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        Are Russian sanctions working? Debate takes new urgency with Trump
        LONDON --- Thousands of far-reaching sanctions have been imposed by dozens of countries on Russian banks, businesses and people since Moscow ordered tanks to roll across the border into Ukraine in the winter of 2022.

      

      
        At least 27 die, dozens rescued as two migrant boats sink off Tunisia
        TUNIS - Tunisia's coast guard has recovered the bodies of 27 African migrants after two boats they were attempting to cross the Mediterranean in sank off the coast, the national guard said on Thursday.

      

      
        Patients to get physical therapy at clinics near their homes
        Patients in 67 provinces can now book physical therapy appointments at clinics near their homes without having to face long queues at hospitals, says the National Health Security Office (NHSO).

      

      
        Thai researchers turn rice husks into pricey ceramic gemstones
        NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Suranari University of Technology (SUT) researchers say they have created ceramic gemstones made from agricultural waste and priced 6,000 times higher than the original material.

      

      
        Thailand steps up efforts to lure 'future industries'
        The Thai government aims to attract more investments in five core "future industries" by vastly improving the ease of doing business through amended laws and regulations, according to Jirayu Houngsub, spokesman for the Prime Minister's Office.

      

      
        Wellness hub opens in Chiang Rai
        Mae Fah Luang University (MFU) in Chiang Rai has officially opened an expanded wellness centre to address the growing prevalence of non-communicable diseases in northern Thailand and the Greater Mekong Subregion.

      

      
        S. Korea's Yoon, facing arrest over martial law, vows to 'fight until end'
        SEOUL - South Korea's impeached President Yoon Suk Yeol has sent a letter rallying his supporters saying he would "fight until the end" as he faces an attempt by authorities to arrest him over his short-lived Dec 3 martial law, a lawyer said on Thursday.

      

      
        Road deaths reach 272 after 6 'dangerous days'
        Fifty people were killed and 346 injured in road accidents across Thailand on Wednesday, bringing the total in the first six days of the so-called 10 dangerous days of the New Year holidays to 272.

      

      
        Chinese stocks tumble in worst start to a year since 2016
        Chinese stocks posted their worst start to a year in nearly a decade as investors braced for economic uncertainties with weaker-than-expected manufacturing data and an anticipated hike in tariffs.

      

      
        Malaysia grants WeChat, TikTok licences to operate under new law
        KUALA LUMPUR - Malaysia's communications regulator said it granted Tencent's WeChat and ByteDance's TikTok licences to operate in the country under a new social media law, but that some other platforms had not applied.
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                                LONDON -- Thousands of far-reaching sanctions have been imposed by dozens of countries on Russian banks, businesses and people since Moscow ordered tanks to roll across the border into Ukraine in the winter of 2022.
Now, more than 1,000 days later, as President-elect Donald Trump prepares to take office, questions about the sanctions' effectiveness -- and future -- are expected to come under renewed scrutiny.

Trump has stated, "I want to use sanctions as little as possible." And he has made clear that there will be a shift in US policy toward Ukraine, having promised to end the war in a single day.

Experts believe that sanctions and continued military aid are almost certain to be bargaining chips in any negotiations.

So how valuable are the sanction chips that Trump will hold?

The answer is hotly debated.

Predictions in the early months of the war that economic restrictions would soon undermine President Vladimir Putin's regime or reduce the ruble to "rubble" did not pan out. Putin remains entrenched in the Kremlin, and his forces are inflicting punishing damage on Ukraine and gaining on the battlefield.

Yet the idea that economic sanctions could bring a quick end to the war was always more a product of hope than a realistic assessment, said Sergei Guriev, a Russian economist who fled the country in 2013 and is now the dean of the London Business School.

A better measure of success, Guriev said, is to ask whether sanctions hampered Moscow's ability to wage war effectively. And the answer to that, he and several other analysts argue, is yes.

After the invasion, the United States, Europe and their allies reacted with a speed and scale that surprised even the participants. They drastically restricted Moscow's access to the global financial system and the US dollar, crimping Russia's ability to sell oil, its most valuable export.

Western banks froze more than $300 billion in Russian assets. Governments prohibited the purchase and sale of a wide range of services and goods, including some advanced technology weapons.

Europe, which had previously gotten 40% of its imported gas from Russia, moved to wean itself off its dependence. Russia could start selling even less energy to Europe after Ukraine on Wednesday refused to renew an agreement that allowed for the transit of Russian gas via a pipeline that runs through its territory.

"Imagine a world where sanctions were not introduced," Guriev said. A world where Russia's foreign commerce was not severely limited and it had access to all of its frozen foreign reserves.

"It's very clear that sanctions did cause problems for Putin, did reduce the amount of resources in his pocket and, therefore, saved lives in Ukraine," he said. Without them, he added, Russia might have even won the war by now.

Russia's economy has felt the squeeze. Spiralling inflation has prompted the country's central bank to raise benchmark interest rates to 21%. Despite enormous expenditures by the government to finance the war, overall economic growth is slowing. Many products and parts are either unavailable, more expensive or replaced by substandard substitutes.

When Trump sits down to negotiate with Putin, sanctions will be "an extraordinarily valuable chip," said Elina Ribakova, vice president for foreign policy at the Kyiv School of Economics and a non-resident scholar at the Peterson Institute for International Economics, a Washington think tank.

There is widespread agreement that the most effective sanctions have been those involving the global financial system, an arena where the United States can exert unique power.

The US dollar is the closest thing the world has to a universal currency. And only American banks can handle transactions in dollars. The result is that many of the world's financial assets -- including any dollar accounts owned by foreign countries, enterprises and individuals -- are under America's digital thumb.

Washington not only cut off most of Russia's access to this system but also threatened to cut off any banks around the world that run afoul of its rules. That is a risk that even many institutions in China, which has aligned itself with Russia, do not want to take.

Russia's banishment from SWIFT, the messaging system that enables international payments, has also significantly increased the cost, complexity and time of every international exchange, whether for the purchase of pharmaceuticals and electrical machinery or the sale of oil and fertiliser.

"It really removes the capacity for any effective payment system," said Andrew Shoyer, a partner at the law firm Sidley Austin who advises companies on compliance with sanctions.

Yet if sanctions have achieved more than some might have imagined, they have had less impact than many people had hoped.

Over time, Russia, with enormous help from China, found several ways to blunt their impact by expanding trade with other countries, exploiting loopholes and evading the law.

China and India, for example, refilled Moscow's money chest by snapping up a lot of Russian oil. China has also provided Russia access to weapons parts, semiconductors and other essential materials needed for the war.

A lot of Western goods that can be used for both civilian and military purposes have made their way to Russia through countries that don't participate in sanctions, like Turkey and the United Arab Emirates.

Those who downplay the value of sanctions as a bargaining chip also argue that Western nations did not go far enough or respond fast enough to changing conditions to tighten the squeeze on Russia.

Worries about reducing energy supplies when the price of oil was soaring and inflation was spiralling led the United States and Europe to weaken restrictions on the export of Russian fuel.

The decision to replace more comprehensive European sanctions on Russian oil transactions with a price cap meant that Russia was able to continue to earn enormous revenues from energy exports. That money has helped finance its war against Ukraine.

Over time, Russia developed further ways to circumvent the sanctions, like developing its own shadow fleet of vessels to transport oil after restrictions were put on Russia's use of Western oil tankers and oil spill insurance.

