrums, I Love My Leather Jacket and the acclaimed album Brave Words in 1987. Their international fame peaked with the 1990 album Submarine Bells, featuring the hit Heavenly Pop Hit.

Despite line-up changes and Phillipps' personal struggles, The Chills persevered. In recent years, they saw a resurgence with albums like Silver Bullets (2015) and Snow Bound (2018), showcasing Phillipps' enduring songwriting prowess.

Phillipps' journey was marked by both musical brilliance and personal turmoil, explored in the 2019's documentary The Chills: The Triumph & Tragedy of Martin Phillipps. His battle with hepatitis C and reflections on his life were candidly portrayed, revealing a complex artist whose music touched many.

In a poignant interview with RNZ, Phillipps reflected on his life's oddities and their impact on others, acknowledging his journey with introspection and humility.

Martin Phillipps leaves behind a remarkable legacy -- a testament to his enduring influence on indie rock and his unwavering commitment to his craft. As tributes pour in from fellow musicians and fans worldwide, Phillipps' music and spirit will continue to resonate, ensuring that his legacy as a musical pioneer endures.
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