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      Breaking News

      
        US police investigate 'Wanted' posters of executives
        The New York Police Department is investigating a number of "Wanted" posters featuring senior executives that have been displayed in parts of Manhattan.

      

      
        Time names Trump 'Person of the Year'
        Time magazine has named US President-elect Donald Trump its Person of the Year.

      

      
        Phu Kradueng mountain closed after tourist's death
        The popular Phu Kradueng mountain in Loei province has been closed to visitors after a tourist was fatally attacked by a wild elephant, the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation said on Thursday.

      

      
        Pheu Thai MP to pull anti-coup bill
        Pheu Thai MP Prayuth Siripanich says he will withdraw a bill designed to prevent future military coups for revisions before resubmitting it to parliament.

      

      
        Opposition presses for tax-reform clarity
        The opposition People's Party on Thursday pressed the government to clarify its plans for tax reform after the latter floated ideas about restructuring the system, while the government insists everything is only at the study stage with no concrete proposals made yet.

      

      
        Chances for B400 minimum wage fading
        The prospects of the government delivering on its pledge to increase the minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide on Jan 1 appear to be fading.

      

      
        PM criticised for House no-show
        The absence of Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra from the opening of the new House of Representatives session on Thursday provoked a heated argument between the opposition and the coalition-leading Pheu Thai Party.

      

      
        Malaysian state's border wall proposal rejected
        A plan pushed by Kelantan state to erect a wall on the border with Thailand's Narathiwat province has hit a snag as the Malaysian home minister has shown no enthusiasm for it.

      

      
        Hopes rise for giant catfish revival in Cambodia
        The catching of six rare giant catfish in Cambodia in the space of five days, some weighing more than 120 kilogrammes, has raised hopes of a revival of a critically endangered species that is among the world's largest freshwater fish.

      

      
        Political crisis threatens South Korea's tourism, soft power gains
        SEOUL - From plastic surgery clinics to tour firms and hotel chains, South Korea's hospitality sector is wary of the potential impact of a protracted political crisis, as some overseas travellers cancel trips following last week's brief bout of martial law.
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                                The New York Police Department is investigating a number of "Wanted" posters featuring senior executives that have been displayed in parts of Manhattan.
The posters included images of insurance leaders including UnitedHealth Group CEO Brian Thompson, who was murdered last Wednesday, as well as executives from financial firms. The posters of Thompson were crossed out with a red X. 

It's the latest development among a string of incidents causing anxiety among business leaders in the wake of the fatal shooting of Thompson. In addition to the posters, police are aware of a surge in online threats against executives, according to an NYPD spokesman. 

Luigi Mangione, the 26-year-old charged with Thompson's murder, was found with a manifesto condemning the high profits of the healthcare industry, saying "these parasites simply had it coming".

The NYPD has said it was on alert for "a risk that a wide range of extremists may view Mangione as a martyr and an example to follow", according to a law enforcement document reviewed by Bloomberg.

"Rhetoric may signal an elevated threat facing executives in the near-term."

Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts made clear that "violence is never the answer". But the Democrat, an outspoken critic of big business, also tried to explain why Mangione has received so much support online in an interview with the Huffington Post.

"The visceral response from people across the country who feel cheated, ripped off, and threatened by the vile practices of their insurance companies should be a warning to everyone in the healthcare system," Warren said.  
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                US president-elect is 'altering America's role in the world', magazine says
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                                Time magazine has named US President-elect Donald Trump its Person of the Year.
"For marshalling a comeback of historic proportions, for driving a once-in-a-generation political realignment, for reshaping the American presidency and altering America's role in the world, Donald Trump is Time's 2024 Person of the Year," the magazine said in a statement on Thursday.

Trump, who beat Vice President Kamala Harris in the Nov 5 election, adorns the title's cover this week sporting his distinctive red tie and striking a pensive pose.

The news of the selection was accompanied by a wide-ranging interview that touched on his election victory, the economy, and the situations in Ukraine and the Middle East.

He also spoke about his plans for a second term, including deporting millions of migrants and pardoning Jan 6 insurrection defendants, as well as the future of the MAGA movement.

A full transcript has been published on the magazine's website.
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                Parks chief says long-term solutions needed to prevent another fatal attack by a wild elephant
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                                The popular Phu Kradueng mountain in Loei province has been closed to visitors after a tourist was fatally attacked by a wild elephant, the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation said on Thursday.
Director-general Attapon Charoenchansa ordered the closure for public safety because the elephant that was in rut and suspected of killing a Thai woman on Tuesday had returned to visitors' area there.

About 700 existing visitors were told to leave the mountain in the northeastern province on Thursday, he said.

During the closure, park rangers would drive wild elephants away from tourist zones, Mr Attapon said.

"I still cannot tell how long it will be closed. Possibly it will be closed until the situations are under control," he said.

He plans to visit Phu Kradueng on Monday next week to discuss the problem with park rangers and researchers. The goal is to work out solutions to conflicts between wild elephants and surrounding human communities on Phu Kradueng and elsewhere.
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                Lawmaker Prayuth Siripanich plans to present revised version, but party patriarch Thaksin says law isn't needed
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                                Pheu Thai MP Prayuth Siripanich says he will withdraw a bill designed to prevent future military coups for revisions before resubmitting it to parliament.
Speaking after a party meeting on Thursday, Mr Prayuth insisted he wasn't backing down despite opposition from many quarters, including the Bhumjaithai Party, the second-largest party in the governing coalition.

He said an improved version of the bill would be reintroduced to parliament in accordance with Section 77 of the constitution.

Mr Prayuth said that while he has no ill intent against the military, he believes there need to be limits to the power of the military to ensure stability in the country.

The proposal that he now plans to withdraw was first drawn up by the Ministry of Defence during the brief tenure of Sutin Klungsang as minister.

The bill, which seeks to amend the Defence Ministry Administration Act, was proposed under Section 133 (2) of the charter and, as such, does not need to be endorsed by a party meeting, said Mr Prayuth.

While the party's endorsement isn't required, Pheu Thai will likely vet the proposal before it is submitted to parliament for further consideration.

The bill is intended to empower the cabinet to endorse the appointment of generals to prevent future coups.

Former prime minister and Pheu Thai patriarch Thaksin Shinawatra said on Thursday there was no need to amend the law at all. Revising Ministry of Defence regulations would significantly improve efficiency, he said.

"It seems the individual who proposed the bill might not fully understand the matter. Even the prime minister was alarmed because this issue didn't go through the party," said Thaksin referring to his daughter Paetongtarn.

Thaksin, who was in Ubon Ratchathani to help local election campaigners, also criticised Bhumjaithai for acting hastily. He suggested the party should have consulted Pheu Thai before denouncing the bill, which was sponsored by an MP, not the ruling party.

Responding to Thaksin's comments, Bhumjaithai leader Anutin Charnvirakul clarified that the party opposed the bill because of its principles and that his remarks reflected Bhumjaithai's stance, not that of the entire coalition.
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                                The opposition People's Party on Thursday pressed the government to clarify its plans for tax reform after the latter floated ideas about restructuring the system, while the government insists everything is only at the study stage with no concrete proposals made yet.
People's Party MP Sirikanya Tansakun challenged the government on the first day of the new House sitting to clarify remarks made earlier by Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira and echoed by the ministry's permanent secretary for finance about revamping the country's taxation structure.

Even though she generally agreed with any recommendations for improving the tax structure to generate more revenue, these proposals should be supported by a sound explanation, Ms Sirikanya said.

Citing her understanding of Mr Pichai's remarks, she said corporate tax would be lowered from 20% to 15%, and personal income tax would be made a single rate of 15% (instead of the current range of 5-35%) while value-added tax (VAT) would be raised from 7% to 15%.

While this could potentially lead to a decrease of about 190 billion baht in revenues from corporate tax, salary earners who make less than 300,000 baht a month would have to pay a higher rate of income tax, she said.

"That's why I'm totally confused whether this idea will really help the state generate more tax revenues while having the least impact on members of the public, as promised," she said.

"And if the government really isn't aware of this estimated substantial revenue loss, why on earth it is considering raising VAT [apparently to compensate for the loss]?"

Mr Pichai said VAT, which has been at 7% for three decades, could rise as high as 15% -- an idea that was quickly shot down by Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

As for a flat 15% rate for personal income tax, it would be offered to certain highly skilled people as a way to attract talent from abroad to help with economic development, the minister said. He did not suggest that the existing progressive tax rate system would be abandoned.

Ms Sirikanya said she was wondering if the government's tax reform idea is merely an attempt to bring Thailand's corporate tax in line with the global minimum of 15% proposed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for all multinationals with at least 750 million euros in annual sales.

Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat said the ministry was in the process of studying how to generate more tax revenue to fund plans to put in place universal welfare for the poor.

Currently, Thailand's tax revenues account for only about 14% of its gross domestic product (GDP), which is far below the global average of 18%, he said.


	Editorial: VAT rise needs care
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                National wage committee puts off decision for another two weeks
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                                The prospects of the government delivering on its pledge to increase the minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide on Jan 1 appear to be fading.
The national wage committee, consisting of representatives from business, labour groups and the government, met on Thursday but failed to reach a decision. It will meet again on Dec 23, said Bunsong Thapchaiyut, permanent secretary for the Ministry of Labour.

Participants at Thursday's meeting acknowledged the appointment of two new government representatives after a hiatus caused by changes in committee members due to their resignations, he said.

They also agreed on procedures, conditions, details and legal aspects regarding minimum wage adjustments. As for the actual wage rates, the committee agreed to postpone its deliberations to the next meeting on Dec 23.

Businesses remain strongly opposed to a major change in the minimum wage at a time when the economy is fragile. The current minimum wage ranges from 330 baht to 370 baht depending on the province. Employers say a one-size-fits-all rate for the whole country is not practical and ignores economic realities.

The Pheu Thai-led government has said the 400-baht rate would apply only to larger employers in selected sectors. It has acknowledged that businesses would feel the impact but believes more money in workers' pockets would ultimately be good for the economy overall.

Mr Bunsong said organisations in all 77 provinces have proposed their figures, and wage adjustments would be considered based on economic conditions and the local cost of living.

Therefore, it would be impossible to apply the same 400-baht minimum wage rate to all provinces, he said.

He said the committee's goal is to finalise the new rates as a New Year gift to the people while ensuring fairness for both employees and employers.

Attayut Leeyavanich, an employers' representative on the committee, said employers do not oppose adjustments, but the figures should be appropriate.

However, he said that since the current proposals were based on data from July, an update was needed.

Labour representative Weerasuk Kaewboonpun said workers nationwide have been looking forward to a 400-baht rate, but the committee was still unable to conclude whether the minimum wage would reach that level.
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                Opposition upset that Paetongtarn declined to attend first day of new session
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                                The absence of Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra from the opening of the new House of Representatives session on Thursday provoked a heated argument between the opposition and the coalition-leading Pheu Thai Party.
Nattacha Boonchaiinsawat, a Bangkok MP for the opposition People's Party, was the first to complain, saying he wanted the premier to update the public about what her government was doing to stop the spread of invasive blackchin tilapia fish.

Mr Nattacha said the fish had spread to many waterways, while the government kept saying the situation had improved, which was not true. He said the situation was serious and required the prime minister to address the issue as it overlaps with the operations of numerous ministries.

Ms Paetongtarn was otherwise occupied on Thursday morning, delivering a nationwide televised address on her government's performance and policies at the headquarters of the National Broadcasting Services of Thailand. She had said previously that it was not the right time for her to join on Thursday's parliamentary session.

The premier had assigned Agriculture Minister Narumon Pinyosinwat to join the session, but she assigned her deputy, who did not show up either, pleading other engagements.

"I intended to use the first day of the parliament session to ask questions of the highest leader in the government, the prime minister," said Mr Nattacha.

"The prime minister said she wanted to answer questions in the parliament. However, today was not appropriate. I have to ask what kind of person is she to say that the first day of work is not appropriate for work?

"The suffering of our fellow citizens awaits solutions, and the people's representatives want to use the mechanisms of the parliament to perform their duties. You just answered something as simple as this by saying 'I was busy.'"

Toetchat Chaipong, a Pheu Thai MP for Chiang Rai, protested, telling Mr Nattacha that he "can't just criticise the prime minister like this".

Deputy Finance Minister Julapun Amornvivat, responding for the government, said initially there was no scheduled parliament meeting on Thursday. The original plan was to meet next week but the schedule was recently changed.

Ms Paetongtarn, meanwhile, will be away from Bangkok for the next two days, as she takes part in a Pheu Thai Party meeting in Hua Hin. A train carrying the premier and 400 party members and officials will arrive in the resort town on Friday morning.
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                Home minister prefers high-tech solutions to target 'rat lanes' used by smugglers and criminals
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                                A plan pushed by Kelantan state to erect a wall on the border with Thailand's Narathiwat province has hit a snag as the Malaysian home minister has shown no enthusiasm for it.
Malaysian Home Minister Saifuddin Nasution Ismail said on Thursday that the proposed wall would be costly to build and maintain.

"This fence is expensive and its maintenance is also expensive," he was quoted as saying by the Bernama news agency.

Thailand and Malaysia have built concrete walls and fences in several locations along their land border to combat human trafficking, illegal goods movement and other crimes.

Last month, Kelantan state  proposed building a 100 kilometre long wall on the Malaysian bank of the Golok River, opposite Narathiwat, amid growing frustration about illegal crossings and other criminal activities.

But Mr Saifuddin said on Thursday that "times have changed" and the idea of building walls was becoming outdated.

The proposal by Kelantan needs approval from the top security agency in Kuala Lumpur. It is not known whether the state has forwarded it to the central government.

Kelantan borders Narathiwat, with most areas divided by the Golok River.

'Rat lanes' targeted

Kuala Lumpur is considering deploying new technology to assist authorities in curbing illegal crossings at selected locations between Malaysia and neighbouring countries, largely Thailand.

Mr Saifuddin did not go into detail about the technology under consideration but promised it would be effective in attempts to crack down on border crimes, Bernama reported.

A study by Malaysia has identified 281 "rat lanes" in all states bordering other countries, 154 of them on the border with Thailand.

Malaysia has land borders with Brunei and Indonesia, and maritime boundaries with Singapore and the Philippines.
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                Six large fish caught, tagged and released over just five days, as spawning picks up
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                                The catching of six rare giant catfish in Cambodia in the space of five days, some weighing more than 120 kilogrammes, has raised hopes of a revival of a critically endangered species that is among the world's largest freshwater fish.
Three adult giant catfish weighing from 95kg to 131kg, two of them longer than two metres, were caught on Tuesday in the Mekong River. All three were measured and tagged for tracking purposes before being released back into the river, with DNA samples of the fish collected.

The Wonders of the Mekong project, a US-funded conservation initiative, described the catch of so many giant catfish in just a few days as "a remarkable and unprecedented event".

"I've never heard of this before," said project lead Zeb Hogan, a research biologist at the University of Nevada Reno.

"By tagging these fish, we gain critical information about their ecology, their migrations, their habitat ... to try to help these fish survive in the future."

Three other giant catfish were caught, tagged and released in the days prior to that, one in the Mekong and two in the Tonle Sap River near Phnom Penh.

Some giant catfish can weigh as much as 300kg and span three metres.

The catch indicates spawning activity in the Mekong in Cambodia and follows 25 years of conservation work by the group in collaboration with local fisheries organisations and communities.

Wonders of the Mekong said the catch boosts hopes for survival of a species that has become increasingly rare in many of its habitats.
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                                SEOUL - From plastic surgery clinics to tour firms and hotel chains, South Korea's hospitality sector is wary of the potential impact of a protracted political crisis, as some overseas travellers cancel trips following last week's brief bout of martial law.
South Korea's travel and tourism industry, which generated 84.7 trillion won (2 trillion baht ) in 2023, around 3.8% of GDP, has held up through previous bumps in the road, including a 2016 presidential impeachment and periodic tensions with North Korea.

But more than a dozen hospitality and administrative sources said the army's involvement in the latest political crisis was a serious development that could deter leisure and business travel, when the sector is approaching a full recovery in visitor numbers, which stood at 97% of pre-Covid levels as of October.

"There are concerns that safety issues in Seoul would throw cold water on the tourism industry," Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon said on Wednesday while meeting tourism industry officials to discuss a fall in travel demand.

"There is a growing number of examples of foreign tourists cancelling visits to Seoul and shortening their stays," Oh said, before declaring "Seoul is safe", in English, Chinese and Japanese to the media.

Daily life and tourist activities have continued as usual, despite ongoing large protests, since President Yoon Suk Yeol rescinded his six hours of martial law on Dec 4 after parliament voted it down, with analysts noting that South Korea's institutional checks and balances seem to be holding up.

Some tourists have since cancelled bookings, albeit not in great numbers, while others are enquiring whether they could pull out should the situation change, travel and hospitality sources said.

Accor hotel group, which includes the Fairmont and Sofitel brands, said it noted a "slight increase" in cancellation rates since Dec 3, around 5% higher than in November.

The Korea Tourism Start-up Association said on Friday bookings for the first half of 2025 had already seen a sharp decline.

Rooms in previously fully-booked hotels in the capital Seoul have become available due to cancellations with some hotels "even lowering their rates and offering special deals to attract more bookings", said an inbound travel agency that asked not to be named due to the sensitivity of the matter.