And the European Union is still buying nearly 50% of the liquefied natural gas that Russia exports.

Jeffrey Schott, a senior fellow at the Peterson Institute, said Moscow was able to sell too much gas and oil at too high a price. "Sanctions have been applied with one arm tied behind your back," he said.

Piecemeal sanctions and the often listless enforcement of them have also made the economic noose around Russia's neck looser than it could have been, Schott and other critics say.

Yet even the most valuable bargaining chips that may derive from sanctions may not be enough to persuade Putin to agree to a settlement that is also acceptable to Ukraine and its neighbouring European allies.

Some political and military analysts argue that the fall of President Bashar Assad of Syria, Russia's ally, may cause Putin to take an even tougher stance in Ukraine.

In the end, the only valuation of sanctions as a bargaining chip that really counts is Putin's.

This article originally appeared in The New York Times.
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                  At least 27 die, dozens rescued as two migrant boats sink off Tunisia                

                              

                                TUNIS - Tunisia's coast guard has recovered the bodies of 27 African migrants after two boats they were attempting to cross the Mediterranean in sank off the coast, the national guard said on Thursday.
The boats sank in waters off the city of Sfax, a departure point often used by African migrants.

Last month, Tunisia's coast guard recovered the bodies of about 30 other migrants in two separate incidents, after their boat sank while they were sailing towards Europe.

The national guard said on Thursday that the coast guard rescued 87 people who were on the same two boats that sank off Sfax.

Tunisia is grappling with an unprecedented migration crisis and has replaced Libya as the major departure point for both Tunisians and people from elsewhere in Africa seeking a better life in Europe.
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                                Patients in 67 provinces can now book physical therapy appointments at clinics near their homes without having to face long queues at hospitals, says the National Health Security Office (NHSO).
Jadej Thammatacharee, NHSO secretary-general, said private clinics in 67 provinces such as Bangkok, Chiang Mai and Songkhla have joined the universal healthcare scheme, also known as the 30-baht gold card programme.

They are now offering physiotherapy to individuals who are subscribed to the scheme. "This allows patients quick access to physical therapy services at clinics near their homes," he said. "They don't have to visit hospitals and face long queues."

These clinics have helped many patients recuperate from illnesses, he said. In some cases, physical therapists come directly to patients' homes to provide treatment.

Dr Jadej said patients who require intermediate care must receive physical therapy within six months of being discharged from hospital. Any delay will slow the progress of their rehabilitation and the chance of a successful outcome will decrease.

Previously, some patients could not access physiotherapy due to the overwhelming number of patients requesting the services at hospitals, he said, adding some patients found it difficult to travel long distances to hospitals.

The private clinics that joined the 30-baht gold card scheme are offering a convenient alternative, Dr Jadej said.

Patients eligible for physiotherapy under the scheme are those who suffer from strokes, brain injury (caused by accidents or during surgery), spinal cord injury (caused by accidents or surgery) and fragility fractures of the hip (for people aged 50 and older), he said.

Patients can seek the services directly at the clinics without the need for referral from their registered hospitals, he said. Patients can call the NHSO 1330 hotline to book appointments with the clinics in advance or for further inquiries.
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                                NAKHON RATCHASIMA: Suranari University of Technology (SUT) researchers say they have created ceramic gemstones made from agricultural waste and priced 6,000 times higher than the original material.
The gemstone was a result of research by senior students at the Institute of Engineering's School of Ceramic Engineering -- Parnpailin Jaichuei, Chatcha Chuma, and Saowalak Boonpakdi.

Ms Saowalak said the research was inspired by Thailand's reputation as an agricultural land, with rice and sugarcane being the main contributors.

Agricultural products produced in the country each year result in agricultural waste, such as straw, husks, and bagasse, she said.

As most of them cannot be reused to their full potential, the waste ends up being ploughed up and over and turned into fertiliser. Worse, some are burnt for disposal, causing air pollution, mainly the PM2.5 fine particles that harm people and the environment.

This concern led to the team's research on the waste's properties, using knowledge of ceramic engineering, she said.

Initial analysis found a high level of silica in husks and other waste. Since silica is the main element of natural gemstones, the student team decided to turn straw, husks, and bagasse into ceramic gemstones.

[image: ]

The waste underwent a calcination process at 300, 500, and 700 degrees Celsius to change it into high-quality ash.

The ash was mixed with improver substances using the ceramic engineering method and chemical formula of the natural gemstone.

The mixture was liquified at 1,300C into molten glass before it was cooled and turned into a solidified substance.

It was then reheated in a ceramic oven at 550C to provide more durability for the gemstone and left to cool slowly for more stability, she said.

Ms Saowalak said the gemstone's colour mirrored the material it came from. It was a size similar to that of natural gemstones, making it durable and suitable for industrial use, she said.

Moreover, it helped add value to the waste, as four-baht, or one-kilogramme waste can be made into 20 gemstones that will cost 24,000 baht in total.

[image: ]
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This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/2931795/thai-researchers-turn-rice-husks-into-pricey-ceramic-gemstones



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Thailand steps up efforts to lure 'future industries'                

                Streamlining laws and regulations crucial for attracting five key sectors, says PM's spokesman
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Data centres are among five targeted 'future industries' in which Thailand seeks more investment.]
                                              
                          Data centres are among five targeted 'future industries' in which Thailand seeks more investment.                        

                                          

                  

                                The Thai government aims to attract more investments in five core "future industries" by vastly improving the ease of doing business through amended laws and regulations, according to Jirayu Houngsub, spokesman for the Prime Minister's Office.
The investment promotion plan is expected to help Thailand achieve economic growth of more than 3%, he said, citing a summary provided by Prommin Lertsuridej, secretary-general to Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

The five industries are data centres, artificial intelligence (AI), electric vehicles, precision agriculture and food technology, said Mr Jirayu. The government estimates at least 800 billion baht from both local and international investors will be invested in the five industries this year alone.

Related promotion plans, such as one for attracting supply chain  partners for the five targeted industries, are also expected to bring more investments to Thailand this year and in the years to come, said Mr Jirayu.

In the data centre industry, for instance, tech giants including Amazon Web Services, Google, Microsoft and Huawei have already begun investing in the country, he said.

In order to facilitate more investment from these companies and others, outdated laws and regulations that are seen as obstacled will soon be amended or even abolished, he said.

"The PM has treated as fairly important the need to vastly improve the ease of doing business in order to facilitate economic growth through investment promotion," he said.

The ministrise of Transport, Interior and Agriculture have been assigned to lead the work of ensuring convenience of investors in the five industries.

The complicated and lengthy process in applying for operating licences and investment privileges from the Board of Investment (BoI), for instance, will be shortened and simplified, said Mr Jirayu.

The prime minister is also confident that Thailand's geographical location, at the centre of Southeast Asia, makes it the country most suited to become a logistics, trade and barter hub, he added.

As well, the government will be working full steam on tourism promotion, with the ultimate goal for Thailand to be an ideal destination for international tourists all year round, according to the spokesman.

"There will no longer be a low tourism season in Thailand," he said.
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                                Mae Fah Luang University (MFU) in Chiang Rai has officially opened an expanded wellness centre to address the growing prevalence of non-communicable diseases in northern Thailand and the Greater Mekong Subregion.
The MFU Wellness Center focuses on early health screening to enable effective health management before illnesses manifest, said its acting director, Pol Lt Col Boontiwa Boonyuen.

The facility evolved from a department within the university in 2018 at the direction of Adj Prof Vanchai Sirichana, the university's founder.

The goal of the centre is to curb increasing healthcare costs incurred by both the government and the public, particularly those related to non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as hypertension, obesity and diabetes, said Pol Lt Col Boontiwa.

These conditions, often asymptomatic in their early stages, lead to significant treatment expenses if left unmanaged. Therefore, the MFU Wellness Centre aims to identify risk factors early and promote preventive measures, she said.

Funded by a government budget of 450 million baht, with an additional budget of 194 million for operations, the upgraded facility is scheduled to be fully completed by April after some construction delays, she added.

Since the centre first became operational since 2020, it has served tens of thousands, averaging 200 to 300 visitors daily, with over 70% seeking care for NCDs.

Amenities and services include a fitness centre, swimming pool and dietary counselling. Clients at risk can receive personalised advice on diet, exercise and other lifestyle adjustments, while patients who have developed diseases are transferred to the MFU Medical Center Hospital, or to other hospitals, said Pol Lt Col Boontiwa.

Additional services include a 150-hour yoga programme, elderly-focused facilities and health education. While the centre's primary focus is on northern Thailand, it aims to expand its reach to the Greater Mekong Subregion in the future, she added.
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                                SEOUL - South Korea's impeached President Yoon Suk Yeol has sent a letter rallying his supporters saying he would "fight until the end" as he faces an attempt by authorities to arrest him over his short-lived Dec 3 martial law, a lawyer said on Thursday.
"I am watching on YouTube live all the hard work you are doing," Yoon wrote in the letter late on Wednesday to the estimated hundreds of supporters who have gathered near his official residence protesting his investigation.

"I will fight until the end to protect this country together with you," he said in the letter, a photo capture of which was sent to Reuters by Seok Dong-hyeon, a lawyer advising Yoon.

The opposition Democratic Party, which has majority control of parliament and led the impeachment of Yoon on Dec 14, said the letter proved Yoon was delusional and remains committed to complete his "insurrection".

"As if trying to stage insurrection wasn't enough, he is now inciting his supporters to an extreme clash," party spokesman Jo Seoung-lae said in a statement.

A court on Tuesday approved a warrant for Yoon's arrest, which potentially would make him the first sitting president to be detained as part of investigations over allegations he masterminded insurrection by trying to impose martial law.

Insurrection is one of the few criminal charges from which a South Korean president does not have immunity.

The Corruption Investigation Office for High-ranking Officials (CIO), which is leading a joint team of investigators that include the police and prosecutors, has until Jan 6 to execute the arrest warrant.

It was unclear when and how it will make the arrest and whether the presidential security service, which has blocked access by investigators with a search warrant to Yoon's office and official residence, would try to stop the arrest attempt.

Yoon Kab-keun, a lawyer for the impeached president, has said the arrest warrant was illegal and invalid because the CIO did not have the authority under South Korean law to request a warrant.

The lawyer on Thursday warned that police officers would face arrest by "the presidential security service or any citizens" if they try to detain Yoon on behalf of the CIO, saying their authority is limited to crowd control and maintaining public order.

Separately, Yoon's trial on impeachment is being heard at the Constitutional Court. The court will hold the second hearing on Friday. Yoon has been suspended from presidential duties and Finance Minister Choi Sang-mok has taken over as acting president until the outcome of the trial.

If the court upholds the impeachment and Yoon is removed from office, a new presidential election will be held within 60 days.

The warrant for Yoon's arrest and also a search of his office and residence was issued after the conservative career prosecutor defied repeated summons by investigators to appear for questioning in the criminal investigation separate from the Constitutional Court trial.

A former defence minister who officials said recommended Yoon declare martial law has been indicted on charges of insurrection and will go on trial on Jan 16. Some of the top military officers commanding the defence of the capital, Seoul, have also been indicted for their alleged involvement.
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                                Fifty people were killed and 346 injured in road accidents across Thailand on Wednesday, bringing the total in the first six days of the so-called 10 dangerous days of the New Year holidays to 272.
The casualties were recorded in 339 road crashes on Jan 1, the Road Safety Directing Centre of the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation reported on Thursday.

Authorities this year extended the New Year road safety campaign to 10 days, from seven in previous years, as they sought to raise public awareness and promote more responsible driving. The campaign period runs from Dec 27 to Jan 5.

In the first six days, speeding has been the major cause of accidents, at 38.9% of the total, followed by drunk driving at 31.6% and poor visibility at 16.8%.

As in previous years, most of the vehicles involved in accidents were motorcycles, at 86.4%.

From Dec 27 to Jan 1, there were 1,739 road accidents that claimed 272 lives and injured 1,694 people nationwide.

Surat Thani province has recorded the highest number of accidents (63), injuries (73) and deaths (12) in that period. The latter included five people who perished when a tour bus went into a ditch in Chaiya district on Wednesday night.

A year ago, a total of 284 people were killed and 2,307 injured in 2,288 traffic accidents during the "seven dangerous days" of the New Year holiday.

Thai roads have long been ranked among the world's most dangerous. According to the most recent data collected by the World Health Organization to 2021, Thailand ranked 16th out of 175 countries in road fatalities per 100,000 population, at 25.4. That same year, the WHO recorded 18,218 road traffic deaths in the country, an average of 50 per day.
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                                Chinese stocks posted their worst start to a year in nearly a decade as investors braced for economic uncertainties with weaker-than-expected manufacturing data and an anticipated hike in tariffs.
The CSI 300 Index closed down 2.9% on Thursday, its steepest drop on a year's first day of trading since 2016. The Hang Seng China Enterprises Index slid as much as 3.1%.  

The losses suggest sentiment remains fragile even after Chinese equities posted their first annual advance last year since 2020. There's a lack of confidence over the country's economic recovery, with the Caixin manufacturing survey coming in below estimates and Donald Trump's threat of higher tariffs looming large ahead of his inauguration later this month.

A sharp fall in the CSI 300 in the last trading session of 2024 also pushed the gauge below the 60-day moving average, a closely-watched technical threshold, likely leading to further selling by some funds. Several large financial stocks including Industrial and Commercial Bank of China and the Agricultural Bank of China traded ex-dividend, exacerbating the benchmarks' losses.  

"It's a bit troubling that investors are starting the new year in a cautious mode as this is happening after clearer stimulus signals from Beijing during its December policy meetings," said Homin Lee, senior macro strategist at Lombard Odier. "The underlying momentum for China remains quite fragile, and it will take some efforts from the authorities to change the conversation on the country's medium-term deflationary dangers." 

While Chinese stocks rose 15% last year in a rare annual gain, a bulk of the increase came in the weeks following a late September stimulus blitz. The market has since been trading range-bound, with investors waiting for more significant stimulus to drive the market higher. 

Following the Central Economic Work Conference in December, China signaled more public borrowing and spending in 2025 with a shift of policy focus to consumption, in an effort to repair the economy's weak link as looming US tariffs threaten exports. 

While that announcement has given investors hope that Beijing is determined to revive the economy, some market watchers note that there will be a lull in stimulus until March when the so-called Two Sessions -- China's annual legislative session -- take place. 

Traders may want to limit China exposure in their portfolios as they position for 2025, according to Charu Chanana, chief investment strategist at Saxo Markets. 