A plastic surgery clinic in Seoul's upmarket Gangnam neighbourhood also said some foreign patients had cancelled visits since the martial law incident.

"We are not worried now, but if this situation continues, that would have an impact on foreign visitors," a clinic representative said, declining to be named.

South Korea is a top global destination for medical and plastic surgery tourism.

Soft power

The latest political crisis also threatens to deal a major blow to the country's brand, which has been improving thanks to Korean culture and economic success, said Kim Wou-kyung, head of a government brand promotion agency.

The explosion to global prominence of South Korean drama, music and beauty, known as the "Korean Wave", plus a reputation for safety and global brands such as Samsung, are key forms of soft power that the government leverages to grow tourist numbers.

South Korea hopes to almost double the number of annual tourists by 2027 from 2019 levels to 30 million.

Part of the strategy is also to focus on group business travel for events including conferences and exhibitions, a sector known as MICE tourism, which could be impacted if the political crisis continues into early next year, said Ha Hong-kook, secretary-general at Korea MICE Association.

The parliament plans to vote on a motion to impeach Yoon on Saturday, a week after its first impeachment vote was defeated.

"If we get through this immediate, unprecedented period ... into a clear route to new elections, then I think actually the impact won't be that bad," said Andrew Gilholm, Director at risk consultancy Control Risks Group.

He said the country's reputation "might even be improved" long-term by displaying how it comes through the problems.

Su Shu, founder of Chinese firm Moment Travel in Chengdu, is also sanguine about travel demand for South Korea.

"No matter where there is chaos, there will be people who dare not go," Su said.

China is the largest source of foreign visitors to South Korea, followed by Japan and the United States.
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        Phu Kradueng mountain closed after tourist's death
        The popular Phu Kradueng mountain in Loei province has been closed to visitors after a tourist was fatally attacked by a wild elephant, the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation said on Thursday.
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        The prospects of the government delivering on its pledge to increase the minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide on Jan 1 appear to be fading.
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        A plan pushed by Kelantan state to erect a wall on the border with Thailand's Narathiwat province has hit a snag as the Malaysian home minister has shown no enthusiasm for it.
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        SEOUL - From plastic surgery clinics to tour firms and hotel chains, South Korea's hospitality sector is wary of the potential impact of a protracted political crisis, as some overseas travellers cancel trips following last week's brief bout of martial law.

      

      
        Ex-minister's father held in slaying of adopted son
        A veteran Prachin Buri politician and father of a former cabinet minister is facing a murder charge in the shooting death of his adopted son, a provincial councillor, over what police say was a political dispute.

      

      
        Thai PM pledges new populist measures to boost support, economy
        Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra pledged new populist measures on Thursday in an attempt to shore up support for her government and boost an economy held back by high household debt, tight lending and tepid consumption.

      

      
        Fresh storm alert for southern Thailand
        Flooding and landslide alerts are in effect for all southern provinces near the Gulf of Thailand, with torrential rain forecast to pound the region until next Monday.

      

      
        Fifa confirms Saudi Arabia as 2034 World Cup host
        Fifa on Wednesday confirmed that Saudi Arabia will host the 2034 World Cup, underlining the Gulf kingdom's growing influence in world sport despite criticism of the country's human rights record.

      

      
        How gold fosters economic growth and prosperity
        As we move into 2025, gold offers a unique opportunity to provide stability amid geopolitical uncertainties. Traditionally, gold is a symbol of prosperity and wealth in Thai culture, often used to celebrate major family milestones such as weddings, birthdays and the arrival of newborns.

      

      
        Jitta Wealth promotes US stocks for the coming year
        Jitta Wealth Asset Management, a Thai fintech startup, recommends focusing on US stocks with sustained growth potential for the coming year. Historical data indicates US stock market returns tend to rise by 8-10% following presidential elections.
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                Parks chief says long-term solutions needed to prevent another fatal attack by a wild elephant
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                                The popular Phu Kradueng mountain in Loei province has been closed to visitors after a tourist was fatally attacked by a wild elephant, the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation said on Thursday.
Director-general Attapon Charoenchansa ordered the closure for public safety because the elephant that was in rut and suspected of killing a Thai woman on Tuesday had returned to visitors' area there.

About 700 existing visitors were told to leave the mountain in the northeastern province on Thursday, he said.

During the closure, park rangers would drive wild elephants away from tourist zones, Mr Attapon said.

"I still cannot tell how long it will be closed. Possibly it will be closed until the situations are under control," he said.

He plans to visit Phu Kradueng on Monday next week to discuss the problem with park rangers and researchers. The goal is to work out solutions to conflicts between wild elephants and surrounding human communities on Phu Kradueng and elsewhere.
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                  Chances for B400 minimum wage fading                

                National wage committee puts off decision for another two weeks
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                                The prospects of the government delivering on its pledge to increase the minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide on Jan 1 appear to be fading.
The national wage committee, consisting of representatives from business, labour groups and the government, met on Thursday but failed to reach a decision. It will meet again on Dec 23, said Bunsong Thapchaiyut, permanent secretary for the Ministry of Labour.

Participants at Thursday's meeting acknowledged the appointment of two new government representatives after a hiatus caused by changes in committee members due to their resignations, he said.

They also agreed on procedures, conditions, details and legal aspects regarding minimum wage adjustments. As for the actual wage rates, the committee agreed to postpone its deliberations to the next meeting on Dec 23.

Businesses remain strongly opposed to a major change in the minimum wage at a time when the economy is fragile. The current minimum wage ranges from 330 baht to 370 baht depending on the province. Employers say a one-size-fits-all rate for the whole country is not practical and ignores economic realities.

The Pheu Thai-led government has said the 400-baht rate would apply only to larger employers in selected sectors. It has acknowledged that businesses would feel the impact but believes more money in workers' pockets would ultimately be good for the economy overall.

Mr Bunsong said organisations in all 77 provinces have proposed their figures, and wage adjustments would be considered based on economic conditions and the local cost of living.

Therefore, it would be impossible to apply the same 400-baht minimum wage rate to all provinces, he said.

He said the committee's goal is to finalise the new rates as a New Year gift to the people while ensuring fairness for both employees and employers.

Attayut Leeyavanich, an employers' representative on the committee, said employers do not oppose adjustments, but the figures should be appropriate.

However, he said that since the current proposals were based on data from July, an update was needed.

Labour representative Weerasuk Kaewboonpun said workers nationwide have been looking forward to a 400-baht rate, but the committee was still unable to conclude whether the minimum wage would reach that level.
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                  Malaysian state's border wall proposal rejected                

                Home minister prefers high-tech solutions to target 'rat lanes' used by smugglers and criminals
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                                A plan pushed by Kelantan state to erect a wall on the border with Thailand's Narathiwat province has hit a snag as the Malaysian home minister has shown no enthusiasm for it.
Malaysian Home Minister Saifuddin Nasution Ismail said on Thursday that the proposed wall would be costly to build and maintain.

"This fence is expensive and its maintenance is also expensive," he was quoted as saying by the Bernama news agency.

Thailand and Malaysia have built concrete walls and fences in several locations along their land border to combat human trafficking, illegal goods movement and other crimes.

Last month, Kelantan state  proposed building a 100 kilometre long wall on the Malaysian bank of the Golok River, opposite Narathiwat, amid growing frustration about illegal crossings and other criminal activities.

But Mr Saifuddin said on Thursday that "times have changed" and the idea of building walls was becoming outdated.

The proposal by Kelantan needs approval from the top security agency in Kuala Lumpur. It is not known whether the state has forwarded it to the central government.

Kelantan borders Narathiwat, with most areas divided by the Golok River.

'Rat lanes' targeted

Kuala Lumpur is considering deploying new technology to assist authorities in curbing illegal crossings at selected locations between Malaysia and neighbouring countries, largely Thailand.

Mr Saifuddin did not go into detail about the technology under consideration but promised it would be effective in attempts to crack down on border crimes, Bernama reported.

A study by Malaysia has identified 281 "rat lanes" in all states bordering other countries, 154 of them on the border with Thailand.

Malaysia has land borders with Brunei and Indonesia, and maritime boundaries with Singapore and the Philippines.
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                                SEOUL - From plastic surgery clinics to tour firms and hotel chains, South Korea's hospitality sector is wary of the potential impact of a protracted political crisis, as some overseas travellers cancel trips following last week's brief bout of martial law.
South Korea's travel and tourism industry, which generated 84.7 trillion won (2 trillion baht ) in 2023, around 3.8% of GDP, has held up through previous bumps in the road, including a 2016 presidential impeachment and periodic tensions with North Korea.

But more than a dozen hospitality and administrative sources said the army's involvement in the latest political crisis was a serious development that could deter leisure and business travel, when the sector is approaching a full recovery in visitor numbers, which stood at 97% of pre-Covid levels as of October.

"There are concerns that safety issues in Seoul would throw cold water on the tourism industry," Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon said on Wednesday while meeting tourism industry officials to discuss a fall in travel demand.

"There is a growing number of examples of foreign tourists cancelling visits to Seoul and shortening their stays," Oh said, before declaring "Seoul is safe", in English, Chinese and Japanese to the media.

Daily life and tourist activities have continued as usual, despite ongoing large protests, since President Yoon Suk Yeol rescinded his six hours of martial law on Dec 4 after parliament voted it down, with analysts noting that South Korea's institutional checks and balances seem to be holding up.

Some tourists have since cancelled bookings, albeit not in great numbers, while others are enquiring whether they could pull out should the situation change, travel and hospitality sources said.

Accor hotel group, which includes the Fairmont and Sofitel brands, said it noted a "slight increase" in cancellation rates since Dec 3, around 5% higher than in November.

The Korea Tourism Start-up Association said on Friday bookings for the first half of 2025 had already seen a sharp decline.

Rooms in previously fully-booked hotels in the capital Seoul have become available due to cancellations with some hotels "even lowering their rates and offering special deals to attract more bookings", said an inbound travel agency that asked not to be named due to the sensitivity of the matter.

A plastic surgery clinic in Seoul's upmarket Gangnam neighbourhood also said some foreign patients had cancelled visits since the martial law incident.

"We are not worried now, but if this situation continues, that would have an impact on foreign visitors," a clinic representative said, declining to be named.

South Korea is a top global destination for medical and plastic surgery tourism.

Soft power

The latest political crisis also threatens to deal a major blow to the country's brand, which has been improving thanks to Korean culture and economic success, said Kim Wou-kyung, head of a government brand promotion agency.

The explosion to global prominence of South Korean drama, music and beauty, known as the "Korean Wave", plus a reputation for safety and global brands such as Samsung, are key forms of soft power that the government leverages to grow tourist numbers.

South Korea hopes to almost double the number of annual tourists by 2027 from 2019 levels to 30 million.

Part of the strategy is also to focus on group business travel for events including conferences and exhibitions, a sector known as MICE tourism, which could be impacted if the political crisis continues into early next year, said Ha Hong-kook, secretary-general at Korea MICE Association.

The parliament plans to vote on a motion to impeach Yoon on Saturday, a week after its first impeachment vote was defeated.

"If we get through this immediate, unprecedented period ... into a clear route to new elections, then I think actually the impact won't be that bad," said Andrew Gilholm, Director at risk consultancy Control Risks Group.

He said the country's reputation "might even be improved" long-term by displaying how it comes through the problems.

Su Shu, founder of Chinese firm Moment Travel in Chengdu, is also sanguine about travel demand for South Korea.

"No matter where there is chaos, there will be people who dare not go," Su said.

China is the largest source of foreign visitors to South Korea, followed by Japan and the United States.
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                Veteran Prachin Buri politician one of seven arrested after fatal shooting of provincial councillor
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                                A veteran Prachin Buri politician and father of a former cabinet minister is facing a murder charge in the shooting death of his adopted son, a provincial councillor, over what police say was a political dispute.
Soonthorn Vilawan, the 86-year-old president of the Prachin Buri Provincial Administrative Organisation (PAO), was arrested along with six aides after the shooting at Mr Soonthorn's house in Muang district at about 8.20pm on Wednesday.

Chaimet Sitsanitphong, 49, a provincial council member and adopted son of Mr Soonthorn, was found lying dead with gunshot wounds near the stairs on the first floor of the house in tambon Na Muang. More than 10 spent bullets were scattered nearby.

Pol Maj Gen Phumin Sinhasut, chief of Prachin Buri police, said several guns including a 9mm pistol and a shotgun were seized, but there were no war weapons.

Police said Chaimet had been shot dead by Mr Sunthorn's aides -- Thanasarankorn "Golf" Techathanatchot and Saksit "Toon" Chinnawong. All seven men, including the gunmen and Mr Soonthorn, were taken to the Muang district police station for questioning.

Police investigators said they were told that Chaimet, alias "Sor Jor Tong" (PAO councillor Tong), had gone to the house at about 7.30pm on Wednesday to talk with Mr Soonthorn about the upcoming election for the PAO chairmanship.

The pair later got involved in a heated argument. Mr Thanasarankorn and Mr Saksit pulled out their guns and fired at Chaimet before fleeing, police said. The gunmen were arrested later that night.

Local political sources said Chaimet, a Muay Thai boxing promoter, was considered the right-hand man of Mr Soonthorn, whose family has dominated Prachin Buri politics for decades. (Story continues below)

[image: Chaimet Sitsanitphong, a PAO council member and adopted son of Mr Soonthorn Vilawan, is found lying dead with gunshot wounds inside Mr Soonthorn's house. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)]
An officer examines the body of Chaimet Sitsanitphong, a provincial council member and adopted son of veteran Prachin Buri politician Soonthorn Vilawan, inside Mr Soonthorn's house. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)



National police chief Kittharath Punpetch on Thursday decried the attack as a challenge to the law and an outrageous act.

Crime Suppression Division police were dispatched to Prachin Buri to coordinate with investigators from Provincial Police Region 2 and the Prachin Buri provincial police office.

Pol Gen Kittharath said the shooting was linked to local politics, but he declined to go into details. The seven suspects would face charges of colluding in murder and violating the weapons law, he added.

During questioning, Mr Soonthorn claimed he was taking a rest inside his room and was not aware of what had happened, said Pol Gen Kittharath.

Police investigators have opposed bail for the suspects for fear that they might intimidate witnesses or interfere with evidence.

Mr Soonthorn, a Bhumjaithai Party member and father of former deputy education minister Kanokwan Vilawan, served as a deputy public health minister from 1996-97 in the Chavalit Yongchaiyudh government. He was an 8-time MP for the eastern province.

He made headlines in June 2022 over alleged forest encroachment in Khao Yai National Park.

Last February, the Supreme Court banned Ms Kanokwan, a former Bhumjaithai MP, from elected office for life for forest encroachment.

[image: A pistol and bullets are seized from the house. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)]
A pistol and bullets are seized from the house. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)



[image: Police question some of the suspects at the home of Soonthorn Vilawan, president of the Prachin Provincial Administrative Organisation, about the fatal shooting of his adopted son, a provincial councillor, on Wednesday night. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)]
Police question some of the suspects at the home of Soonthorn Vilawan, president of the Prachin Provincial Administrative Organisation, about the fatal shooting of his adopted son, a provincial councillor, on Wednesday night. (Police photo via Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                                Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra pledged new populist measures on Thursday in an attempt to shore up support for her government and boost an economy held back by high household debt, tight lending and tepid consumption.
In a televised address at NBT on the government's performance during her first three months in office, Ms Paetongtarn said her administration would provide soft loans for community businesses, funds for villages, cheap housing for low-income workers in Bangkok, energy price cuts and a flat rate for urban rail travel.

She added that the government would formalise and regulate underground businesses that accounted for an estimated 49% of Thailand's gross domestic product, a move aimed at protecting consumers and generating government income.

"In 2025, it will be the year of tangible opportunities and hopes. The government will create tangible results to make dreams come true. Policies that are tangible," she said.

Ms Paetongtarn, the 38-year-old daughter of billionaire former premier Thaksin Shinawatra, was elected by parliament in August to become Thailand's youngest prime minister, just days after a court's shock removal of then-prime minister Srettha Thavisin.

Ms Paetongtarn is widely expected to continue the populist legacy of her influential father, whose political parties, including Pheu Thai, have won multiple elections in the past quarter-century with pro-poor platforms from handouts and broad subsidies to rural loans and cheap healthcare.

But her government faces many economic challenges, including an 89.6% household debt-to-GDP ratio, amounting to 16.3 trillion baht , among the highest in Asia.

She said Southeast Asia's second-largest economy would grow in excess of 3% in the final quarter of 2024, and the government would roll out the third phase of its signature 450 billion baht handout scheme next year.

About 14.5 million people have so far received payments of 10,000 baht to be spent in their communities. Another 4 million will receive payments by January, with an estimated 26.5 million more expected to benefit.
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                                Flooding and landslide alerts are in effect for all southern provinces near the Gulf of Thailand, with torrential rain forecast to pound the region until next Monday.
The southern office of the Meteorological Department issued a fresh warning on Thursday for eight provinces from Thursday to Monday.

The provinces at risk are:


	Chumphon

	Surat Thani

	Nakhon Si Thammarat

	Phatthalung

	Songkhla

	Pattani

	Yala

	Narathiwat



The targeted provinces were advised to brace for another round of sudden flooding and landslides in areas near mountains, and small boats were strongly advised not to leave shore.

Weathermen said the northeasterly wind is accumulating strength over the Gulf of Thailand, and will probably develop into storms that will lash the region.

The eight provinces are still rebuilding from the worst floods in decades in late November that claimed 32 lives and affected more than 600,000 households, according to a Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Department update on Thursday.
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                  Fifa confirms Saudi Arabia as 2034 World Cup host                

                Morocco, Spain, Portugal to be joint hosts of the 2030 edition
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                                Fifa on Wednesday confirmed that Saudi Arabia will host the 2034 World Cup, underlining the Gulf kingdom's growing influence in world sport despite criticism of the country's human rights record.
At the same time, a virtual Congress of world football's governing body confirmed that Morocco, Spain and Portugal will be joint hosts of the 2030 World Cup, in which three games will also be played in South America.

The Saudi bid was waved through by acclamation during the meeting of Fifa's 211 national member associations, with no rivals standing in its way.

"It is a proud day, a day of celebration, a day that we invite the entire world to Saudi Arabia," said Abdulaziz bin Turki bin Faisal al Saud, the Saudi Minister of Sports.

"We intend to have an extraordinary version of the World Cup in our kingdom."

However, there was immediate condemnation from rights groups who insisted that handing the organisation of the tournament to the country puts the lives of construction workers at risk and "marks a moment of great danger".

Fifa had invoked its principle of rotating the World Cup between continents, which meant only bids from Asia or Oceania were welcome for 2034.

The unprecedented organisation of the 2030 tournament will involve three continental confederations in Europe, Africa and South America, while the next World Cup in 2026 -- the first involving 48 teams -- will take place across North America.

Controversially, the body gave potential bidders barely a month last year to submit candidacies, and Australia and Indonesia abandoned their interest.

That left Saudi Arabia as the sole candidate, clearing the way for the World Cup to return to the Gulf region so soon after Qatar hosted in 2022.

The kingdom's de facto ruler, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, has been using sport for some time to amass influence and improve its global image -- critics say he is effectively "sportswashing" by diverting attention from Saudi Arabia's rights record.

'Moment of great danger'

The awarding of the World Cup to Saudi will make the issue of human rights a major talking point again, just as it was two years ago.

"We are inclusive and we are non-discriminatory, and we want to obtain positive social impact," Fifa president Gianni Infantino said in closing remarks.

"We are of course aware of critics and fears, and I fully trust our hosts to address all open points from this process and deliver a Fifa World Cup which meets expectations."

He added that "social improvements and positive human rights impacts" are "responsibilities of hosting a World Cup."

Rights groups highlight mass executions in Saudi Arabia and allegations of torture, as well as restrictions on women under the conservative country's male guardianship system. Free expression is severely restricted too.

Fifa's decision to award the tournament to Saudi Arabia "despite the well-known and severe risks to residents, migrant workers and visiting fans alike, marks a moment of great danger," Amnesty International and 20 other organisations said in a joint statement.

"Based on clear evidence to date, Fifa knows workers will be exploited and even die without fundamental reforms in Saudi Arabia, and yet has chosen to press ahead regardless," said Steve Cockburn, Amnesty's Head of Labour Rights and Sport.

England's Football Association meanwhile said it had received assurances from Saudi Arabia that LGBTQ fans would be "safe and welcome" at the tournament.

'Centenary celebration'

The 2030 tournament will mark a century since the first World Cup was held in Uruguay, and as a result the unrivalled joint bid by Morocco, Spain and Portugal will also see the South American nation handed one game along with Argentina and Paraguay.

Fifa confirmed over a year ago that the joint proposal led by Morocco, Spain and Portugal was the sole contender for 2030, with all other potential candidacies having fallen by the wayside.

Four South American countries launched a joint bid in 2019, convinced that the centenary World Cup should entirely take place on the continent where it all began.

Meanwhile, Morocco replaced Ukraine as a partner for Spain and Portugal, while South America agreed to step aside in exchange for hosting three games.

Following these "centenary celebrations" in the southern hemisphere winter, the six teams involved will cross the Atlantic to play the rest of the tournament.

Spain, which hosted the 1982 World Cup, should be the main host as it boasts 11 of the 20 proposed stadiums.

Morocco -- after failing in five previous bids -- will become the second African nation to host the competition after South Africa in 2010.

Potential venues for the July 21 final include the Santiago Bernabeu in Madrid and Barcelona's renovated Camp Nou as well as the planned Hassan II stadium between Casablanca and Rabat, set to boast a 115,000 capacity.
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                  How gold fosters economic growth and prosperity                

                The metal can play many roles in enabling financial inclusion in Thailand.
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Gold ornaments on display at a gold shop in the Yaowarat area of Bangkok. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)]
                                              
                          Gold ornaments on display at a gold shop in the Yaowarat area of Bangkok. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)                        

                                          

                  

                                As we move into 2025, gold offers a unique opportunity to provide stability amid geopolitical uncertainties. Traditionally, gold is a symbol of prosperity and wealth in Thai culture, often used to celebrate major family milestones such as weddings, birthdays and the arrival of newborns.
As society evolves, gold remains deeply ingrained in Thai life, fuelling resilient consumer demand that recorded the highest growth among Asean countries for two consecutive quarters in 2024.

Gold can also increase a country's financial inclusion, which has become a major policy objective for governments, non-governmental organisations and international organisations across the world. Financial inclusion is often defined as allowing people to access savings products, credit, insurance and payments systems, all of which are keys for economic growth.

When individuals and households are financially secure, they are more likely to invest in or start businesses, further supporting economic development.

The most recent World Bank Global Fidex Report from 2021 said the average bank account penetration rate in emerging markets was 71%, while 77% of people globally have access to a bank account. This is a significant improvement from 51% of people with access to banking services in 2011.

Thailand has consistently excelled in this area, with 82% of Thais having bank accounts since 2017. By 2021, the number rose to 95.6%, with 67.1% having savings and 92% making digital payments -- well above the averages of 82.1%, 61.4% and 78.1%, respectively, in the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (Apec) economies.

While access to bank accounts is high, there are still opportunities to broaden the range of financial services offered.

Access to credit services remains low at 30.4%, below the Apec average of 38.2%, attributed to limited understanding of credit products and fear of rejection. In 2024, informal lending surged to 30%, raising concerns as borrowers often face interest rates exceeding the legal limit of 15%.

FINANCIAL INCLUSION

Across the world there is a rapid embrace of initiatives assisting the drive for financial inclusion. Part of this is innovative financial products.

In many markets including China, Singapore, the UAE and Malaysia, retail banks are offering gold investment accounts. Turkish retail banks now offer buy-back schemes, gold bonds and gold cheques, among others.

The Thai government has shown a forward-thinking approach to digitising gold by allowing bullion traders to offer gold online savings and trading in the Pao Tang mobile app from Krungthai Bank, allowing real-time trading of 99.99% gold at global market prices.

This initiative enables more Thais to participate in gold trading and modernises the gold market. By the first quarter of 2023, the value of gold savings online rose by 60-70% year-on-year, with YLG Bullion International reporting 70% growth in new trading accounts on the Pao Tang app.

These apps demonstrate how the retail banking sector can complement the services provided by traditional bullion dealers through a network effect and an expansion of access to gold.

Can gold break down the barriers to financial inclusion? Where financial access is low, gold can fill the gap, particularly with underserved rural populations. Gold has helped rural Thais who traditionally use pawnshops to access credit to cover the cost of agricultural activities and unexpected needs.

In 2023, Thailand's Office of Government Pawnshops reported loans exceeded 20 billion baht, with gold accounting for as much as 88% of the 1.1 million pawned items.

Gold also serves as a vital safety net for Thais. During the pandemic outbreak in 2020, the gold bullion market recorded net sales of 81.5 tonnes, as households sold their gold holdings to secure much-needed financial relief.

Gold meets both financial and cultural needs, serving as a long-term store of value, an asset that is easy to buy and sell, and a protection against uncertainty. It can also directly and indirectly help governments achieve public policy objectives of maximising financial inclusion.

HIGH TRUST

In our global retail market insights research, we found 61% of consumers across the countries we studied trust gold more than currencies. Some 65% believe gold will never lose its value over the long term, and 67% view gold as a good safeguard against inflation and currency fluctuations.

By offering gold products, retail banks could expand their appeal and help strengthen the bank-to-consumer relationship.

Central banks have long recognised gold as key to strengthening proprietary balance sheets, further enhancing the attractiveness of the banking system.

Gold's enduring appeal and notable returns are particularly prominent around the New Year holiday. Data from 1971 to 2023 showed an average return of 1.79% in January alone -- almost three times the long-term monthly average.

As we begin 2025, a year that could be marked by uncertainties, gold can offer governments and individuals a financial tool that not only provides security and delivers potential returns, but also contributes to a more resilient and inclusive economy for all Thais.

Andrew Naylor is head of the Middle East and Public Policy at the World Gold Council.
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                                Jitta Wealth Asset Management, a Thai fintech startup, recommends focusing on US stocks with sustained growth potential for the coming year. Historical data indicates US stock market returns tend to rise by 8-10% following presidential elections.
Moreover, US president-elect Donald Trump has proposed policies to reduce corporate income tax for domestic companies and raise import taxes on goods from various countries. These measures are expected to enhance the appeal of US stocks.

Trawut Luangsomboon, chief executive of Jitta, said the company developed sophisticated investment tools and algorithms, including Alpha AI, to identify favourable stock market signals at the right time, select high-potential stocks at low prices and automate portfolio management for investors through the Jitta Ranking Alpha private fund, offering a cutting-edge investment solution.

The new investment plan focuses on investing in the most promising countries each year, with quarterly portfolio adjustments and annual country rotations.

This strategy recorded an average annual return of 20.7% based on back-testing, significantly outperforming the MSCI World benchmark index, which averages 9.18% annually, according to the firm.

Mr Trawut said in recent years, more investors seek global investment opportunities.

The main challenge for most investors is selecting countries with strong growth potential and a promising long-term outlook, he said.

Often their investments are made during periods when markets are overvalued or entering a declining cycle, leading to prolonged portfolio losses and uncertainty about when to shift investments to other countries, said Mr Trawut.

"If we examine stock market statistics in various countries, there is a cyclical pattern. On average, over a 10-year period stock markets tend to be negative for about three years and positive for seven," he said.

"If bourses have performed well for several consecutive years, it is likely a correction will occur, leading to lower returns the following year."

Similarly, if a stock market has underperformed in previous years or experienced a sharp decline due to a crisis, there is a possibility it will recover in the following year and enter a bull market, said Mr Trawut.

If investors can analyse and identify the "right time" to invest in each country's stock market, shifting their investments from overpriced markets to those with better opportunities, they can reduce the duration the portfolio is exposed to market downturns and enhance long-term returns, he said.

Mr Trawut said investing in stocks with strong fundamentals is crucial, as the proportion of good, undervalued stocks will indicate profit opportunities in the stock market.

A market with a higher proportion of strong fundamentals indicates a more robust and sustainable foundation for growth, he said.

"However, if a stock market has more good and expensive stocks than good and cheap stocks, it may indicate the market is overheated and a bubble is waiting to burst. If we invest and the bubble bursts, we could face significant losses, even if they are strong stocks," said Mr Trawut.

"Investing in countries with more good and undervalued stocks presents a better investment opportunity."

Jitta analysed stock market data from 29 countries over the past 12 years and developed an algorithm based on value investing, focusing on selecting good, undervalued stocks through its Jitta Ranking investment plan.

This approach has proven to help investors achieve strong returns and outperform the market in the long run, he said.

The company has managed around 80,000 private fund portfolios, providing valuable insights and a deep understanding of the investment cycle, said Mr Trawut.

Jitta's Alpha AI selects the most promising countries for investment each year from four key stock markets: the US, China, Hong Kong and Japan.

The AI analyses comparative data of each market's upward and downward cycles to determine which market shows the best trends and investment opportunities. Based on this analysis, Alpha AI identifies the country with the most attractive stock market and best investment value.

Stock market investments made between November and January each year will be reviewed to determine whether to continue investing in the same market or adjust the portfolio to focus on other countries with greater growth potential for the following year, he said.

Jitta Ranking Alpha requires a minimum investment of 2 million baht to diversify risks and maximise potential returns.
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                  Chances for B400 minimum wage fading                

                National wage committee puts off decision for another two weeks
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                                The prospects of the government delivering on its pledge to increase the minimum wage to 400 baht nationwide on Jan 1 appear to be fading.
The national wage committee, consisting of representatives from business, labour groups and the government, met on Thursday but failed to reach a decision. It will meet again on Dec 23, said Bunsong Thapchaiyut, permanent secretary for the Ministry of Labour.

Participants at Thursday's meeting acknowledged the appointment of two new government representatives after a hiatus caused by changes in committee members due to their resignations, he said.

They also agreed on procedures, conditions, details and legal aspects regarding minimum wage adjustments. As for the actual wage rates, the committee agreed to postpone its deliberations to the next meeting on Dec 23.

Businesses remain strongly opposed to a major change in the minimum wage at a time when the economy is fragile. The current minimum wage ranges from 330 baht to 370 baht depending on the province. Employers say a one-size-fits-all rate for the whole country is not practical and ignores economic realities.

The Pheu Thai-led government has said the 400-baht rate would apply only to larger employers in selected sectors. It has acknowledged that businesses would feel the impact but believes more money in workers' pockets would ultimately be good for the economy overall.

Mr Bunsong said organisations in all 77 provinces have proposed their figures, and wage adjustments would be considered based on economic conditions and the local cost of living.

Therefore, it would be impossible to apply the same 400-baht minimum wage rate to all provinces, he said.

He said the committee's goal is to finalise the new rates as a New Year gift to the people while ensuring fairness for both employees and employers.

Attayut Leeyavanich, an employers' representative on the committee, said employers do not oppose adjustments, but the figures should be appropriate.

However, he said that since the current proposals were based on data from July, an update was needed.

Labour representative Weerasuk Kaewboonpun said workers nationwide have been looking forward to a 400-baht rate, but the committee was still unable to conclude whether the minimum wage would reach that level.
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                                SEOUL - From plastic surgery clinics to tour firms and hotel chains, South Korea's hospitality sector is wary of the potential impact of a protracted political crisis, as some overseas travellers cancel trips following last week's brief bout of martial law.
South Korea's travel and tourism industry, which generated 84.7 trillion won (2 trillion baht ) in 2023, around 3.8% of GDP, has held up through previous bumps in the road, including a 2016 presidential impeachment and periodic tensions with North Korea.

But more than a dozen hospitality and administrative sources said the army's involvement in the latest political crisis was a serious development that could deter leisure and business travel, when the sector is approaching a full recovery in visitor numbers, which stood at 97% of pre-Covid levels as of October.

"There are concerns that safety issues in Seoul would throw cold water on the tourism industry," Seoul mayor Oh Se-hoon said on Wednesday while meeting tourism industry officials to discuss a fall in travel demand.

"There is a growing number of examples of foreign tourists cancelling visits to Seoul and shortening their stays," Oh said, before declaring "Seoul is safe", in English, Chinese and Japanese to the media.

Daily life and tourist activities have continued as usual, despite ongoing large protests, since President Yoon Suk Yeol rescinded his six hours of martial law on Dec 4 after parliament voted it down, with analysts noting that South Korea's institutional checks and balances seem to be holding up.

Some tourists have since cancelled bookings, albeit not in great numbers, while others are enquiring whether they could pull out should the situation change, travel and hospitality sources said.

Accor hotel group, which includes the Fairmont and Sofitel brands, said it noted a "slight increase" in cancellation rates since Dec 3, around 5% higher than in November.

The Korea Tourism Start-up Association said on Friday bookings for the first half of 2025 had already seen a sharp decline.

Rooms in previously fully-booked hotels in the capital Seoul have become available due to cancellations with some hotels "even lowering their rates and offering special deals to attract more bookings", said an inbound travel agency that asked not to be named due to the sensitivity of the matter.

A plastic surgery clinic in Seoul's upmarket Gangnam neighbourhood also said some foreign patients had cancelled visits since the martial law incident.

"We are not worried now, but if this situation continues, that would have an impact on foreign visitors," a clinic representative said, declining to be named.

South Korea is a top global destination for medical and plastic surgery tourism.

Soft power

The latest political crisis also threatens to deal a major blow to the country's brand, which has been improving thanks to Korean culture and economic success, said Kim Wou-kyung, head of a government brand promotion agency.

The explosion to global prominence of South Korean drama, music and beauty, known as the "Korean Wave", plus a reputation for safety and global brands such as Samsung, are key forms of soft power that the government leverages to grow tourist numbers.

South Korea hopes to almost double the number of annual tourists by 2027 from 2019 levels to 30 million.

Part of the strategy is also to focus on group business travel for events including conferences and exhibitions, a sector known as MICE tourism, which could be impacted if the political crisis continues into early next year, said Ha Hong-kook, secretary-general at Korea MICE Association.

The parliament plans to vote on a motion to impeach Yoon on Saturday, a week after its first impeachment vote was defeated.

"If we get through this immediate, unprecedented period ... into a clear route to new elections, then I think actually the impact won't be that bad," said Andrew Gilholm, Director at risk consultancy Control Risks Group.