Global funds had already turned net sellers of Chinese stocks in November following two months of net inflows, Morgan Stanley analysts wrote in a note dated Dec. 4. Passive funds turned to outflows after heavy inflows in October while active funds accelerated net outflows in November, they wrote.

As economic concerns linger, China's 10-year bond yields hit a fresh record low on Thursday. The People's Bank of China injected massive liquidity into the market at the end of 2024 without using high-profile stimulus, as officials preserve policy space before Trump returns to office. 

Equity trading volume was notable in Hong Kong on Thursday as markets reopened after a holiday, with that for the Hang Seng Index 50% larger than the average over the past 30 sessions. Meanwhile, turnover in Shanghai and Shenzhen bourses has remained below 1.5 trillion yuan ($206 billion) in recent days, suggesting traders are opting to remain on the sidelines until catalysts become clear. 

"The losses today look very much trading driven, as there was a bit of accumulated gains that would have prompted selling with the breach of technicals," said Liu Dejun, fund manager at Beijing Kaiyuan Private Fund Management Co. "Many are also talking about avoiding too much stock exposure ahead of Trump's inauguration, which is close to the Lunar New Year holidays."
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                  Malaysia grants WeChat, TikTok licences to operate under new law                

                              

                                KUALA LUMPUR - Malaysia's communications regulator said it granted Tencent's WeChat and ByteDance's TikTok licences to operate in the country under a new social media law, but that some other platforms had not applied.
The law, aimed at tackling rising cybercrime, requires social media platforms and messaging services with more than 8 million users in Malaysia to obtain a licence or face legal action. It came into effect on Jan 1.

In a statement on Wednesday, the Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission said messaging platform Telegram was in the final stages of obtaining its licence, while Meta Platforms, which owns Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, had begun the licensing process.

The regulator said X had not submitted an application because the platform said its local user base did not reach the 8 million threshold. The regulator said it was reviewing the validity of X's claim.

Alphabet's Google, which operates video platform YouTube, had also not applied for a licence after raising concerns about the video sharing features of YouTube and its classification under the licensing law, the regulator said. It did not state the concerns or how they relate to the law but said YouTube must adhere.

"Platform providers found to be in violation of licensing requirements may be subject to investigation and regulatory actions," the regulator said.

Malaysia reported a sharp increase in harmful social media content in early 2024 and urged social media firms, including Meta and short video platform TikTok, to step up monitoring of their platforms.

Malaysian authorities deem online gambling, scams, child pornography and grooming, cyberbullying and content related to race, religion and royalty as harmful.

The companies do not publish the number of users per country on their platforms.

According to independent data provider World Population Review, WeChat has 12 million users in Malaysia.

Advisory firm Kepios said YouTube had about 24.1 million users in Malaysia in early 2024, TikTok 28.68 million users aged 18 and above, Facebook 22.35 million users, and X had 5.71 million.
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                  Road deaths reach 272 after 6 'dangerous days'                

                Speeding responsible for nearly 40% of accidents
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Rescue workers try to retrieve the bodies of the dead and injured victims from a tour bus after it plunged into a ditch in Chaiya district of Surat Thani on Wednesday night. Five people were killed and 30 injured. (Photo supplied/Supapong Chaolan)]
                                              
                          Rescue workers try to retrieve the bodies of the dead and injured victims from a tour bus after it plunged into a ditch in Chaiya district of Surat Thani on Wednesday night. Five people were killed and 30 injured. (Photo supplied/Supapong Chaolan)                        

                                          

                  

                                Fifty people were killed and 346 injured in road accidents across Thailand on Wednesday, bringing the total in the first six days of the so-called 10 dangerous days of the New Year holidays to 272.
The casualties were recorded in 339 road crashes on Jan 1, the Road Safety Directing Centre of the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation reported on Thursday.

Authorities this year extended the New Year road safety campaign to 10 days, from seven in previous years, as they sought to raise public awareness and promote more responsible driving. The campaign period runs from Dec 27 to Jan 5.

In the first six days, speeding has been the major cause of accidents, at 38.9% of the total, followed by drunk driving at 31.6% and poor visibility at 16.8%.

As in previous years, most of the vehicles involved in accidents were motorcycles, at 86.4%.

From Dec 27 to Jan 1, there were 1,739 road accidents that claimed 272 lives and injured 1,694 people nationwide.

Surat Thani province has recorded the highest number of accidents (63), injuries (73) and deaths (12) in that period. The latter included five people who perished when a tour bus went into a ditch in Chaiya district on Wednesday night.

A year ago, a total of 284 people were killed and 2,307 injured in 2,288 traffic accidents during the "seven dangerous days" of the New Year holiday.

Thai roads have long been ranked among the world's most dangerous. According to the most recent data collected by the World Health Organization to 2021, Thailand ranked 16th out of 175 countries in road fatalities per 100,000 population, at 25.4. That same year, the WHO recorded 18,218 road traffic deaths in the country, an average of 50 per day.
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                  Two crashes in Surat Thani leave 12 dead                

                30 injured in tour bus accident that claimed five lives, seven perish in pickup crash
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                                SURAT THANI: Twelve people were killed and 30 others injured in two road crashes within four kilometres of each other in this southern province on Wednesday night and Thursday.
Police from the Chaiya station and rescuers were called about 7am on Thursday to an incident on Asian Highway 41 at kilometre marker 124/500, said Pol Maj Pichit Khaosuwan, the station chief.

They found a Toyota pickup truck with Bangkok licence plates with its front badly damaged next to a tree on the median.

Four people -- two girls and two boys -- were found dead at the scene, according to rescuers. Three other adults were seriously injured and rushed to Chaiya Hospital, where they were pronounced dead, local media reported.

A witness told police the truck had been travelling at high speed before swerving to avoid a minivan that was parked at the roadside to pick up some students, leading to the crash.

Police said the truck was travelling from Chumphon province to Trang, and that all its occupants were related.

The crash occurred about 4 kilometres away from the site of a tour bus accident that killed five people and injured 30 on the same road on Wednesday night.

The bus carrying 37 people skidded off Asian Highway 41 and plunged into a roadside ditch opposite the Donrak resort in tambon Pawae of Chaiya district at about 7.30pm on Wednesday, said local police.

The force of the crash killed five people at the scene and injured 30 others, three seriously. Of the injured, 12 were sent to Chaiya Hospital and the 18 others to Tha Chang Hospital.

Driver Suthep Boonchum, 47, told police that the bus was carrying 36 tourists with 2 drivers from Samut Sakhon province to visit Betong in Yala.

On the way back to Samut Sakhon, one passenger got off the bus, leaving 37 people on board.

One passenger said he heard what sounded like the bus falling into a hole before it skidded off the road into the ditch dividing the road. It hit several trees.

The two bus drivers were detained for questioning.

Rescue workers took the bodies of the dead to the Kusolsatthra Surat Thani rescue foundation pending the arrival of relatives to claim the bodies for funeral rites.
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                                Sharge Management Co, a provider of charging systems for battery-powered vehicles, is targeting logistics and express delivery operators for new customers in order to rapidly expand its client base.
More electric vehicle (EV) usage in these businesses will help the company reach a goal to serve a total of 10,000 EVs, including freight vehicles, taxis and passenger cars, by 2030, said Peerapatr Sirichantaropart, managing director of Sharge Management.

The usually large size of these businesses, with a big network of drivers, will support the company's plan to increase the number of new clients, he said.