He said the country's reputation "might even be improved" long-term by displaying how it comes through the problems.

Su Shu, founder of Chinese firm Moment Travel in Chengdu, is also sanguine about travel demand for South Korea.

"No matter where there is chaos, there will be people who dare not go," Su said.

China is the largest source of foreign visitors to South Korea, followed by Japan and the United States.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2918616/political-crisis-threatens-south-koreas-tourism-soft-power-gains



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Gulf CEO remains Thailand's richest shareholder                

                Annual survey puts holdings of Sarath Ratanavadi in listed companies at B240 billion
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                                Sarath Ratanavadi, the founder and chief executive of Gulf Energy Development Plc, one of Thailand's largest power producers, is the richest shareholder in the Thai capital market with wealth of 240 billion baht, a survey has found.
He has held the title for six consecutive years in he annual survey conducted by Money & Banking magazine and the commerce and accountancy faculty of Chulalongkorn University.

Mr Sarath is currently ranked fifth on the Forbes magazine list of Thailand's richest people, with a net worth estimated at $16 billion.

Niti Osathanugrah of the beverage and consumer goods company Osotspa ranked second in the survey with a total stock portfolio worth 59 billion baht.

Dr Prasert Prasarttong-Osoth, a major shareholder in Bangkok Airways and Bangkok Hospital, ranked third at 50 billion baht.

The survey used the closing figures for the Stock Exchange of Thailand and the Market for Alternative Investment on Sept 30, 2024 as a reference point for calculating wealth.

The shares Mr Sarath held this year have a total value of 240 billion baht, an increase of 49 billion or 26% from a year earlier. His holdings include shares in Gulf (35.81%), I-Tel Corporation Plc, the pet food subsidiary of Thai Union Plc (0.67%), and Rocktech Global Plc, a subsidiary of BTS Group that provides complete system services (4.89%).

Mr Sarath's wealth, which decreased last year, has risen in value this year. It is now the highest since he first moved into top spot on the list in in 2019, and the highest overall since 1994.

Throughout the six years he has been the richest shareholder, the value of stocks held by Mr Sarath has been at least 100 billion baht every year.

In 2019, the first year he became the top stockholder, Mr Sarath had total holdings worth 120 billion baht. The shares decreased in value to 115 billion baht in 2020 before increasing to 173 billion in 2021 and 218 billion in 2022, and decreasing again to 190 billion last year.

Mr Niti, a major investor and heir to the Osotspa empire, held shares worth 59 billion baht, down 2 billion baht or 3.75%.

Dr Prasert holds shares in Bangkok Dusit Medical Services Plc (9.39%), the Bangkok Hospital operator; and Bangkok Airways Plc (11.38%) for a total of 51 billion baht, down 6 billion baht or 11.1%.

Mr Sarath took Gulf public in 2017, raising 24 billion baht in the country's biggest initial public offering in a decade. The energy company has since diversified through a major investment in InTouch Holdings and its cellular unit Advanced Info Service (AIS).

A joint venture involving Gulf, Singtel and AIS to set up data centres in Thailand is expected to start operations in 2025.

Gulf also formed a joint venture with the global market leader Binance to launch a cryptocurrency exchange in Thailand earlier this year.
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                                Mega-events held in Hong Kong in the first half of the year attracted around 550,000 tourists who collectively spent HK$2.4 billion (10.4 billion baht), the government has said.
Rosanna Law Shuk-pui, the new secretary for culture, sports and tourism, said on Wednesday that 110 mega-events in the first six months of 2024 drew an estimated 550,000 tourists to "participate".

"They brought around HK$2.4 billion of spending and a value add of about HK$1.4 billion," she said in a written response to lawmakers' questions.

Conventions and exhibitions accounted for the most events with 38, followed by cultural, arts and creative ones with 31, and 15 related to finance, economy, innovation and technology. Fourteen were sports events.

Law said mega-events bore strategic significance to the city's development.

"Not only [do they] bring business opportunities and economic benefits to different industries, including hotel, catering, retail, transport, but [they] also generate positive publicity for Hong Kong in the globe to showcase the city's position as a liberal cosmopolitan with rich cultural heritage," she said.

The Mega Events Coordination Group, established in January this year and led by Deputy Financial Secretary Michael Wong Wai-lun, was also meant to be a "high-level steer" to facilitate the organisation of mega-events across various bureaus and departments, Law said.

But the Hong Kong Tourism Board remained the first point of contact for organisers, and helped with reviewing and assessing proposals, venue searching and other advisory work, she added.

She said a HK$100 million budget earmarked for the coordination group, as announced in February's budget, was for supporting its work in boosting mega-event promotions over the next three years.

"The government will review and, in response to ongoing developments and updates of the planning of mega-events, optimise resources to enhance the publicity effort of mega events," she said.
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                                Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra pledged new populist measures on Thursday in an attempt to shore up support for her government and boost an economy held back by high household debt, tight lending and tepid consumption.
In a televised address at NBT on the government's performance during her first three months in office, Ms Paetongtarn said her administration would provide soft loans for community businesses, funds for villages, cheap housing for low-income workers in Bangkok, energy price cuts and a flat rate for urban rail travel.

She added that the government would formalise and regulate underground businesses that accounted for an estimated 49% of Thailand's gross domestic product, a move aimed at protecting consumers and generating government income.

"In 2025, it will be the year of tangible opportunities and hopes. The government will create tangible results to make dreams come true. Policies that are tangible," she said.

Ms Paetongtarn, the 38-year-old daughter of billionaire former premier Thaksin Shinawatra, was elected by parliament in August to become Thailand's youngest prime minister, just days after a court's shock removal of then-prime minister Srettha Thavisin.

Ms Paetongtarn is widely expected to continue the populist legacy of her influential father, whose political parties, including Pheu Thai, have won multiple elections in the past quarter-century with pro-poor platforms from handouts and broad subsidies to rural loans and cheap healthcare.

But her government faces many economic challenges, including an 89.6% household debt-to-GDP ratio, amounting to 16.3 trillion baht , among the highest in Asia.

She said Southeast Asia's second-largest economy would grow in excess of 3% in the final quarter of 2024, and the government would roll out the third phase of its signature 450 billion baht handout scheme next year.

About 14.5 million people have so far received payments of 10,000 baht to be spent in their communities. Another 4 million will receive payments by January, with an estimated 26.5 million more expected to benefit.
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                                South Korea's flag carrier Korean Air said on Thursday it had bought a majority stake in rival Asiana Airlines for $1 billion, making it the effective owner four years after first expressing its takeover intentions.
With the acquisition of a 63.88% stake, Korean Air said it had invested 1.5 trillion won in the merger, "making Asiana Airlines a subsidiary" of the company.

The move will create Asia's second-biggest airline group based on capacity, after Singapore Air, according to Bloomberg News.

The final phase of the tie-up follows the European Union's approval in February, granted on the condition that the flag carrier divests Asiana's global cargo freighter business as part of antitrust measures.

The approval was also contingent on Korean Air making "necessary assets" available to South Korean rival T'way Air to launch operations on four overlapping routes: Barcelona, Frankfurt, Paris, and Rome.

"With Asiana Airlines as its subsidiary, Korean Air will strengthen the national aviation industry's competitiveness, enhance Incheon Airport's hub capabilities, and expand its global network reach," the airline said in a press release.

It described the merger as a "strategic milestone for Korea's aviation industry".

Asiana Airlines will convene a shareholders meeting in January to appoint a new board of directors appointed by the parent Korean Air, it said.

It added that there would be no workforce restructuring during the integration, with employees in overlapping roles "reassigned within the organisation".

Korean Air currently operates a fleet of 158 aircraft with more than 20,000 employees, serving 115 cities in 40 countries.
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                                The cabinet approved draft legislation on Wednesday to implement a global minimum corporate tax of 15% on multinational enterprises, according to two sources with direct knowledge of the matter.
Under the new rules being shepherded through by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), a minimum 15% tax will be charged on multinationals with annual global turnover of more than EU750 million (US$789.6 million), regardless of their location. 

The sources who spoke to Reuters declined to be identified because they were not authorised to speak to media.

Thailand's corporate income tax is currently set at 20%, but it offers a tax exemption of up to 13 years for companies receiving incentives from the Thailand Board of Investment.

Vietnam's parliament last year approved the minimum global tax rate. 
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                                Consumer confidence rose for a second consecutive month in November, bolstered by government economic measures and tourism, a survey showed on Thursday.
The consumer index of the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce increased to 56.9 in November from 56.0 the previous month, the university said. Consumers had started to believe that the economy will recover in the future, it said.

"The confidence index should have passed its lowest point and gradually improve, following improving economic signals," university president Thanavath Phonvichai told a media briefing.

In late September, the government rolled out the first phase of its flagship US$14 billion stimulus scheme, which aims to deliver 10,000 baht (US$296) each to about 45 million people. The first tranche reached about 14.5 million people.

The government has said the second phase of the handout for 4 million people will be implemented by January.

On Thursday, Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra said the third phase of the handout scheme would be implemented next year but gave no details.

Thailand recorded 32.7 million foreign tourists between Jan. 1 and Dec. 8, up 28% annually, and they spent 1.54 trillion baht ($45.6 billion), tourism ministry data showed.

On Wednesday, Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira said the economy was expected to grow 4% in the final quarter of this year and expand 2.8% for the whole of 2024.Last year's growth was 1.9%.
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                  Global Oil Prices Drop Amid Economic and Geopolitical Pressures                

                Weakened demand, China's economic slowdown, and geopolitical tensions drive crude oil price volatility, with forecasts ranging from $70-80 per barrel. 
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                                Crude Oil Market Overview 


In Q4/2024, ICE Brent crude oil prices averaged $74.40 per barrel (October 1 to November 29), down from $78.51 per barrel in Q3. This decline is attributed to weakened demand, largely driven by China's sluggish economic performance. China's Q3/2024 GDP growth reached +4.6% year-on-year, the lowest since Q1/2023, due to subdued domestic consumption, a prolonged real estate downturn, and slower government spending. 




To address these challenges, China has introduced several stimuli packages, including: 





	Cutting the 7-day Reverse Repo rate by 0.2% to 1.5%.

	Reducing the minimum down payment requirements for second homes from 25% to 15%. 

	Increasing the local government debt ceiling to 35.52 trillion yuan ($4.95 trillion) to refinance existing debt. 






However, UBS Group AG has criticised these measures as indirect stimuli, emphasising the need for more robust economic policies.  
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US-China Relations and Economic Impacts 




Currently, under the administration of President Joe Biden, the US has tariffs on Chinese products, such as 25% on steel, aluminium, and lithium-ion batteries, as well as 102.5% on electric vehicles. However, President-elect Donald Trump, elected to be the 45th and 47th president of the US with 295 electoral votes on 5 Nov.'24, proposed new trade policies that increase the 10% tariff on all imported products from China. This policy could put pressure on China's export-driven economy. 




Oil Production and Market Dynamics 




President-elect Trump pledged during the election campaign to boost domestic oil and natural gas output, including nuclear energy projects, which could lower energy costs in the US. Currently the US produces 13.5 million barrels per day (MMBD) of crude oil and exports 3-5 MMBD. However, the International Energy Agency (IEA) expected a slower growth in global oil demand. IEA forecast global oil demand in 2024 increase by 920 kilo barrels per day (KBD) year-on-year (YoY) to 102.82 MMBD (revised down by 20 KBD). While, in 2025 increase by 990 KBD YoY to 103.81 MMBD (revised down by 30,000 barrels per day). Oil demand growth has been weaker than expected due to economics challenges and a shift toward New Energy Vehicles (NEVs) in China.  

[image: Source:Bulgarain Military (https://bulgarianmilitary.com/2024/12/01/revealed-a-space-tech-behind-russias-deadly-oreshnik-missile/)]
Source:Bulgarain Military (https://bulgarianmilitary.com/2024/12/01/revealed-a-space-tech-behind-russias-deadly-oreshnik-missile/)








Geopolitical Tensions 




Geopolitical tension in the Middle East remains volatile despite a ceasefire between Israel and Hezbollah in Lebanon, which began on November 27, 2024, for 60 days. Violations have already occurred, including Israeli airstrikes on Hezbollah missile bases on November 30. 




The conflict between Russia and Ukraine has intensified as Ukraine utilizes US-approved ATACMS missiles and European-supplied weapons, such as Storm Shadow and SCALP-EG.  Russia responded with Oreshnik, a new intermediate-range ballistic missile that has a range of 3,000-5,500 kilometers, targeting Dnipro, a city in Ukraine. President Putin has warned Western nations such as the US and NATO that if Ukraine uses its missile to strike Russia, it could lead to a global conflict. 




Outlook and Forecast 




Analysts from PTT Public Company Limited predict that ICE Brent crude oil prices in Q4/2024 will range between $70-80 per barrel. Key factors shaping this outlook include weak global and Chinese crude oil demand amid economic challenges, a shift towards clean energy, persistent geopolitical risks in the Middle East, the intensifying Russia-Ukraine war, and the ongoing adoption of clean energy, all of which are likely to sustain short-term volatility in crude oil prices. 
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                                The Digital Economy and Society (DES) Ministry vows to launch more initiatives to modernise traditional agriculture, creating greater economic impact and paving the way for big data in farming.
The One Tambon, One Digital (Otod) community drone project has generated more than 20 billion baht in economic value in the first year of operation.

The community drone project helps farmers cut costs, increase income and create jobs. The project is operated by the Digital Economy Promotion Agency (Depa).

Pantanu Wannagangsai, advisor to the DES minister, said Depa recently announced two new initiatives, Otod Smart Living and Otod Digital Durian, using technology to enhance the quality of life and agriculture, while embracing a digital economy and society.

The Smart Living effort promotes safety and environmental technologies in 45 communities across eight provinces, while Digital Durian enables durian farmers to use digital platforms for traceability and data management, helping more than 6,000 durian farming households.

Mr Pantanu said the ministry has been promoting growth based on three pillars: competitiveness, safety and security, and human capital.

The efforts aim to reinforce the country's digital economy and society by promoting the application of digital technology across all sectors, particularly in agriculture, which forms the foundation of the economy, he said.

"The use of digital technology in agriculture enables farmers and communities to achieve self-reliance and boosts the country's competitiveness," said Mr Pantanu.

Agricultural drones are a vital tool in transforming traditional farming into modern agriculture.

Depa president and chief executive Nuttapon Nimmanphatcharin said the drone project has advanced digital infrastructure, the digital ecosystem and manpower development.

The project established drone training centres in five locations nationwide and promotes drone technology development.

The initiative's platform provides a system for certifying unmanned aircraft training courses and oversees agricultural drone standards, verified under the Made in Thailand mark and Depa dSURE certification.

The drone project promotes the adoption of drone technology to reduce costs and increase farmers' incomes across five regions.

The scheme upgrades local mechanics to repair agricultural drones, forming a network of 500 agricultural drone-user communities.

The project trained 100 agricultural drone repair technicians and 1,500 agricultural drone pilots, surpassing the initial goal of 1,000 pilots.

This initiative improved the lives of 10,000 farming households, generating more than 20 billion baht in economic value, according to Depa.

Mr Nuttapon said the projects will eventually lead to the establishment of big data for agriculture.

Depa is also advancing e-commerce knowledge and supporting applications for certifications such as Good Agricultural Practices to enhance the quality of life for Thai farmers and the agricultural sector, he said.
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																I am known for being pessimistic about the Thai economy. Apart from encouraging official economic growth figures of 1.6% in Q1, 2.2% in Q2, and 3.0% in Q3, I do not think anyone can be optimistic about the economy. It is obvious that GDP data and the actual economic situation do not go hand in hand. It is beyond my comprehension that the non-performing loan (NPL) level rose 14.1% in Q3 while the economy expanded 3.0%. Shouldn't it be the opposite when debtor's income rises?
A more important question about dubious GDP data is the replacement consumption of a sharp decline in housing and automobile sales, estimated to be over a 100-billion-baht loss per quarter. Actually, I do have the answer, but readers will have to wait for my upcoming article titled, "GDP figures do not seem to be aligned with the real economic situation."

October is supposed to have been the best month for the Thai economy in years, if not decades. The reason being that both fiscal and monetary policy were the strongest and moved in harmony. The government distributed cash to the tune of 145 billion baht, equivalent to 9.7% of monthly GDP and 16.8% of monthly consumption, during the last four days of September. Since this tranche of distribution was for welfare card holders, it was expected the bulk of the money would be used up in less than a month. In the government's idealised view, the cash handout scheme would produce a spending multiplier up to four times turnover. They nicknamed this multiplier effect an "economic cyclone".

The first rule is that a cash handout scheme would be not be possible if there was no cash to handout. The Bank of Thailand (BoT), therefore, printed bank notes worth 92 billion baht in September to pave the way for the government's cash disbursement at the end of the month. But that is not all.

The BoT also allowed the government to withdraw 249.4 billion baht from the fiscal reserves to finance the handout and the regular budget deficit. There was no sterilisation of any kind. With such a hefty liquidity injection, consumption should have gone into overdrive in October. Even without any multiplier effect, consumption should have risen 16.8% that month.

Unfortunately, such a harmonious move of fiscal and monetary policies proved a spectacular dud. Private consumption indicators increased 0.0% compared to the same month last year. Despite 145 billion baht of cash being handed out and a money supply increase of 610 billion baht, kindly provided by the BoT, they failed to get the job done. It is as if these extraordinary policy moves entered an "economic black hole".

I am sure readers know the scientific definition of a "black hole". According to Einstein, it is a region of spacetime where gravity is so strong that no matter or electromagnetic energy (for example, light) can escape it. A black hole economy is one where the problem is so strong that no policy stimulus -- fiscal or monetary -- can spur economic growth. The black hole theory might now become applicable to the Thai economy.

So how did this happen?

It occurs when the problem is too big for ordinary stimulus packages to become effective. The size of the package has to be gigantic. There are two examples of an economy experiencing the black hole anomaly -- the Great Depression of the 1930s and the subprime mortgage crisis in 2008. In the former, Franklin D Roosevelt's New Deal programmes lost to the black hole. In the latter, Fed chairman Ben Bernanke's quantitative easing programmes won over the black hole.

Mr Bernanke implemented quantitative easing (QE) programmes to stop the damage from the subprime loan losses. The original losses amounted to about US$600 billion.

QE1 worth $600 billion, the same amount as the subprime loan losses, was launched in November 2008. It made sense, theoretically, for a one-to-one replacement of bad money with good money. But it turned out the amount was "too small" and the economic black hole easily absorbed it. QE2 worth another $600 billion was launched in November 2010. Mr Bernanke lost again to the black hole. Then came QE-infinity, with monthly liquidity injections of $40 billion to $85 billion, starting from September 2012. Mr Bernanke intended to inject liquidity to "infinity", or for as long as was needed to destroy the black hole. This time it worked, and he was later awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics.

The total cost to the Fed for these QE programmes? It was $3.7 trillion US dollars -- or more than six times the value of the original subprime loan losses. That is equivalent to 25% of US GDP in 2008.

In the case of Thailand, the BoT might need to inject 4.5 trillion baht of liquidity, 25% of Thai GDP, to dissolve its black hole. However, what could be done in the United States cannot be done in Thailand.

Unlike the US, the Thai economy is not the number one in the world and, more importantly, the Thai baht is not the world reference currency like the US dollar. The BoT cannot afford to pump out that much money without destroying economic stability. More innovative ways than money creation and government spending would have to be sought. If not, the Thai economy would have to live with the "black hole" until it naturally subsides.

The next big question is, Where does the Thai economy go from here? What will happen before the black hole dissolves of its own accord?

I would like to bring back the three-market theory of the interconnected nature of the financial market, product market, and labour market. Mr Bernanke understood this theory well. That was the reason why he used all those resources, including the never-before-used tool of QE-infinity, to stop the crisis in the US financial market before it spilled over to the product and labour markets. It worked and he deserved the Nobel Prize.

For Thailand, it's already too late. The contraction in the financial market already occurred in Q2 and was much more severe in Q3, followed by a contraction in the product market in Q3, while Q4 is ready for a labour market contraction. I am sure readers have seen the news about automobile component companies only doing two-day working weeks, the closures of some factories, and lay-offs among several big businesses. The situation will only get worse.

The following are all theoretical readings. There is no guarantee they will happen.

The economy would collapse, much like the Tom Yum Kung crisis of 1997. No need to call in the IMF as our foreign reserves are more than adequate. Afterwards, all three markets will correct themselves. The theory of invisible hands would take effect. Wages, exchange rates, and the cost of production would be substantially reduced, causing the Thai economy to become highly competitive.

Then, foreign capital would pour in to take advantage of cheap production costs and good businesses for sale at deep discounts. The Thai economic phoenix would rise again to its full potential. It would be like 2002-2004 when our GDP growth averaged 6.5%.

Oh, I forgot to say: the phoenix has to be dead before it can be reborn.

Chartchai Parasuk, PhD, is a freelance economist.
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																The Assad family dictatorship, which ran Syria for 53 years and withstood 13 years of bitter civil war, collapsed in just over a week. A sweeping series of Islamic rebel attacks, starting in late November, captured key cities from Aleppo in the north to Homs and Hama, which fell like dominos, creating an unstoppable military momentum on the road to Damascus.
The recent round of dizzying Mideast events confronts the current lame-duck Biden administration with complex policy challenges amid a looming power vacuum. Bashar al-Assad's regime was both brutal and brittle. In the early stages of the so-called "Arab Spring" in 2011, it appeared that it would crumble quickly. It almost did. But the core of the Assad security state held, with Russian and Iranian support, to roll back or at least freeze rebel gains. Bashar al-Assad never won, but neither did the gaggle of Islamic fighters opposing him until now.

Hundreds of thousands were killed on all sides during the civil war that created one of the world's largest refugee crises. Among the Syrian population of 24 million, there are staggering numbers of more than 6 million refugees and 7 million internally displaced persons. The spillover of the Syrian crisis has been the massive number of asylum seekers flooding into Europe and neighbouring Turkey.

Under the Assads, Syria was a secular Arab dictatorship which had close ties to Islamic Iran but not to the majority of the Arab world, nor Turkey. Nonetheless, Mr Assad allowed his socialist regime to allow limited freedoms for Christians not seen in much of the region except for Lebanon and Jordan.

Let's look at some losers and winners in this confusing Mideast puzzle.

Losers:

Islamic Republic of Iran: The Alawite Syrian minority to which the Assads belong is considered an offshoot of Shia Islam, which dominates Iran. Significantly, Tehran has supplied weapons, cash and fighters from the Revolutionary Guard to support the Syrian regime. Equally, Lebanon's Hezbollah terrorists (largely Shia) have provided military units to underpin Mr Assad's rule.

Today, Iran faces a series of setbacks due to its corruption and military weakness. The Tehran leadership is increasingly nervous about its survival. Moreover, Hezbollah's calculated gamble to attack Israel massively backfired. The Israelis decimated its leadership and fighters as they faced major setbacks throughout their southern Lebanese bases.

Russia: In the beginning, the Assads were a classic Soviet client regime in the Arab world. Among the most extremist of the Arab states, they supported the ultra-radical Palestinian factions. Syria was one of Moscow's most valued assets long before Vladimir Putin became Russia's leader. Thus, Soviet conventional and chemical weapons were put at the regime's disposal since the 1970s. During the civil war, when the Syrian army was losing, the Russians intervened with massive air power and some troops reinforcing the Latikia/Tartus enclave in the northwest. Since the Russian intervention in 2015, Islamic rebel forces were often vanquished, and the country "stabilised" along sectarian lines.

But following Mr Putin's attack on Ukraine in 2022, Russian military resources and forces are focused closer to home. Russia saw its Syrian proxy as expendable.

Winners:

Turkey: The Turks share a long frontier with Syria and have borne the brunt of supporting Syrian refugees. To be fair, Turkey has hosted over three million Syrians with the caveat that you shall return home when the situation stabilises. Well, President Recipe Tayyip Erdogan has many reasons to support the Islamic rebels, one of which is that he sees the return of these refugees to Syria.

Mr Erdogan supports a callous calculus here, too. Turkey is playing its cards by supporting Kurdish factions to possibly create a Kurdish "state" carved from Syria.

The Al Nusra Front, an Al Qaida affiliate, morphed into the militant Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), which toppled Mr Assad and is designated as a terrorist group by the US, UK and the United Nations. Many of the insurgents are Islamic jihadis, not aspiring Arab Jeffersonian Democrats. This is likely an accident waiting to happen.

Few in the West understand the magnitude of a largely Sunni Muslim militant movement seizing Syria. The HTS group is a witches' brew of hardline factions that we have yet to decipher. As HTS leader Abu Mohammed al-Jolani proclaimed in Damascus, the new Syria would "be a beacon for the Islamic nation." Is any dialogue likely?

John J. Metzler is a longtime United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of "Divided Dynamism The Diplomacy of Separated Nations; Germany, Korea, China".
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																Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's public address today, outlining her government's achievements over the past three months, appears to be a move to shore up a faltering communication strategy after a series of recent missteps.
The question is whether such a one-way presentation will achieve its purpose.

The national briefing, entitled "2025 Empowering Thais: A Real Possibility", is promoted as a major event, to be attended by around 500 high-level officials including cabinet ministers, heads of government agencies and armed forces leaders. It will also be broadcast live on the state-run NBT2HD TV and its social media channels.

If this all sounds familiar, it probably is. In September, during her policy address to parliament, Ms Paetongtarn laid out a 10-point plan to "empower" Thais.

The plan focuses on creating economic opportunities and tackling challenges, including soaring household debt, the narcotics crisis, technological disruption, and an ageing population. The proposed initiatives include comprehensive debt restructuring and measures to reduce energy prices and utility fees.

The PM also pledged to promote precision agriculture and food technology to increase farmers' incomes, supporting the government's "Thai Kitchen to the World" vision. Additionally, she vowed to eradicate drugs and combat online crime, especially the growing menace of call-centre scams.

Ms Paetongtarn can keep reciting these plans and showcasing what she believes to be her government's achievements, but such self-promotion is unlikely to increase public confidence in her administration.

A more detailed and multi-pronged communication strategy is needed to keep the public informed and engaged about what the government is doing and the obstacles it faces. The current reactive approach -- where the PM and ministers merely respond to questions of the day -- has failed to provide a comprehensive picture of the government's performance.

Worse still, it has yet to engage the public meaningfully beyond fuelling political debates and deepening divisions.

Recent communication controversies -- such as the PM's remark about her husband being a Southerner when questioned about the Southern floods or the perceived policy inconsistency regarding a VAT hike -- are glaring examples of the government's incoherent communication strategy.

A more professional communication team would have prepared how to handle such a crucial and sensitive issue as the VAT hike before announcing it to the public -- if the issue is indeed under consideration.

The spectacle of the finance minister floating the VAT hike idea only to have the PM dismiss it shortly afterwards is embarrassing and raises doubts about the administration's competence and coordination.

The same is true of the PM's reply about her personal life when asked about the flooding disaster in the South. If her communication team were doing its job correctly, the press should have received regular, timely, and relevant updates about the flooding and other important issues, thus eliminating the need for ambush questions.

Ultimately, Ms Paetongtarn's resorting to the TV address for policy updates underscores how her team is out of step with the demands of modern government communication. The PM needs to overhaul her communication team to stay relevant and effective in fostering public understanding of the government's work.
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																Whatever 2025 holds for world markets, talk of an end to business cycle investing eerily reflects past periods of hubris and makes all the persistent bullishness seem slightly reckless.
The years since 2020 have been extraordinary, with pandemic-distorted supply and demand patterns that are still playing out. Serial geopolitical shocks and mega trends in technology and green energy have followed.

Amidst all that, inflation in Western economies recorded its biggest spike in 40 years, and central banks scrambled to snuff it out with the most brutal credit tightening in decades.

But setting aside the deep but brief pandemic-induced economic contraction in early 2020, the United States has managed to avoid a recession. And few if any forecasters see one unfolding next year.

For BlackRock, the world's biggest asset manager, it is simply different this time.

"We've argued since 2020 that we are not in a business cycle," it said in its 2025 outlook. "Historical trends are being permanently broken in real time as mega forces, like the rise of artificial intelligence, transform economies."

Ignoring the business cycle is a big call and certainly a brave one at this stage.

Yet, looking at the United States over the past few years, it's hard to argue against it.

Previously near foolproof bellwethers of cyclical downturns, such as the inverted yield curve or the 'Sahm Rule' on when rising joblessness presages a downturn -- have flashed bright red, but to no avail.

US real GDP has expanded continuously since a one-quarter contraction in the first three months of 2022 and as 2024 comes to a close, growth rates are still well above trend at more than 3%.

If anything, that looks set to be underscored by both lower interest rates and tax cuts next year.

Even the most dogged bears on Wall Street have thrown in the towel, seemingly assured that the services-dominated US economy can sail on unfettered. Most of the big brokers expect further punchy gains for Wall Street stocks in 2025.

The already expensive S&P 500, still led mostly by a narrow group of mega-cap tech giants, is set to record its second consecutive year of 25%-plus gains for the first time since 1998.

RESONATING MILESTONES

All the same, comparisons to the late 1990s should ring some alarm bells.

The final years on the last century were certainly different to today but there are also uncanny parallels with the present, including mounting euphoria about a US-dominated technology, a turbulent world economy and seemingly Teflon US growth.

The end of the Cold War had given rise to many hubristic books, most famously Francis Fukuyama's bestseller The End of History and the Last Man on the durable triumph of liberal democracy.

By the end of the decade, the internet bubble gave vent to endless talk about business cycle being transcended in the face of transformative technology and US exceptionalism.

What's more, there were also a few hesitant Federal Reserve interest rate cuts that kept the expansion going before eventually being reversed as the economy dodged turbulence abroad and the domestic bubble grew bigger.

The upshot? A tech-led bubble burst in 2000, ushering in three years of consecutive S&P 500 losses -- the longest series of annual downturns since World War II. It took seven years to recover the peaks of 2000, just before the banking crash hit.

To be sure, anyone who stuck with durable tech names that survived the dot.com bust made a fortune over the past 20 years.

But the business and investment cycle was far from ending.

TEFLON ECONOMY

So what could go wrong now?

Even if there is a cogent argument for continued US economic and market outperformance next year, it's hard to see how America remains entirely insulated if there is significant economic weakness overseas.

Asset managers' 2025 outlooks all dwell heavily on the uncertainties surrounding the incoming administration of US president-elect Donald Trump. And they all acknowledge that some type of trade war is in the offing, with China, Europe and even US neighbours Canada and Mexico all in the crosshairs.

A global economic hit from tit-for-tat tariff salvos and investment curbs could come back to haunt the United States if it stymies world demand or lifts US prices, causing the Fed to halt or reverse its policy easing.

BlackRock's view, for the record, is that the US and global economies may well experience bouts of turbulence in the coming year.

But their conclusion is that such moves would only impact tactical trades and that major investment decisions should stay focused on multi-year big themes, such as artificial intelligence and green energy.

But even if the United States can remain an "oasis of prosperity", in the words of another famed phrase from the late 1990s, financial distortions could eventually sow the seeds of an eventual fall.

Monetary easing around the world has already accelerated, potentially in response to trade fears. This is buoying the dollar and holding down US Treasury yields, too, as investors rotate into what's now become a high-yielding "safe asset".

Some argue that inappropriately low US long-term borrowing rates could, by themselves, catalyse a downfall by overheating the economy and further inflating asset bubbles.

That scenario suggests that any downturn likely wouldn't come next year.

But the rumoured death of the business cycle may yet prove to be greatly exaggerated. Reuters

Mike Dolan is Reuters editor-at-large for finance & markets.
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									Democracy is in need of workers								

															

																Donald Trump shocked the world in 2016 when he was elected US president, winning swing states in America's Rust Belt, including Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, that had traditionally backed Democrats.
Much the same story played out in November. The country's former industrial heartland overwhelmingly voted for Mr Trump.

According to exit polls, a majority of working-class people in key states -- those who did not attend college and earn between US$30,000 (about 1 million baht) and $99,999 per year -- backed Mr Trump. That was true of white, Latino, and black voters.

This trend is not confined to the United States. In June, 57% of workers voted for the far-right National Rally (Rassemblement National) in the first round of the French parliamentary election. And in September, 50% of workers supported the populist Freedom Party of Austria (FPO) in the country's general election, while the Alternative for Germany (AfD) won 46% of workers' votes in the Brandenburg state election.

Poland's right-wing party, Law and Justice (PiS), which governed between 2015 and 2023, offers a useful case study on why populist and authoritarian parties are increasingly attractive to workers in Europe and the US, and how the centre left can win them back.

PiS had a string of legislative wins, including lowering the retirement age, sharply increasing the minimum wage, and providing direct cash transfers to parents with children under the age of 18. By embracing the causes normally championed by social democrats, PiS promoted the economic interests of Polish workers. As a result, nearly half of this group voted for PiS during last year's parliamentary election (in the end, a coalition of opposition parties formed a majority government).

My research on the less-educated and lower-income voters in Poland's small towns and rural areas, conducted on behalf of the Foundation for European Progressive Studies and the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, found an almost total disconnect between this group and the centre left. Working-class participants in my focus groups associated social-democratic parties with the LGBTQ+ agenda, the sexualisation of children, openness to migrants, and efforts to undermine state sovereignty. Instead of consuming traditional media, they get their news from niche groups on social-media platforms. These voters are proud of their anti-establishment stance, and see themselves as engaged in a fight for their livelihoods and access to "objective" information. These findings match those of a systematic review of 51 studies examining declining support for centre-left parties in the West. The Democratic Party in the US, social democrats in Western Europe, and progressive forces in post-communist countries have all lost traction with the working class. To reverse this trend, they must implement worker-friendly policies and change the way they communicate with this crucial segment of voters.

Progressives on both sides of the Atlantic have campaigned for years on increasing support for working families, including by spending more on public services, health care, education, and infrastructure. This has even helped them win elections (although often against unpopular conservative governments). Consider the 2008 and 2020 US presidential elections, when Democrats Barack Obama and Joe Biden, respectively, won, as well as the Labour Party's resounding victory over the Tories in the United Kingdom's general election earlier this year. Once in office, however, these parties often fail to deliver on their campaign promises.