"We are focusing on seeking partners in logistics and express delivery. We expect to form collaborations with large businesses in these sectors soon," said Mr Peerapatr, who declined to provide additional details.

Sharge Management has already partnered with Lalamove Thailand, an on-demand delivery service provider, to offer charging services to its EV drivers.

There are currently 1.2 million vehicles in logistics and parcel delivery businesses in Thailand. Only 0.05% (673 vehicles) of all the vehicles used are EVs, according to the Department of Land Transport.

More EVs are used in the categories of passenger cars, taxis and vehicles used by other types of delivery businesses. They represent 2.91% (2,251 vehicles) of the total of 77,288 cars in these categories.

Sharge Management aims to seek a business opportunity in the logistics and transportation sectors which continue to grow in Thailand. The parcel delivery category alone has a current market value of 107 billion baht, said Mr Peerapatr.

He believes drivers will become more interested in electric mobility technology as it can help them deal with the financial burden of oil-based fuels as well as support the government's campaign to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.

"An oil-powered car usually emits an average of 211 grams of carbon dioxide per kilometre. If drivers in the transportation and logistics sectors switch to EVs, carbon dioxide emissions will be reduced significantly," said Mr Peerapatr.

Motorists can also save on oil expenses, the prices of which often fluctuate.

"Not only will carbon dioxide emissions be cut, but the shift to EVs can reduce fuel costs by 175 baht per 100 kilometres on average," said Mr Peerapatr.
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                2025 the year to 'prioritise' fighting scams
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                                As the crime trend for 2025 focuses heavily on cybercrime and call centre scams, the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) is prioritising the study of online scammers' tricks and behaviours to prepare for the constantly evolving nature of tricks.
CIB Commissioner Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop Bhuridej recently spoke with the Bangkok Post, revealing the state of cybercrime over the past year.

[image: Jirabhop: Time to 'amputate' networks]
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He said that 279,861 petitions regarding cybercrimes were filed with the Thai Police Online (TPO) platform between Jan 1 and Sept 30, resulting in damages of at least 28.01 billion baht.

Most of the petitions -- 123,865 in total -- concerned service scams, while investment scams caused the highest financial losses of 10.229 billion baht.

The CIB also found that the majority of victims were working-age individuals (25-45 years old) due to their higher purchasing power, followed by elderly people (55 years and older) due to their limited digital knowledge.

According to Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop, cybercrimes will remain the primary criminal trend next year.

As the public becomes more aware of how to avoid certain scams, fraudsters are shifting their focus from call centre scams to those causing even more widespread damage, such as investment scams.

Scammers use psychological tactics to deceive victims into unwittingly participating in their schemes. The CIB's research reveals that their primary strategies include promising exceptionally high profits and creating a reliable image.

Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop explained that building a trustworthy image can be achieved in many ways, such as flaunting luxury lifestyles online, hosting seminars, or displaying awards. It may also involve celebrity endorsements and fabricated reputations.

"CIB studies show that scam gangs promise unrealistic profits while presenting substantial credentials to enhance their reliability," he said.

The CIB commissioner noted that digital literacy and victims' emotional states -- particularly greed and fear -- play significant roles in scams. Scammers exploit these factors through psychological tricks, such as imposing time constraints to pressure victims into quick decisions.

"These elements are deeply concerning, as they contribute to the future trends in cybercrime," he said.

Public awareness is key

Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop said the CIB has long cooperated with related sectors to continue its public relations efforts on crime avoidance.

The CIB is working on raising awareness of scams through online platforms, such as Facebook, Line, and TikTok, using real cases and victims as references for easier explanations.

He said that the effort expanded to seminars in schools and communities, with topics surrounding necessary protection from scams, such as checking for the origin of each telephone call or website credibility and setting up safety features in mobile banking applications.

Moreover, the CIB has collaborated with Chinese authorities on raids and the rescue of human trafficking victims involved in call centre scam networks.

This cooperation extends to the US Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), with a joint operation targeting the "911 S5" malware network in May being a highlight of this year.

"We have also partnered with AIS to provide a scam-call alert service via *1185# and worked with the Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB) to establish cyber patrol task forces. Additionally, we launched a community network called Cyber Police Volunteers to help report cybercrimes," he said.

Despite these efforts, Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop acknowledged the challenges of tackling scam networks based overseas.

"We are aware that online scams are a significant social issue, with perpetrators possessing the resources and expertise to carry out their crimes. Many of these networks operate internationally, making it difficult for the CIB to take immediate action," he said.

To combat cybercrime and effectively "amputate" those networks, Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop said that the CIB has implemented four strategies to clap back at the scam networks.

One is cyber forensics implementation, such as data analysis from the TPO for crime trends. It also included the scammers' online investigation, to which police are required to follow financial transactions, such as bank accounts and cryptocurrency, using analytic technology as a main tool, such as IP addresses and the scammers' communication system.

CIB officers are on a mission to develop their technology skills, from learning how to use artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning to study scammer behaviour to programme development and system analysis.

The CIB works proactively with mobile providers on SIM card suspension and SIM box searching. It also works with social media platforms to help block unsuitable content before applying suitable laws and measures for each case, said Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop.

"We prioritised blocking suspects' access to tools and equipment [to prevent the crime], such as sim cards, internet systems, and even mule bank accounts," the chief added.

Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop said that despite the police's best efforts, the public is still encouraged to avoid falling for scams.

The public should not trust any offers that are too good to be true, he said, adding that they should double-check for further information if any investment has unrealistic profits and offers.

They should avoid transferring money to strangers and clicking on unfamiliar URLs from mobile messages at all costs. Police also suggested alternating passwords across platforms and opting for two-factor authentication for more online safety.

If you suspect fraudulent activity, contact the police and your bank immediately to suspend the affected accounts," he said. "As scammers rely on psychological tactics to provoke immediate responses, we urge people to remain cautious and seek expert advice when in doubt," he said.
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                                Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra extended her best wishes yesterday to mark New Year's Day, calling 2025 a year of opportunity for all Thais.
The prime minister sought the blessings of sacred forces to bring prosperity to the Thai people, saying that the year ahead would be full of opportunities, hopes and dreams as the government continues working to improve their quality of life.

Ms Paetongtarn also shared a video message outlining the government's plans for the year. She emphasised the government's commitment to ensuring that Thai people have access to economic opportunities and the support they need to achieve their dreams and goals.

"During the holiday, I wish you a joyful time with your families, friends and loved ones. Take this time to recharge and prepare for the opportunities ahead," she said.

The prime minister also updated her Facebook profile picture and cover photo with the message "Empowering Thais".
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                                LG Electronics (Thailand) anticipates a promising outlook for the Thai electrical appliance market in 2025, driven by a tourism recovery that is expected to stimulate the Thai economy.
Sales of electrical appliances in stores located at popular tourist destinations are already showing positive trends linked to the thriving tourism sector.

The Tourism and Sports Ministry wants Thailand to attract 40 million foreign visitors in 2025, surpassing the level recorded before the pandemic.

Amnaj Singhachan, head of marketing at LG Electronics (Thailand), said the company is optimistic about improved purchasing power among Thais in 2025, with strong sales of air conditioners expected during the hot season.

"We expect the overall electrical appliance market to post double-digit growth in 2025," he said.

Mr Amnaj said while the company has a solid customer base among the elderly, it aims to engage more with new groups, particularly first-jobbers.

Refrigerators, air conditioners, and TVs tend to be popular products among these consumers, particularly those seeking to purchase a new home.