The centre left must accept that it cannot communicate with blue-collar voters in the same way that it does with wealthy urban elites. Instead of dismissing workers' concerns about migration, globalisation, and the green transition, the Democrats in the US and social-democratic parties in Europe should address these fears on the channels and platforms that this segment of the population already uses. In that sense, they could learn a thing or two from the far right, which has become a dominant force on TikTok and X. Creating videos that put a more positive and pro-democratic spin on populism is less a matter of taste than of necessity.

The working class has played an essential role in building liberal democracies over the past two centuries, pushing for universal voting rights, the creation of social programmes, and other policies expanding economic well-being and underpinning political stability. In times of turmoil, like now, centre-left parties must ensure that blue-collar voters can find a home under their tent. That means making a concerted effort to court them, which starts by taking their concerns seriously and meeting them where they are. If they fail, the far right will continue to exploit workers' anger to fuel their anti-democratic agenda. (c)2024 Project Syndicate

Bartosz M Rydlinski is an assistant professor in political science at Cardinal Stefan Wyszynski University in Warsaw.
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																South Korea has charmed the world with "soft power" such as K-Pop. But the country and its citizens have just shown their democracy is even more inspiring.
Parliament voting down the martial law order and launching an impeachment bid against President Yoon Suk-Yeol for trying to impose martial law, made countries around the world see the power of the parliamentary system.

What is most inspiring is the South Korean people showing their faith in democracy. The whole country united when the authoritarian president tried to stifle democracy. People held peaceful protests against the lame-duck president and the armed forces for trying to impose martial law.

One country that could take note of South Korea's democracy is Thailand where democratic norms are often undermined by military coups.

This week, a Pheu Thai lawmaker submitted a bill to amend the Defence Ministry Act for public opinion until Jan 1, with the hope it will stop future coups.

Essentially, it aims to reduce the ability of the top brass to appoint generals and give cabinet ministers and the prime minister the final say. The bill also allows for subordinates to disobey a commander's order to violate the constitution and launch a coup d'etat.

The attempt by the Pheu Thai Party is praiseworthy. Despite its impracticality, the amendment serves as an iconic attempt by Thai lawmakers to use parliamentary processes and laws to counter the military. Of course, it drew mixed reactions over its practicality and even received discouraging comments.

The harshest came from Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, who said the amendment would not solve the problem at its core. "Whatever law is enacted, if a coup takes place, the first thing for the coup makers is to tear up the constitution."

Mr Anutin, who served in the junta government, advises politicians to inspire faith in democratic institutions by carrying out their duties with honesty and integrity.

"Coups can be avoided if certain conditions do not occur," he said.

His comment is worrying. It only raises the question of how our Interior Minister and his party's lawmakers will react in the event of a coup. Is he going to push back or just compromise, like he has always done?

While his remarks reflect an archaic and authoritarian receptive mindset, they deserve our ears.

The amendment of the Defence Ministry Act will make pro-democracy and anti-military groups happy, but it will not do much to prevent a coup.

Lawmakers must strive to make the armed forces more professional and the military an honourable profession by inspecting and auditing procurement, workplaces and human rights, not just having the government and elected politicians exert more control.

To end coups, lawmakers need to make people have faith in democratic institutes again.

So, instead of trying to control promotion in the armed forces, politicians -- especially those in the coalition -- can show they follow transparent and respectable processes to put the right people into cabinet and Government House.

Instead of devoting all energy and time to "undo" the junta-sponsored charter or spending years drafting an amnesty law, parliament can bring the whole country together by fighting against all corruption, improving public policy and ending bipartisanship. This is the first step in fighting against coups.
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																Thailand faces a dual crisis that threatens the foundation of its future economic development: declining fertility rates, leading to a shrinking population and a simultaneous surge in drug addiction rates.
From a system dynamics perspective, drug addiction is seen as both cause and effect of broader social, economic, and demographic issues. Their interconnectedness creates a feedback loop that can compound challenges such as labour shortages, economic stagnation, social instability, and health system burdens.

There are no accurate government statistics on the total number of drug addicts in Thailand. However, data from the Department of Correction provide some insight. It is recorded that 320,765 individuals were incarcerated for drug-related charges in 2014. By 2024, this number had declined to 297,257, reflecting an overall decrease of approximately 7.3% over the 10 years or an average annual decline of about 0.73%.

These figures, however, appear counterintuitive given the increasing visibility of drug addicts in many neighbourhoods. This discrepancy raises questions about the accuracy of the official statistics. If the data are accurate, it would instead point to more severe concerns regarding the effectiveness of the government's drug control policies.

Recognising the need to understand Thailand's drug problem, the College of Local Administration developed a statistical model to estimate the number of current amphetamine users in the country. Our findings indicate that over 3 million individuals, or approximately 4.6% of Thailand's population, are currently using amphetamines. However, this estimate may be conservative due to reports of more confiscated narcotics and much lower prices for them.

The data collection method relied on an impressionistic model, utilising input from critical informants residing in the villages. By comparison, the use of urine testing, as demonstrated during a publicised campaign in Roi Et province, suggests that the actual number of amphetamine users could exceed 5 million, or 7.6% of the population. With the cost of an amphetamine tablet as low as 30 baht, these drugs have become increasingly accessible to low-income earners, likely driving the numbers of users even higher.

Over 95% of drug addicts in Thailand are between 15-59 years old, the prime working age. This indicates a substantial loss of labour force potential due to drug addiction. As addiction rises, the labour market is directly impacted, with reduced labour force availability and economic productivity. Individuals struggling with addiction face significant challenges in securing employment, and those who do are often unable to perform at total capacity, resulting in diminished work performance and lower economic output. This issue exacerbates the problems of labour shortages in Thailand, which is already grappling with a declining population. The combined effect puts additional pressure on economic development and undermines the nation's goal of escaping the middle-income trap by 2037, rendering it an increasingly elusive ambition.

Rising addiction rates strain healthcare resources as more individuals require access to rehabilitation programmes, mental health services, and other medical treatments. Drug addicts experience higher morbidity rates compared to the general population with similar demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. Consequently, addressing drug-related health issues diverts resources away from other healthcare needs, creating a backlog and lowering the national health standards.

Drug addiction often correlates with higher crime rates, leading to societal unrest and increasing the demand for more investment in law enforcement -- internal expenses that yield no direct economic return. Conversely, failing to allocate additional budgets to these services allows drug addiction to erode family structure and community support systems. Families dealing with addiction face financial and emotional strain, weakening the socio-cultural fabric and threatening the stability of communities and the whole nation.

For a country like Thailand, which is grappling with depopulation, drug addiction poses a significant threat to economic development. It diminishes the potential for a healthy, economically active, and productive new generation and shrinks the labour force even further. This exacerbates economic decline, creating a reinforcing feedback loop where a shrinking population and rising addiction mutually intensify their negative impacts.

From a system dynamics perspective, addressing these challenges requires developing more effective policies focused on drug prevention and rehabilitation. Strategies that rely heavily on one-time publicity campaigns, like those implemented by the government agencies in the 10 pilot provinces, will likely yield insignificant or lasting results.

Policies must encompass drug prevention and rehabilitation components, but the priority and immediate focus should be prevention, as it is more cost-effective. Rehabilitation is a complex and long-term process, often dependent on numerous uncontrollable factors, such as the nature of the addiction, an individual's personal and environmental circumstances, and the quality and duration of treatment. Scientifically, full recovery requires a sustained, multifaceted approach tailored to the individual's needs. When rehabilitation is delivered in the short term, without follow-up services or significant changes to the social environment, the likelihood of relapse is very high. This undermines the effectiveness of the initial expenses of rehabilitation efforts, rendering the associated costs largely unproductive. Therefore, prioritising prevention while ensuring robust long-term rehabilitation programs is essential for effectively addressing addiction.

The drug problem in Thailand is a complex and wicked challenge that is difficult to define and address effectively. Alarmingly, the government lacks baseline data on the number of drug addicts, as no statistics are available from any official agency. Without this critical information, how can the government monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of its drug policies? The absence of reliable data highlights a fundamental gap in the country's ability to combat this crisis strategically.

Given the urgency, drug prevention strategies must be implemented immediately. Prevention programs are not only more cost-effective but also have the potential to break the reinforcing feedback loop of addiction and economic decline. To succeed, the government must empower local communities, provide policy support, and demonstrate a strong commitment through direct budget allocations. Communities are best positioned to understand and address the root causes of drug addiction within their contexts.

Investing in drug prevention and rehabilitation is a sound economic strategy. It strengthens human capital, stabilises the labour force, and promotes long-term economic resilience, making it a vital component of national development.
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																Yoon Suk-yeol's latest political gambit undoubtedly did not unfold as he expected. After abruptly declaring martial law on Dec 3, South Korea's scandal-plagued president was forced to lift the order within hours in the face of public protests and legislative opposition. He now faces an impeachment motion filed by the opposition Democratic Party, which has condemned his "insurrectionary behaviour".
As of this writing, the opposition is eight votes shy of what it needs to oust Mr Yoon. But given the artful design of South Korea's 1987 constitution and the country's recent experience with impeachment, the opposition has an advantage, and it stands on firm legal ground. Mr Yoon's removal would serve as a global example -- in stark contrast to the United States -- of how democracies can and should deal with those who abuse the privileges of incumbency.

A South Korean president can be impeached for violating "the constitution or other laws in the performance of official duties". While a simple majority in the National Assembly can propose an impeachment bill, it must then be approved by a two-thirds supermajority. As in the US, the constitution limits the effect of impeachment to removal from office, and expressly leaves open the possibility of a criminal prosecution. But unlike in the US, a Korean president who faces impeachment immediately passes his or her duties to the prime minister. And in another departure from the American model, the impeachment motion then goes to the Constitutional Court for final approval.

This design has resulted in two successful impeachments in the last two decades. In 2004, president Roh Moo-hyun was impeached, but the court held that the charges against him were inadequate to justify his removal. Roh went on to finish his term, but later committed suicide while facing corruption charges. Then, in December 2016, Park Geun-hye was impeached, and this time the Constitutional Court confirmed the decision. In 2018, Park was convicted on corruption and abuse-of-power charges and jailed.

Since the vote in the Park case was bipartisan, members of Mr Yoon's People Power Party cannot take refuge in simply voting along party lines. Precedent demands that they take their constitutional responsibility seriously, as others before them have done.

The Constitutional Court's certification of their decision -- in effect, checking the legality of their work -- also serves an important function, shielding legislators from accusations of partisan impropriety. In 2004, the court made clear that while the National Assembly had a political and fact-finding role to play, judges would ultimately decide whether the facts presented met the constitution's threshold for removal. Nor can legislators be accused of acting undemocratically. After all, a fresh election necessarily follows from a successful impeachment vote. Far from overruling the people, they are preventing the people's trust from being abused.

The Constitutional Court's final review and the quick triggering of new elections are both missing in the US system. Thanks to wise choices made by the drafters of the South Korean constitution, impeachment functions as a "hard reset" of the democratic system. When malign incumbents show their true colours, they can be shown the door before public confidence in the system is lost. The court ruling in Roh's case made this point.

Given this standard, there is a powerful case for concluding that Mr Yoon's actions -- even more so than Park's -- fit the bill. Under the 1987 constitution, the president may declare martial law solely "to cope with a military necessity or to maintain the public safety and order by mobilisation of the military forces in time of war, armed conflict, or similar national emergency". Mr Yoon's decision not only fell far short of this standard; it made a mockery of it. In declaring martial law, Mr Yoon did not bother to cite any "military necessity" or credible threat to "public order". Instead, he offered an intemperate word salad of complaints about legislators' fiscal decisions, investigations into his scandals, and unsubstantiated claims about "threats of North Korean communist forces and ... shameless pro-North Korean anti-state forces". Far from meeting the constitutional standard for imposing martial law, Mr Yoon's behaviour and plain disregard for the facts revealed a disregard for the democratic system.

At a moment when leaders in other backsliding democracies seem to enjoy impunity, South Korea's latest impeachment saga is a reminder that democracy, once established, can easily be lost through inattention or venality. The authority of a president must not be confused with the naked flexing of power by someone who once won an election. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Aziz Huq, Professor of Law at the University of Chicago, is author of 'The Collapse of Constitutional Remedies' (Oxford University Press, 2021).
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																In recent years, a novel form of criminality has rapidly expanded across Southeast Asia, leaving in its wake a trail of human exploitation, financial harm, and, in many parts of the region, a weakening of the rule of law. Cyber-scam centres, operated by sophisticated transnational organised criminal groups, have emerged as a serious threat to both national and human security across Southeast Asia.
This trafficking serves as a stark reminder of the potential for emerging technologies to not only facilitate legitimate business and connect people but also to be abused in support of criminal endeavours.

Moreover, these scam centres do not operate in isolation. They are part of a complex and growing criminal ecosystem intertwined with other illicit activities such as drug and wildlife trafficking, organ trafficking, money laundering, and corruption. This poly-criminality amplifies their impact and sees them becoming even more challenging to counter.

As part of ongoing efforts to address this complex issue, a regional workshop hosted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia and the Regional Support Office of the Bali Process was held in November in Bali, Indonesia.

A multi-stakeholder approach is essential in this effort, particularly in engaging the private sector. We must collaborate with social media platforms and job search websites to enhance content moderation efforts and prevent trafficking recruitment. By developing robust public-private partnerships, we can leverage technological expertise to identify and disrupt online trafficking recruitment efforts before they occur. This level of coordination between governments and private entities across borders is crucial to match the sophistication of these criminal networks and the scale of their recruitment efforts.

Crucially, we must also follow the money and seize funds linked to scam centre operations, as profit is the primary driver for organised criminal groups. This requires partnerships with financial institutions of all sizes, from major banks to emerging FinTech companies across multiple jurisdictions. By enhancing our capabilities to trace and seize illicit financial flows, including those involving cryptocurrencies and other new forms of finance, we can strike at the heart of scam centre operations.

As we look to address the root causes and systems facilitating cyber-scam centre operations, we must also not neglect the victims. Increased support for shelters and victim services is vital. Our response must include robust mechanisms for victim identification, protection, and reintegration, continuing to build and increase support for ongoing efforts in this space. This aspect of our response demands coordinated efforts across borders, as victims often need support in both destination and origin countries. A unified, multi-stakeholder approach to victim services -- involving governments, civil society, and international organisations -- will be essential to ensuring comprehensive care is provided to victims of trafficking to promote consistent identification followed by enhanced access to services, including during the return and reintegration process.

International organisations and regional bodies have a crucial role to play in facilitating this unprecedented level of cooperation. Asean's Senior Officials Meeting on Transnational Crime (SOMTC), for instance, provides a platform for coordinating regional policy and law enforcement efforts against transnational crime, including those related to cyber-scam centres. The Bali Process, with its broad membership across the Asia-Pacific, is similarly well-positioned to foster dialogue and coordinate responses at the regional and inter-regional levels. These platforms can serve as key tools for the kind of multi-stakeholder cooperation that will be needed to combat the cyber-scam centre challenge effectively.

Law enforcement agencies must be empowered with the mandate and means to conduct cross-border investigations and operations. The private sector, particularly technology companies and financial institutions, must be more proactive in preventing their platforms from being exploited by these organised criminal groups. This multi-stakeholder approach, combining government action, private sector engagement, and civil society support, is our best hope for effectively countering this complex transnational threat.

The time for action is now. The security and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific, and indeed globally, depend on our collective resolve to address this challenge. Let us unite in action to protect our communities that we all value.



Fuad Adriansyah is the co-manager (Indonesia) at the Regional Support Office of the Bali Process on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons and Related Transnational Crime. David Scott is the co-manager (Australia) at the Regional Support Office of the Bali Process on People Smuggling, Trafficking in Persons and Related Transnational Crime.
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																It might be tempting to assume that Donald Trump's return to the White House augurs stability in US-India relations. After all, there is strong bipartisan support in Washington for deeper ties, particularly as a counterbalance to China's growing economic and geopolitical influence.
Not so fast.

To be sure, the strategic partnership between the United States and India offers several mutual benefits. Unlike other partners, India is not seeking US financial or military aid. And beyond their personal rapport, there is also a clear ideological alignment between Mr Trump's Make America Great Again (MAGA) agenda and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Hindu nationalism.

Despite this, Mr Trump's second term could pose significant risks to the bilateral relationship, owing to two Indian vulnerabilities. First, although Mr Trump's transactional approach to politics makes him unpredictable, his support for using tariffs to reduce America's trade deficit has been steadfast. His recent pledge to impose a 25% tariff on all products coming into the US from Canada and Mexico, as well as an additional 10% tariff on all Chinese imports, is a prime example.

This spells trouble for India, which maintains some of the world's highest tariffs and has a growing trade surplus with the US (nearly $46 billion, or 1.5 trillion baht, in 2022). Mr Trump's trade czar, Robert Lighthizer, has already labelled India the world's "most protectionist" country, suggesting that heightened trade tensions are all but inevitable.

India's second vulnerability is Chinese expansionism. Although Mr Trump views China's economy and trade practices as existential threats, his concerns do not extend to its military aggression. The security partnership between India and the US, rooted in a shared interest in countering China's territorial ambitions, cannot be taken for granted under Mr Trump.