Moreover, the company continues to introduce more products featuring artificial intelligence (AI) and plans to increase its market share of AI-enabled appliances next year.

He said the company will not focus on price competition, but would put an emphasis on the premium market instead.

LG speculates that other appliance brands may avoid a price war over concerns regarding the possible impact on their brand's performance.

"We have not participated in a price war, but our market share has grown. This indicates our marketing strategy is on the right track," said Mr Amnaj.

The company believes that promoting brands and marketing campaigns through mass media channels such as television and billboards remains crucial for enhancing brand awareness.

Meanwhile, it acknowledges the growing influence of micro-influencers with about 10,000-100,000 followers on social media as consumers tend to accept the validity of their content.

The company continues to use both mass media and micro-influencer marketing to enhance its market presence.
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                                A sluggish economy and disputes over the planned transformation of land in Wang Nam Khieo district led tourism in Nakhon Ratchasima to grow at a slower rate than expected in 2024, according to Jim Thompson Farm.
Tong Butsricha, manager of Jim Thompson Farm, said some domestic tourists had restricted their budgets and delayed their travel plans.

A controversy erupted in July 2024 over a proposal to transform some parts of Thap Lan National Park into an agricultural farm.

As the disputed land includes Wang Nam Khieo district, which is well-known for its resorts, the issue also led to a decline in tourism activities in the area, especially from the public sector, said Mr Tong.

However, approaching the end of the year, Jim Thompson Farm still gained visitors who visited Khao Yai thanks to the high season, which ensured hotels in the area were almost fully booked.

Operating for over two decades, the farm opened a farm tour to members of the public to promote agriculture and Isan cultural tourism. This represents a side project from its principal business of sericulture. The farm also sells its agricultural products to visitors.

The farm received 50,000-60,000 visitors in 2024, which was still far less than the 300,000 visitors it received during its peak years between 1990 and 1993. The emergence of intense competition from new floral parks nearby between 2010-13 was also blamed for a period of decline, during which it attracted 150,000-200,000 visitors per year.

Mr Tong said the farm is now focused on adding more activities to maximise the time spent by visitors in the area to more than three hours, such as Isan music performances, a food market and contemporary art. It is also promoting the farm among people from the Northeast, rather than solely relying on visitors from Bangkok.

He said the farm also had a 10-20% increase in foreign visitors, including tourists from Malaysia, Singapore and China, who either rented a car or a private van to travel in small groups.

According to the Tourism Ministry, Nakhon Ratchasima welcomed 6.9 million visitors, a 9.5% increase year-on-year, from Jan-Oct 2024 and gained over 13.7 billion baht in revenue, surging 17.4% during the period.

Rungtip Bookkhuntod, director of the Tourism Authority of Thailand's Nakhon Ratchasima Office, said the province saw a stronger flow of independent tourists following the pandemic.

They typically travelled with friends and family, opting for experiences as well as a variety of retreats.

In 2025, the office is promoting the province based on its unique culture and assets, such as flower parks, cafes, faith and spiritual sites, along with the three Unesco heritage sites located within Nakhon Ratchasima, namely the Sakaerat Unesco Biosphere Reserve, the Khao Yai World Heritage Site, and Khorat Unesco Global Geopark.

Mrs Rungtip said the province also has strengths in terms of gastronomy tourism, with restaurants listed in the Michelin guide as well as agricultural and nature reserves.

She said that once the new Korat motorway fully opens, these facilities would help stimulate more trips to Nakhon Ratchasima. The province is also looking forward to holding the International Horticultural Expo in 2029.
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                                Domestic sales of luxury cars in Thailand were estimated at 30,000 in 2024, down 25% from 40,000 the year before, as prospective buyers have been unable to avoid the impact of the sluggish economy, says Wearnes Automotive Thailand, the importer of Lotus Cars, the British premium sports car maker.
The slow rate of economic growth, which stood at only 1.5% in the first quarter of 2024, as well as the stricter criteria adopted by banks and car finance firms in assessing auto loan applications for fear of non-performing loans had a negative effect across the automotive industry, said Teeraphong Rodloy, country manager of Wearnes Automotive Thailand.

"Overall sales in the luxury car segment were affected by these economic circumstances," he said.

However, compared with other segments, particularly pickups, luxury car sales faced less of an impact as prospective buyers in this category typically have a high level of purchasing power.

Pickup sales plunged to the lowest level in 23 years, said Ratthakarn Jutasen, managing director of Ford Thailand, when assessing domestic pickup sales last year.

In October 2024 alone, pickup sales decreased by 41.6% year-on-year to 10,896 units. From January to October, sales of pickups plummeted 39.5% year-on-year to 137,456 units, according to a monthly report by the Federation of Thai Industries (FTI) in 2024.

The luxury car segment has yet to face a particularly tough situation because demand in this segment is not strongly affected by the loan difficulties, said Surapong Paisitpatanapong, vice-chairman of the FTI and the federation's Automotive Industry Club.

Wearnes Automotive Thailand saw its sales volume exceed the 2024 target, which was set at 200 vehicles.

"The sales were still driven by demand among buyers whose lifestyles align with driving a luxury car," said Mr Teeraphong.

Lotus Cars also introduced to the Thai market the "Lotus Chapman Bespoke", a battery electric vehicle. Thailand is the second country where the company has launched this model.

In Mr Teeraphong's opinion, sellers of luxury cars cannot be complacent regarding the current conditions. He expects competition in this category to intensify in 2025, which may lead to some sellers adopting a significant price-cutting policy if they do not resort to an outright price war.
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                                The Government Savings Bank (GSB) has the view that non-performing loans (NPLs) in the financial system have already peaked.
According to GSB president Vitai Ratanakorn, factors expected to benefit the bank include the anticipated improvement in non-performing loans (NPLs), which are believed to have surpassed their highest level, supported by overall economic recovery, along with a rebound in the extension of new loans.

Meanwhile, inflation is projected to gradually fall within the target range, with expectations that it will reach this target next year.

Challenges for commercial banks' performance in 2025 include a likely reduction in the policy interest rate.

This trend will affect the net interest margin (NIM) of commercial banks across the system, leading it to decline accordingly.

He explained that considering the broader picture of commercial banks' performance over the past several years, the continued increase in the policy interest rates led to a rise in their NIM, which in turn boosted profits.

However, this trend is expected to reverse from now on, with the banks' NIM expected to decline. The extent of the decline will depend on the reduction in the policy interest rate and the corresponding decrease in lending rates by the banks.

According to Mr Vitai, the adjustment of lending and deposit interest rates is typically unequal, affecting low-income individuals in particular.

For example, when the repurchase rate is reduced by 0.25 percentage points, some banks may only lower their lending rates by 0.125 percentage points, with some reducing rates exclusively for high-risk or problematic groups.

However, he noted that the downward trend in interest rates impacts state financial institutions more than private commercial banks. This is because state institutions must operate in accordance with government policies in various projects.

On the subject of the GSB specifically, beyond debt restructuring initiatives in collaboration with the government, there are additional projects such as flood relief, interest rate reductions for high-risk groups and soft loan programmes for non-bank entities, he said.

Given the GSB's targets in 2025, the bank aims to extend new loans amounting to about 80-100 billion baht, compared to the outstanding loan balance of 2.3 trillion in 2024. Of this amount, around 15-20 billion baht will be allocated for social lending.