While Marco Rubio and Mike Waltz -- Trump's picks for Secretary of State and National Security Adviser, respectively -- are staunch China hawks, the president-elect's own instincts lean heavily toward non-interventionism. More isolationist than interventionist, Mr Trump has often rejected the establishment consensus on the need to maintain Pax Americana.

Given his aversion to interfering in foreign military conflicts, Mr Trump may be inclined to overlook China's actions in Taiwan, the South China Sea, and even the Himalayas if it means securing meaningful trade concessions. Notably, his approach to Taiwan appears to be driven more by the perception that the island "stole" America's semiconductor industry than by its strategic value as an ally. Elon Musk and other influential billionaires within Mr Trump's inner circle, eager to maintain access to Chinese markets, could further encourage him to turn a blind eye to China's expansionist agenda.

How should India manage these risks? One option is to adopt a cautious, wait-and-see strategy, addressing Mr Trump's demands by selectively reducing tariffs, removing trade barriers in key sectors, and increasing military purchases. A more cynical strategy would involve leveraging Mr Trump's personal business interests by steering investments toward his family's hotels and real-estate ventures.

A more principled response would be to initiate talks with the US on a bilateral deal or free-trade agreement (FTA). India stands to gain from trade liberalisation. Its garment and footwear industries, for example, are at a significant disadvantage compared to Vietnamese competitors, which benefit from FTAs, and several African countries that enjoy duty-free access under the US African Growth and Opportunity Act. A bilateral FTA could reduce US tariffs on labour-intensive Indian exports, thereby levelling the playing field.

Such an agreement would also enable India to capitalise on many companies' "China plus one" strategy, whereby firms diversify their supply chains by establishing manufacturing facilities outside the People's Republic. Mr Trump's proposed tariffs on Chinese imports are likely to accelerate capital flight from China, prompting foreign companies to search for alternative investment destinations. With the right policies in place, India could benefit from this trend, just as Vietnam and Mexico reaped the rewards after Mr Trump's previous administration imposed tariffs on Chinese imports.

Moreover, an FTA would give India a rare opportunity to revive its struggling manufacturing sector. Although Mr Trump may prioritise onshoring over "friend-shoring," potentially diminishing India's appeal as an investment destination, an FTA could help ease his reservations. By opening its domestic market to American businesses, India could harness the "China plus one" trend and strengthen economic ties with the US.

Admittedly, market liberalisation could encounter political resistance. But while trade reforms often face domestic opposition, India's reforms may prove less contentious, as its imports from the US are dominated by energy-related products and gold -- sectors with few vocal constituencies opposing liberalisation. On the export side, major industries such as gems and jewelry, pharmaceuticals, apparel, and machinery would all benefit from stronger trade ties with the US. Indian apparel exporters, for example, have long decried the preferential access to US markets enjoyed by countries like Vietnam.

In the US, on the other hand, the selling point for an FTA with India would be its asymmetric tariff reductions. Mr Trump has often criticised the disparity between America's low tariffs and the higher duties imposed by its trade partners. By securing reduced Indian tariffs, such an agreement could provide a significant boost to Mr Trump's trade agenda.

Resolving trade tensions could also pave the way for India to tackle other pressing bilateral priorities, such as securing current levels of H-1B visas (for workers with special skills needed in the US) and facilitating cooperation on technological development and defence production. Conversely, failing to address the trade issue risks reducing Mr Trump's willingness to strengthen ties, especially if he views China as a less significant strategic threat than his predecessors have done.

While Mr Trump's tariffs often seem like a solution in search of a problem, they offer India a chance to attract the capital fleeing China and foster bilateral cooperation with the US. Mr Modi's government should act now to convert Mr Trump's obsession into India's opportunity. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Arvind Subramanian, former chief economic adviser to the Indian government, is a senior fellow at the Peterson Institute for International Economics and the author of Of 'Counsel: The Challenges of the Modi-Jaitley Economy' (India Viking, 2018).
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        Unwrap the magic of the holiday season at The Standard, Bangkok Mahanakhon
        From the stunning Christmas tree on The Parlor terrace to festive indulgences at Tease and the bustling Christmas market, the magic culminates with an unforgettable New Year's Eve countdown party at Sky Beach. Featuring internationally renowned DJ Alex from Tokyo, the event promises electrifying beats and breathtaking views.

      

      
        Vacheron Constantin unveils limited edition patrimony watch
        Vacheron Constantin unveils a new Patrimony self-winding reference in a 100-piece limited edition, marking a continuation of its longstanding collaboration with French designer Ora &iuml;to, a celebrated talent in the "One of Not Many" initiative.

      

      
        Celebrate Christmas with RBSO's "Sound of the Seasons"
        Enjoy a magical festive concert with Dutch conductor Sander Teepen and soprano Jeannette van Schaik, marking 420 years of Thai-Netherlands relations.

      

      
        Festive buffets await at Ventisi this December
        This December, immerse yourself in the festive spirit with themed dinner buffets at Ventisi, Centara Grand at CentralWorld. Available from 2-31 December 2024 (excluding Christmas Eve and New Year's Eve), these exquisite feasts, curated by Executive Chef Andrea Montella and his team, showcase the finest local and imported ingredients paired with timeless cooking techniques.

      

      
        Unwrap the festive magic at Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong
        Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong, nestled in Bangkok's vibrant shopping district, is ready to kick off an unforgettable festive season with exclusive Christmas and New Year's Eve celebrations.

      

      
        Longines: Gifting timeless elegance this festive season
        As twinkling lights adorn the city and the air fills with celebration, the art of gifting takes centre stage. This year, Longines invites you to embrace the magic of the season with timepieces that tell more than just time -- they tell stories of heritage, craftsmanship, and enduring beauty.

      

      
        Festive Getaway: Celebrate the season at Courtyard Suvarnabhumi
        Celebrate the holidays with exclusive offers and rewards at Courtyard by Marriott Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport.

      

      
        Happiness together: ALLY's festive celebration unveiled
        As the year draws to a close, the ALLY group of shopping malls invites everyone to embrace the holiday spirit with "ALLY Let's Celebrate Joy Together 2025", a celebration spanning 11 prime locations across Bangkok. From The Crystal (Ekamai-Ramintra, Ratchapruek, Chaengwattana) to Plearnary Mall, The Scene, Amorini, and more, each venue is transformed into a vibrant space...

      

      
        Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok brings holiday magic to life
        This festive season, Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok transforms into Tinseltown, immersing guests in the magic of iconic holiday films. With six unique restaurants and bars embracing the cinematic theme, Langsuan's beloved destination promises an unforgettable holiday experience.

      

      
        Unseen Porsche designs
        Curvistan Bangkok has launched a limited-time event called "Porsche Unseen Design Studies", which showcases Michael Mauer's design vision as VP of style for Porsche.&nbsp;
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									Unwrap the magic of the holiday season at The Standard, Bangkok Mahanakhon

									This December, The Standard, Bangkok Mahanakhon invites you to a holiday celebration like no other with the bold and edgy theme "Silver Moments." Say goodbye to traditional festive cliches and embrace a vibrant blend of art, chaos, and unexpected delights
								

								From the stunning Christmas tree on The Parlor terrace to festive indulgences at Tease and the bustling Christmas market, the magic culminates with an unforgettable New Year's Eve countdown party at Sky Beach. Featuring internationally renowned DJ Alex from Tokyo, the event promises electrifying beats and breathtaking views.
								Festive Afternoon Tea at Tease

1-31 December 2024

Savour the spirit of the holidays with a special Afternoon Tea set, available daily from 1:00 to 6:00 pm. Priced at THB 999++ per person, this delectable treat includes festive sweets and savoury bites such as Pistachio Praline, Cranberry Orange Scones, and charming Christmas Tree pastries.
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Festive Dining at The Standard Grill

20-30 December 2024

The Standard Grill offers a festive a la carte menu with highlights such as Roasted Foie Gras, Truffle Tagliatelle, and Glacier 51 Toothfish.

Key Dates to Dine and Celebrate:


	Christmas Eve Dinner (24 December): Enjoy both regular and festive a la carte menus, with complimentary mulled wine and live jazz during dinner.

	Christmas Day Lunch (25 December): A family-style set menu, priced at THB 1,800++ per adult and THB 900++ for children ages 6-12. Enhance your experience with a 2-hour beverage package for THB 1,450++. Mulled wine and live jazz complete the festive mood.

	New Year's Eve Dinner (31 December): A luxurious 5-course dinner priced at THB 5,500++ per person. Bundle packages, including dinner and access to the Sky Beach countdown party with a 4.5-hour open bar, are available at THB 12,000++ per person.

	New Year's Day Brunch (1 January 2025): Indulge in unlimited a la carte dishes, including breakfast favourites, grilled mains, and decadent desserts. Priced at THB 1,600++ per person and THB 750++ for children ages 6-12, brunch is served from 11:30 am to 3:00 pm.
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Festive Dining at Ojo

20-30 December 2024

Ojo offers a festive a la carte dinner menu with highlights like Quesadilla de Hongos, King Crab al Guajillo, and Scallop Aguachile.

Christmas Eve & Christmas Day

A special 4-course set menu is available for THB 3,600++ per person, and a 3-course option for children aged 6-12 is priced at THB 1,800++. Enjoy festive favourites like Grilled Sea Bass Chilmole and Margaret River Wagyu Striploin, with Christmas Eve dinner available from 5:30 pm till late and Christmas Day offerings for both lunch (11:30 am-2:30 pm) and dinner (5:30 pm till late).

New Year's Eve at Ojo

Celebrate New Year's Eve with two exclusive seatings:


	First Seating (5 pm-7:30 pm): THB 4,900++ per person, including canapes, a taco station, and free-flow beverages.

	Second Seating (8:30 pm-2 am): THB 10,900++ (outdoor) or THB 12,900++ (indoor) per person, featuring live food stations, free-flow beverages, champagne at midnight, and live music by Ample Soul and a DJ performance.



[image: ]

Countdown at Sky Beach

Ring in the New Year at Sky Beach, Thailand's highest rooftop bar. Groove to beats by world-famous DJ Alex from Tokyo alongside Ekception and Max Flavor.


	General Admission: THB 9,000++ per person, including a 4.5-hour open bar.

	Peak Admission: THB 18,000++ per person, with reserved seating, premium cocktails, and free-flow champagne.



Festive Premium Set Lunch at Mott 32

1 December 2024 - 19 January 2025

Enjoy a luxurious dim sum and BBQ-focused lunch at the award-winning Mott 32, priced at THB 1,100++ per person. Add a 2-hour free-flow wine package for THB 1,980++ per person to elevate the experience.

Christmas Market at The Parlor & Double Standard

20-22 December 2024

Find unique gifts and enjoy workshops at this curated Christmas market featuring local brands and vendors, perfect for last-minute holiday shopping while soaking in the festive spirit.

Room Offers


	Christmas Bundle Offer: Stay between 21 and 25 December 2024, with rates starting at THB 10,200++ per night, including Christmas Day lunch at The Standard Grill.

	NYE Bundle Offer: Stay between 27 and 31 December 2024, with rates starting at THB 34,000++ per night, including dinner at The Standard Grill and access to the NYE countdown at Sky Beach. Both offers include complimentary breakfast.



Book using code Festive24 at www.standardhotels.com/bangkok/properties/bangkok#specials.

Celebrate the season at The Standard, Bangkok Mahanakhon, where every moment is anything but standard!

For details:


	Phone: 0 2085 8888

	Email: stbkk@standardhotels.com

	LINE: @thestandardbangkok
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									Vacheron Constantin unveils limited edition patrimony watch

									Celebrating the Patrimony collection's 20th anniversary, this exclusive design blends timeless elegance with refined craftsmanship
								

								Vacheron Constantin unveils a new Patrimony self-winding reference in a 100-piece limited edition, marking a continuation of its longstanding collaboration with French designer Ora ito, a celebrated talent in the "One of Not Many" initiative.
								To commemorate the 20th anniversary of the Patrimony collection, Vacheron Constantin presents this exclusive self-winding model, which draws inspiration from the original 1957 design. First launched in 2004, the Patrimony collection honours traditional watchmaking, with its understated aesthetic concealing a sophisticated construction.

This new release features a 40mm yellow gold case and a gold-toned dial, intricately adorned with concentric circles that reflect the light, embodying the collection's timeless elegance and simplicity.

Understated, quintessential and timeless, the new Patrimony self-winding model  features a 40mm yellow gold case and a gold-toned dial, intricately adorned with concentric circles that reflect the light, embodying the collection's timeless elegance and simplicity.
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									Celebrate Christmas with RBSO's "Sound of the Seasons"

									
								

								Enjoy a magical festive concert with Dutch conductor Sander Teepen and soprano Jeannette van Schaik, marking 420 years of Thai-Netherlands relations.
								The Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra Foundation, in collaboration with the Embassy of Netherlands, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Department of Information and B.Grimm Group Ltd., will present a concert titled "Sound of the Seasons" at 7:30 pm on Saturday, 21 December 2024, at the Thailand Cultural Centre, which will also celebrate the special year of the 420th Anniversary of Thai-Netherlands Relations. The Netherlands Embassy and RBSO proudly present a beautiful Christmas Concert by Dutch Conductor - Sander Teepen & Dutch Soprano - Jeannette van Schaik with the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra (RBSO). This Christmas Concert will highlight and cherish the deep ties that have connected our two Kingdoms for centuries.
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Jeannette is one of the Netherlands' great emerging vocal talents, known for her radiant, luscious voice and heartfelt interpretation. She made her international debut as Mimi in Puccini's La Boheme at the Grand Theatre de Luxembourg under the baton of Karel Deseure. Highlights include the New Year concert tour with the Noord Nederlands Orkest with conductor Ed Spanjaard, Mahler's Symphony No.2 at the Royal Concertgebouw and her debut with the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic orchestra with Sven-David Sandstrom's High Mass under the baton of Ryan Bancroft. She has collaborated with orchestras such as the Nederlands Philharmonisch Orkest and Nederlands Kamerorkest, the Residentie Orkest, Tel Aviv Symphony Orchestra, Radio Filharmonisch Orkest, Nationaal Jeugd Orkest, Noord Nederlands Orkest and the Royal Stockholm Philharmonic Orchestra and had the pleasure of working with conductors such as Giancarlo Andretta, Sir Mark Elder, Huba Hollokoi, Karel Deseure, Clark Rundell, Paul Nadler, Alexander Joel, Markus Stenz, Karina Cannelakis and Antony Hermus and with stage-directors such as Waut Koeken, Javier Lopez Pinon, David Prins, Andrea Breth, Alexander Oliver, Sybrand van der Werf, Dominik Benes and Paul Carr.
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This concert will feature a variety of pieces to appeal to all ages. From the more mature and classical sounds of Tchaikovsky's Nutcracker, Ave Maria O Holy Night Hark! The Herald Angels Sing, Mozart's Exsultate Jubilate to the cheery Christmas songs such as Jingle Bells and All I Want For Christmas Is You. The RBSO hopes to celebrate the festive season by providing a family-friendly atmosphere and concert experience. 

Tickets are available at Thaiticketmajor: www.thaiticketmajor.com/concert/rbso-2024-sound-of-the-seasons.html
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									Festive buffets await at Ventisi this December

									Celebrate the season with gourmet delights at Centara Grand at CentralWorld
								

								This December, immerse yourself in the festive spirit with themed dinner buffets at Ventisi, Centara Grand at CentralWorld. Available from 2-31 December 2024 (excluding Christmas Eve and New Year's Eve), these exquisite feasts, curated by Executive Chef Andrea Montella and his team, showcase the finest local and imported ingredients paired with timeless cooking techniques.
								Highlights include artisanal cheeses, a vibrant charcuterie station, and a colourful salad bar featuring crisp greens, exotic toppings, and flavourful dressings. Ventisi's gourmet pizzas range from classics like Margherita to creative options such as Caramelised Kabocha Pumpkin with Mascarpone and Truffle or Smoked Salmon with Sour Cream and Red Onions.

Diners can also savour up to four made-to-order dishes, including indulgent choices like Lobster Thermidor, Panseared Foie Gras, Abalone in Rich Brown Sauce, and Singapore Pepper Crab Claws. The Asian Kitchen delights with dishes such as Thai Yellow Curry Crab Claws.

From the Western Kitchen, guests can enjoy Truffle Soup with a flaky Truffle Croissant, rich Lobster Bisque, Kiwami Wagyu Cafe de Paris, Black Truffle Tagliolini, and  Sole Meuniere. On Fridays and Saturdays, the buffet features premium carving stations with highlights like Prime Rib.

[image: ]

The experience concludes with an extensive dessert selection, offering Thai and international sweets, from elegant European pastries to traditional Thai delicacies.

Dinner buffets are priced at THB 1,950++ from Sunday to Thursday with free-flow soft drinks and THB 2,450++ on Fridays and Saturdays, including free-flow wine, beer, and cocktails. Buffets are served from 6:00 pm to 10:30 pm.

Celebrate the season at Ventisi and make every meal a festive occasion. 