In terms of deposits, the bank aims to increase them by 100 billion baht, up from the deposit balance of 2.7 trillion baht in 2024.

As for profits, the bank projects figures of about 27 billion baht in 2025 and plans to increase its loan-loss reserves. Currently, the reserves stand at 132 billion baht.
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                Thailand facing five significant challenges
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                                Trump 2.0's economic policy is anticipated to be the primary risk to the Thai economy in 2025, says an independent academic.
Thailand faces five significant challenges this year that could hinder its economic growth. These include household debt, policies on investment and interest rates, Trumponomics 2.0, China's economic slowdown and geopolitical tensions.

"Trumponomics 2.0 is expected to decrease Thai GDP by 0.3-0.5%. This year, the Thai economy is projected to grow 2.2-2.7%, marking seven consecutive years of growth below 3%," said Aat Pisanwanich, an expert in international economics and Asean affairs and advisor at Intelligence Research Consultant Co Ltd.

The US tariffs implemented under Trumponomics 2.0 will likely reduce Thai exports to the US by 5-10%, causing an overall 2% decline in exports. Thailand's trade deficit with the US is expected to fall to 27.5 billion baht this year, and imports from the US are expected to double.

Sectors most affected by US tariffs include electronics, auto parts, rubber and rubber products, apparel, plastics, fruits, seafood, rice, and beverages.

He emphasised the importance of China to the global economy and Thai economy. China's ongoing sluggish rate of economic growth impacts the demand for goods and reduces the number of Chinese outbound tourists.

Meanwhile, China's strategy of maintaining production levels to achieve a 5% economic growth target poses further risks to its trading partners as it leads to an influx of Chinese products into the markets of its trading partners including Thailand.

Mr Aat cautioned that if China's economic growth is below 5% in 2025, it will affect Thailand's exports to China and reduce the number of Chinese tourists to no more than 7 million of the 32-34 million foreign tourist arrivals expected in Thailand.

The policy would lead to a further influx of Chinese products into Thailand including steel, electronics, machinery, consumer goods and electrical appliances. This will push Thailand's trade deficit with China to a six-year high.

Thailand is expected to be the "sick man" of Asean with anticipated GDP growth of 2.4%, ranking ninth among Asean member states. Vietnam and Cambodia are projected to lead the region with 6.2% growth, said Mr Aat.

The country's exports are estimated to grow 1.5-2.2%, averaging around 1.9% with total exports valued at around US$296-298 billion.

Mr Aat said multidirectional pressures in 2025 may lead to a rise in closures among small and medium enterprises with some possibly being taken over by foreign investors.

Moreover, implementing VAT collection is considered untimely for the current state of the Thai economy.

The country lacks significant investment projects to stimulate economic growth, and the allocation of budget for populist measures fails to boost the economy effectively.

Unemployment is expected to rise due to economic slowdown, company closures, and downsizing among Thai businesses.

"The economy continues to rely heavily on external factors such as foreign direct investment, exports and tourism. This reliance poses risks if any of these encounter negative impacts," he said.
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                  Pioneering Equity in STEM: Professor Teo's Inspiring Journey                

                Redefining STEM education through integration, equity, and innovation.
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                                In a world that increasingly values innovation and integration, Associate Professor Teo Tang Wee's academic journey spans from being a chemistry teacher to becoming a leading advocate in critical studies of STEM education. As a faculty member of the Natural Sciences and Science Education Department at the National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore (NIE NTU, Singapore), Prof Teo's ability to rethink the landscape of education offers inspiration for international students who are looking to carve their own paths in academia.
A Personal Journey to the World of Academia

[image: ]

For Prof Teo, academia was not a premeditated choice but rather an unexpected journey fanned by curiosity. Reflecting on her early days, she shares, "I didn't intentionally plan for a career in research. I happened to go into academic because of my interest in wanting to learn more than what I already knew."

This curiosity for knowledge led her to the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC), where exposure to critical theories challenged her assumptions and reshaped her worldview. "I was totally intrigued and continued to source for theories outside of education over the years and apply them to understand the phenomena in science education, chemistry education, and STEM education," she shares.  Her passion with these theories laid the foundation for her current research interests in science education, chemistry education, and STEM education.

When she was a young researcher, Prof Teo often wondered why her professors, some who were in their 80s, were still actively writing and doing research. She credits her mentor, an emeritus professor at UIUC, for instilling in her the perpetual value of ideas. "He said, very simply, "if you like ideas...." This phrase," Prof Teo laughs, "has kept me going all these years."

A Strategic Approach to STEM Education

[image: ]

As an accomplished professor now, Prof Teo combines real-world classroom insights with critical academic theories to address pressing issues like equity and gender in STEM education. Prof Teo's ability to politicise and theorise STEM education is what sets her apart, going beyond curriculum design to explore its sociocultural and sociopolitical aspects of the field.

She explains, "Dialogue about controversial issues is intended to be thought-provoking and inspire action for change. Being critical doesn't mean to criticise."

This approach is central to meriSTEM@NIE, a research group that Prof Teo is deeply involved and co-leading. By encouraging and facilitating collaboration among like-minded scholars, the group seeks to define what makes STEM education unique, emphasising integration rather than segmented disciplines. "This is important if we want to legitimise STEM education research as a unique field of study," says Prof Teo thoughtfully.

However, launching a new field of study is not without its challenges. Looking back, Prof Teo and her team at meriSTEM@NIE have had to confront foundational questions, such as what differentiates STEM education from its individual components. "We don't have all the answers yet," she candidly admits, "but we are continually researching and that's why we refer to our definition of STEM education as a 'working definition'."

Thanks to her team's perseverance, significant progress has been made, most notably the establishment of a new journal Research in Integrated STEM Education in 2023. This platform is dedicated to advancing theoretical frameworks in the field and emphasises the importance of integration within STEM education.

Why Choose NIE?

[image: ]

Singapore's robust education system, consistently ranked among the best in the world, and NIE's collaborative culture provides an ideal learning environment for advancing research.

For those contemplating a research-based graduate programme, Prof Teo also offers a reflective question instead of advice, "Do you like ideas? Sleep on this question and when you have found the answer, you can consider pursuing a research-based graduate programme." Her preference for producing knowledge rather than merely consuming it features the potential of research to inspire change and impact innovation.

Take the Next Step

[image: ]

If you share Prof Teo's interest in STEM education, consider taking a step towards making an impact in real-world practice. At NIE, you will have the opportunity to collaborate with like-minded individuals and connect with students and faculty from around the world, expanding your horizons and creating global connections. You will also have access to state-of-the-art facilities, extensive resources, and dedicated mentors.

To find out more about Prof Teo and the research by meriSTEM@NIE, please visit www.meristem.site.

[image: ]

NIE, an autonomous institute under the Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore, is currently accepting applications for graduate programmes by research until 31 January 2025. Apply today https://ntu.sg/NIEGradProgIntake and join in the journey to bring research to life!
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                  Thailand steps up efforts to lure 'future industries'                

                Streamlining laws and regulations crucial for attracting five key sectors, says PM's spokesman
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                                The Thai government aims to attract more investments in five core "future industries" by vastly improving the ease of doing business through amended laws and regulations, according to Jirayu Houngsub, spokesman for the Prime Minister's Office.
The investment promotion plan is expected to help Thailand achieve economic growth of more than 3%, he said, citing a summary provided by Prommin Lertsuridej, secretary-general to Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

The five industries are data centres, artificial intelligence (AI), electric vehicles, precision agriculture and food technology, said Mr Jirayu. The government estimates at least 800 billion baht from both local and international investors will be invested in the five industries this year alone.