For reservations, contact 0 2100 6255 or email diningcgcw@chr.co.th.
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									Unwrap the festive magic at Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong

									Asia-Pacific's largest Moxy hotel unveils its most ambitious Christmas and New Year celebration yet, featuring premium seafood buffets, panoramic fireworks views over Ratchaprasong, and unlimited party vibes from its stunning 9th-floor terrace
								

								Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong, nestled in Bangkok's vibrant shopping district, is ready to kick off an unforgettable festive season with exclusive Christmas and New Year's Eve celebrations.
								As the first and largest Moxy hotel in Asia-Pacific, Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong invites guests to dive into a holiday packed with fun, flavour, and entertainment. Here's What Awaits You This Festive Season:

Grillin' & Chillin' Christmas

24 December 2024 | 6 pm onwards

Celebrate Christmas Eve on Moxy's Outdoor Terrace with an irresistible BBQ party, featuring juicy beef, ham, turkey, and a festive buffet. Enjoy craft drinks and live entertainment for the perfect holiday vibe.

Price: THB 1,399++ (includes buffet + 1 drink)

Location: Outdoor Terrace (9th floor)
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Moxy Midnight Magic - New Year's Eve Dinner Party

31 December 2024 | 6 pm onwards

Ring in 2025 with an electrifying celebration at the Moxy Playground. Enjoy arcade games, live DJ sets, and performances as you feast on a premium buffet of Alaskan king crab, caviar, an oyster bar, roasted Angus prime rib, foie gras, uni, and more. Marvel at the spectacular Ratchaprasong fireworks for a night to remember.

Price options: THB 6,000++ (includes premium buffet + 1 glass of bubbly + Party Zone access), THB 3,000++ (includes free flow drinks package + Party Zone access), THB 2,000++ (includes 1 glass of bubbly + Party Zone access)

Location: Lounge + Outdoor Terrace (9th floor)

[image: ]


Moxy: We've Got Brunch!

28 December 2024 | 11:30 am - 3:30 pm

Enjoy a lively brunch with chill cafe vibes, savoury dishes, sweet treats, and live DJ tunes, perfect for gatherings with friends.

Price: THB 999++ (includes buffet + 1 glass of bubbly)

Location: Moxy Bar & Restaurant (9th floor)

Grill O'Clock

Every Friday, Saturday & Sunday

Join Moxy for a BBQ night filled with live music and DJs. Starting from THB 199, you can pair the delicious grill offerings with free-flow drinks to elevate your weekend.

Free-flow drinks packages start at THB 999++.

Location: Outdoor Terrace (9th floor)

Other Holiday Deals & Promotions


	Happy Hour: Buy 1, get 1 free drinks daily from 4-7 pm & 9-11 pm

	Sip Sip Hooray!: Enjoy 3 hours of unlimited drinks for THB 999++

	Taco'Bout a Good Time: Tacos from THB 99++ every Tuesday from noon to 5 pm with DJ & drink specials

	Moxy Breakfast Deal: Start your day with breakfast for THB 399 net (THB 459 net regular price)

	Moxy Madness V2: Enjoy free daily breakfast, THB 500 F&B credit, and up to 5,000 Marriott Bonvoy bonus points per night through 25 December 2024. 



EARN MARRIOTT BONVOYTM POINTS WHILE DINING

Dine at Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong and earn Marriott BonvoyTM points--even without a stay! Boost your points by dining at Moxy Bar & Restaurant and redeem rewards through the Marriott Bonvoy app. Not a member? Join now to unlock exclusive benefits.

BOOK YOUR HOLIDAY EXPERIENCE TODAY!

Whether you're gathering for a festive BBQ, dancing into the New Year, or brunching with friends, Moxy Bangkok Ratchaprasong promises a season filled with fun and unforgettable memories. Terms and conditions apply to all offers.

For more information or reservations:


	Email: moxy.bkkox.rsvn@moxyhotels.com

	Call: 0 2209 5999

	LINE: @MoxyBangkok

	www.moxybangkokratchaprasong.com
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									Longines: Gifting timeless elegance this festive season

									
								

								As twinkling lights adorn the city and the air fills with celebration, the art of gifting takes centre stage. This year, Longines invites you to embrace the magic of the season with timepieces that tell more than just time - they tell stories of heritage, craftsmanship, and enduring beauty.
								The renowned Swiss watchmaker, with its legacy dating back to 1832, has unveiled a stunning collection that captures the essence of festive elegance. Each watch is a masterpiece that bridges tradition and contemporary sophistication, making it the perfect gift for those special moments of joy and celebration.
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A SYMPHONY OF STYLE AND GRACE

The Mini DolceVita collection stands as a testament to quiet luxury, drawing inspiration from a treasured 1927 design. Its refined rectangular case and gleaming gold finish, enhanced with brilliant diamonds, make it an enchanting choice for those who appreciate understated glamour. The collection's delicate proportions and meticulous attention to detail reflect the joyous spirit of the season.

For those who cherish classic beauty, the Flagship Heritage line presents watches that speak of timeless sophistication. The collection's signature pieces feature warm Havana beige dials and intricate moon phase displays, creating an air of vintage charm perfect for festive celebrations.
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MODERN ELEGANCE FOR CONTEMPORARY LIVES

The Spirit Zulu Time collection pays homage to Longines' rich aviation heritage while meeting the needs of today's global citizens. These sophisticated timepieces allow wearers to track multiple time zones with ease - ideal for connecting with loved ones across borders during the holiday season.

Marking its 70th anniversary, the Conquest collection brings together sporty functionality and elegant design. With its vibrant purple sunray dials and rose gold accents, it offers a fresh interpretation of luxury that resonates with modern sensibilities.
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A GIFT OF LASTING VALUE

In a world of fleeting trends, a Longines timepiece stands as a beacon of enduring quality. Each watch is crafted with precision and care in Switzerland, embodying the brand's commitment to excellence that has spanned nearly two centuries.

This festive season, as we gather to create precious memories with loved ones, Longines offers more than just watches - it offers heirlooms that will be treasured for generations to come. Whether choosing the perfect gift for a special someone or adding to your own collection, these timepieces promise to bring a touch of Swiss excellence to your festive celebrations.

Visit authorised Longines boutiques to discover these extraordinary pieces and make this holiday season truly unforgettable.
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									Festive Getaway: Celebrate the season at Courtyard Suvarnabhumi

									Festive Getaway: Celebrate the season at Courtyard Suvarnabhumi
								

								Celebrate the holidays with exclusive offers and rewards at Courtyard by Marriott Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport.
								Step into the festive spirit at Courtyard by Marriott Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport, where luxury meets seasonal cheer. Nestled in Lat Krabang, this urban oasis offers the ideal setting for year-end relaxation, with exclusive holiday packages tailored for families, couples, and leisure travellers.

Enjoy daily breakfast for the whole family, complimentary drinks, and a 24-hour airport shuttle. Superior and Deluxe Room guests receive THB 500 dining credits and late check-out until 2 pm, while December stays earn 1,000 Marriott Bonvoy points per night through the DecemberDoubleJoy programme.

For added indulgence, Suite guests can savour afternoon tea for two at The Lobby Deli and THB 1,000 dining credits per stay, along with 2,000 Marriott Bonvoy points per night for December bookings.

Blending modern amenities with locally inspired dining, Courtyard by Marriott ensures an enriching and relaxing holiday experience, whether you're enjoying a festive brunch or unwinding poolside.

Book your stay now through 31 December 2024 and create unforgettable festive memories.

For reservations and more details: 


	www.courtyardbangkoksuvarnabhumiairport.com

	Email: cy.bkkap.rsvn@courtyard.com

	Phone: 0 2780 3588
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									Happiness together: ALLY's festive celebration unveiled

									Discover joy and inspiration at ALLY's 11 Bangkok malls with vibrant displays, creative workshops, and festive activities led by "I am Debby Style" this holiday season
								

								As the year draws to a close, the ALLY group of shopping malls invites everyone to embrace the holiday spirit with "ALLY Let's Celebrate Joy Together 2025", a celebration spanning 11 prime locations across Bangkok. From The Crystal (Ekamai-Ramintra, Ratchapruek, Chaengwattana) to Plearnary Mall, The Scene, Amorini, and more, each venue is transformed into a vibrant space brimming with joy and inspiration.
								A Collaboration of Creativity and Cheer

This year's celebration features a special collaboration with "I am Debby Style", the brainchild of multi-talented artist Duang-Nattaya Somtate. Known for her whimsical and inspiring "Debby" characters, Duang-Nattaya brings her signature positivity to ALLY malls. A former fashion design instructor turned online art educator, she has inspired countless learners to monetise their creativity and was a keynote speaker at World Camp Thailand 2024, solidifying her role as a creative trailblazer.

[image: Happiness together: ALLY's festive celebration unveiled]

Central to the festivities is a dazzling Christmas tree designed to symbolise happiness and creativity, surrounded by the cheerful characters of Debby & Friends. These heart-warming personalities, including Harper Debby Family, Merry Debby Family, Tunny & Alia, and Zeny & Mumu, represent diverse facets of joy--family, friendship, love, and inspiration. Visitors are invited to snap photos and share moments of delight with these beloved figures.

Festive Highlights and Events

Throughout December, ALLY malls will host a range of activities to spread the festive cheer:


	Beer Festival (13-23 December 2024) at The Crystal Ekamai-Ramintra: Celebrate with a camping-themed beer festival, live music, and a breathtaking fireworks display.

	Family & Kids Market (12-15 December 2024) at The Crystal SB Ratchapruek: Discover homemade delicacies, creative goods, and children's activities such as Kid Sports challenges and Christmas storytelling.

	Debby Style Art Workshop: Join Duang-Nattaya herself to learn the stories behind her creations and create your own masterpiece.



Adding to the magical atmosphere are Christmas carol performances, Santa Claus parades, and year-end mini-concerts designed to leave lasting memories for visitors of all ages.

Exclusive Perks for ALLY SKY REWARDS Members

ALLY SKY REWARDS members and general customers will enjoy exclusive benefits, ensuring every visit is filled with festive surprises and delightful experiences.

[image: Happiness together: ALLY's festive celebration unveiled]

Create Cherished Memories

"ALLY Let's Celebrate Joy Together 2025" offers more than just shopping--it's a chance to celebrate the season with family, friends, and loved ones in a colourful and inspiring setting. 

Visit any of the 11 ALLY malls this December to experience the magic and create unforgettable holiday memories with Debby & Friends.
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									Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok brings holiday magic to life

									Langsuan's favourite hot spot delivers a cinematic festive season
								

								This festive season, Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok transforms into Tinseltown, immersing guests in the magic of iconic holiday films. With six unique restaurants and bars embracing the cinematic theme, Langsuan's beloved destination promises an unforgettable holiday experience.
								

KEVIN! at CRAFT

Step into a nostalgic 90s wonderland at CRAFT, inspired by the classic Home Alone film. This December, guests can relive the spirit of childhood holidays with loved ones, enjoying board games and indulgent platters of cold cuts and cheeses paired with premium wines and Champagne.
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Highlights include:


	Italian Cheese & Cold Cut Platter (THB 799): Featuring Parmigiano Reggiano, Caprine de Molisse, Salame Nostrano, and Pancetta Affumicata.

	French Cheese & Spanish Cold Cut Platter (THB 599): Including Cantorel Brie, Gruyere, Spanish Chorizo, and Serrano Ham.



Both platters come with accompaniments like shallot jam, pickled vegetables, walnuts, crackers, and crostini. For a personalised touch, guests can curate their own platters with artisanal selections available by the gram.

With live band performances every weekend, CRAFT is the ultimate destination for laughter, friendly competition, and festive memories. Open daily from 7:00 a.m. to midnight, reservations are available from 6:30 p.m. onwards. Contact 02 056 9999, email craft.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com, or message Line @craftbkk.

[image: ]



La Dolce Vita - Italy in Technicolour

At Ms.Jigger, celebrate the timeless romance of Italian living inspired by the iconic 60s film La Dolce Vita. From 21 December 2024 to 1 January 2025, enjoy a luxurious a la carte menu featuring Sicilian Red Prawn Carpaccio, Porcini Mushroom Ravioli, and Black Cod in Kalamata Olive Crust.
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Special festive highlights include:


	Christmas Eve Four-Course Dinner (24 December)

	New Year's Eve Four-Course Dinner (31 December)



Both dinners are priced at THB 4,500 per person, available from 5:30 p.m. until midnight.

For those seeking a more intimate experience, step into Ruby's, an alluring cocktail haven offering seductive "Gemstone" cocktails paired with complimentary festive temptations like Cookies & Milk Punch or the Mistletoe cocktail. Open from 5:30 p.m. until late, Ruby's offers the perfect escape for a moody, festive night.

Reservations for Ms.Jigger and Ruby's are highly recommended due to limited seating. Contact 02 056 9999, email msjigger.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com or rubys.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com, or message Line @ms.jigger.

Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok: A Festive Wonderland AwaitsCelebrate the Holidays with Culinary Delights and Cinematic Magic

Kimpton Maa-Lai Bangkok sets the stage for a dazzling festive season, blending the magic of iconic holiday movies with exquisite dining and lively celebrations. Whether you're seeking family-friendly feasts or glamorous countdown parties, the Langsuan hotspot has something for everyone.
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A STOCK.ROOM CHRISTMAS STORY

Inspired by the heart-warming A Christmas Story movie, Stock.Room becomes a hub of holiday cheer perfect for family gatherings. From 21-31 December 2024 (excluding 24 December), the Holiday Sea+Land Dinner Buffet offers highlights such as bourbon honey-roasted ham, prime rib, whole baked salmon, and freshly made sashimi for THB 1,999 net per adult and THB 999 net per child.
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On Christmas Eve (24 December), indulge in a festive buffet featuring Jamon Iberico Pata Negra, smoked salmon, Italian antipasti, and decadent desserts for THB 3,699 net per adult and THB 1,299 net per child.

The celebration continues on Christmas Day (25 December) with a lavish brunch buffet including foie gras, herb-roasted lamb leg, prime rib, and a selection of sumptuous desserts, priced at THB 3,999 net per adult and THB 1,299 net per child.

Reserve your spot by calling 02 056 9999, emailing stockroom.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com, or contacting Line @stock.room.
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ALL ABOARD THE MAA-LAI EXPRESS

Step into a magical world at Maa-Lai Library, inspired by The Polar Express and classic Christmas literature. From 30 November 2024 - 5 January 2025, enjoy a Festive Afternoon Tea 30 floors up, featuring:


	The Vegetarian Set: THB 1,899 net

	The Signature Set: THB 2,199 netBoth include two glasses of Champagne to toast the season.
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Ring in the New Year with the Champagne Dinner Countdown Party on 31 December 2024, from 9:30 p.m. to 1:00 a.m. For THB 2,999 net per person, guests will enjoy a Nikkei-style buffet of Japanese-Peruvian flavours, live DJ performances, and a chance to watch the city's fireworks from a stunning vantage point.

For more details or reservations, contact 02 056 9999, email library.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com, or Line @maalailibrary.
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FIESTA LIKE THERE IS NO MANANA AT BAR.YARD

Countdown to 2025 with a Mexican cinema-inspired New Year's Eve bash at Bar.Yard. Starting at 6:00 p.m. on 31 December 2024, the evening promises lively music, all-night dancing, and unbeatable views of Bangkok's fireworks.
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Early bird tickets are available for THB 1,499 net (including a complimentary glass of sparkling wine). For groups, enjoy special packages:


	THB 10,000 for four guests (indoor seating, includes wine and spirits).

	THB 17,000 for outdoor seating (includes premium spirits, Champagne, and snacks).



DJ Knatz and DJ Dunk will keep the party alive from 9:00 p.m. through the countdown.

For reservations, contact 02 056 9999, email baryard.kimptonmaalai@ihg.com, or Line @bar.yard.

For exclusive online offers, visit https://mtix.me/prkimptonmaalaibkkfestive2024.
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									Unseen Porsche designs

									For the first time in Thailand, a collection of projects are on display
								

								Curvistan Bangkok has launched a limited-time event called "Porsche Unseen Design Studies", which showcases Michael Mauer's design vision as VP of style for Porsche. 
								[image: ]

For the first time in Thailand, a collection of these "unseen" projects are housed under one roof. The highlight is the "Vision Spyder" -- a 1:1 scale interpretation of how Mauer imagined a modern, small and sporty roadster. The "Vision Spyder" features a spartan cockpit, flat radiator grille over the midengine, red racing stripes and modest fins at the rear.

[image: ]

Visitors can also look forward to getting up close with other 1:3 scale model concepts such as the Macan "Vision Safari", an SUV-turned-overland design experiment; hypercar concepts like the "Vision 918 RS" and "Vision 920", and even the "Vision E" -- a design experiment imagining what a Formula E car might look like, if homologated for customer racing. 

[image: ]

Also announced was The Porsche Design Tower Bangkok, which will be 22 residences on Sukhumvit 38. It also unveiled three culinary zones to preview kitchen spaces that buyers of the apartments can look forward to. Designed by Porche Design in collalboration with Arclinea under the direction of architect Antonio Citterio, the kitchens in each suite blend performance and elegance with electrically-powered drawers and luxury appliances.

[image: ]

The Porsche Design Tower Bangkok is the first building of its kind in Asia and the third globally. The project features 22 exclusive duplex and quadplex "Sky Villas" ranging from 525-1,135m2, designed to set a new benchmark for luxury living. Construction is set to be completed at the end of 2028.

"Porsche Unseen Design Studies" will run until Feb 28 and entry is free. 
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