Related promotion plans, such as one for attracting supply chain  partners for the five targeted industries, are also expected to bring more investments to Thailand this year and in the years to come, said Mr Jirayu.

In the data centre industry, for instance, tech giants including Amazon Web Services, Google, Microsoft and Huawei have already begun investing in the country, he said.

In order to facilitate more investment from these companies and others, outdated laws and regulations that are seen as obstacled will soon be amended or even abolished, he said.

"The PM has treated as fairly important the need to vastly improve the ease of doing business in order to facilitate economic growth through investment promotion," he said.

The ministrise of Transport, Interior and Agriculture have been assigned to lead the work of ensuring convenience of investors in the five industries.

The complicated and lengthy process in applying for operating licences and investment privileges from the Board of Investment (BoI), for instance, will be shortened and simplified, said Mr Jirayu.

The prime minister is also confident that Thailand's geographical location, at the centre of Southeast Asia, makes it the country most suited to become a logistics, trade and barter hub, he added.

As well, the government will be working full steam on tourism promotion, with the ultimate goal for Thailand to be an ideal destination for international tourists all year round, according to the spokesman.

"There will no longer be a low tourism season in Thailand," he said.
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                  Chinese stocks tumble in worst start to a year since 2016                
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                                Chinese stocks posted their worst start to a year in nearly a decade as investors braced for economic uncertainties with weaker-than-expected manufacturing data and an anticipated hike in tariffs.
The CSI 300 Index closed down 2.9% on Thursday, its steepest drop on a year's first day of trading since 2016. The Hang Seng China Enterprises Index slid as much as 3.1%.  

The losses suggest sentiment remains fragile even after Chinese equities posted their first annual advance last year since 2020. There's a lack of confidence over the country's economic recovery, with the Caixin manufacturing survey coming in below estimates and Donald Trump's threat of higher tariffs looming large ahead of his inauguration later this month.

A sharp fall in the CSI 300 in the last trading session of 2024 also pushed the gauge below the 60-day moving average, a closely-watched technical threshold, likely leading to further selling by some funds. Several large financial stocks including Industrial and Commercial Bank of China and the Agricultural Bank of China traded ex-dividend, exacerbating the benchmarks' losses.  

"It's a bit troubling that investors are starting the new year in a cautious mode as this is happening after clearer stimulus signals from Beijing during its December policy meetings," said Homin Lee, senior macro strategist at Lombard Odier. "The underlying momentum for China remains quite fragile, and it will take some efforts from the authorities to change the conversation on the country's medium-term deflationary dangers." 

While Chinese stocks rose 15% last year in a rare annual gain, a bulk of the increase came in the weeks following a late September stimulus blitz. The market has since been trading range-bound, with investors waiting for more significant stimulus to drive the market higher. 

Following the Central Economic Work Conference in December, China signaled more public borrowing and spending in 2025 with a shift of policy focus to consumption, in an effort to repair the economy's weak link as looming US tariffs threaten exports. 

While that announcement has given investors hope that Beijing is determined to revive the economy, some market watchers note that there will be a lull in stimulus until March when the so-called Two Sessions -- China's annual legislative session -- take place. 

Traders may want to limit China exposure in their portfolios as they position for 2025, according to Charu Chanana, chief investment strategist at Saxo Markets. 

Global funds had already turned net sellers of Chinese stocks in November following two months of net inflows, Morgan Stanley analysts wrote in a note dated Dec. 4. Passive funds turned to outflows after heavy inflows in October while active funds accelerated net outflows in November, they wrote.

As economic concerns linger, China's 10-year bond yields hit a fresh record low on Thursday. The People's Bank of China injected massive liquidity into the market at the end of 2024 without using high-profile stimulus, as officials preserve policy space before Trump returns to office. 

Equity trading volume was notable in Hong Kong on Thursday as markets reopened after a holiday, with that for the Hang Seng Index 50% larger than the average over the past 30 sessions. Meanwhile, turnover in Shanghai and Shenzhen bourses has remained below 1.5 trillion yuan ($206 billion) in recent days, suggesting traders are opting to remain on the sidelines until catalysts become clear. 

"The losses today look very much trading driven, as there was a bit of accumulated gains that would have prompted selling with the breach of technicals," said Liu Dejun, fund manager at Beijing Kaiyuan Private Fund Management Co. "Many are also talking about avoiding too much stock exposure ahead of Trump's inauguration, which is close to the Lunar New Year holidays."
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                  Malaysia grants WeChat, TikTok licences to operate under new law                

                              

                                KUALA LUMPUR - Malaysia's communications regulator said it granted Tencent's WeChat and ByteDance's TikTok licences to operate in the country under a new social media law, but that some other platforms had not applied.
The law, aimed at tackling rising cybercrime, requires social media platforms and messaging services with more than 8 million users in Malaysia to obtain a licence or face legal action. It came into effect on Jan 1.

In a statement on Wednesday, the Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission said messaging platform Telegram was in the final stages of obtaining its licence, while Meta Platforms, which owns Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, had begun the licensing process.

The regulator said X had not submitted an application because the platform said its local user base did not reach the 8 million threshold. The regulator said it was reviewing the validity of X's claim.

Alphabet's Google, which operates video platform YouTube, had also not applied for a licence after raising concerns about the video sharing features of YouTube and its classification under the licensing law, the regulator said. It did not state the concerns or how they relate to the law but said YouTube must adhere.

"Platform providers found to be in violation of licensing requirements may be subject to investigation and regulatory actions," the regulator said.

Malaysia reported a sharp increase in harmful social media content in early 2024 and urged social media firms, including Meta and short video platform TikTok, to step up monitoring of their platforms.

Malaysian authorities deem online gambling, scams, child pornography and grooming, cyberbullying and content related to race, religion and royalty as harmful.

The companies do not publish the number of users per country on their platforms.

According to independent data provider World Population Review, WeChat has 12 million users in Malaysia.

Advisory firm Kepios said YouTube had about 24.1 million users in Malaysia in early 2024, TikTok 28.68 million users aged 18 and above, Facebook 22.35 million users, and X had 5.71 million.
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                  Government expects Bank of Thailand chairman decision soon                

                Finance minister signals that rejection of Kittiratt won't be challenged
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                                The government expects a selection panel to quickly conclude the process of choosing a new Bank of Thailand chairman after previous nominee Kittiratt Na Ranong was was deemed unsuitable due to his ties with the Pheu Thai Party.
The seven-member panel of former civil servants and regulators will need to decide on the best strategy under the rules, Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira told reporters on Thursday.

He made the comment days after the Council of State, the government's legal advisory body, ruled Mr Kittiratt out because of his previous role as an adviser to former prime minister Srettha Thavisin.

The ministry is talking to the panel about the way forward, said Mr Pichai.

"It should be quicker than before as we don't have to start from scratch," he said without elaborating.

Mr Pichai's comments are the first official reaction from the government, signalling that it won't press ahead with Mr Kittiratt's candidacy as it risks future legal challenges.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's administration and the Bank of Thailand have been at loggerheads over a range of issues including interest rates and inflation targets, with Mr Pichai pushing for rate cuts to bolster a tepid economic recovery. 

The selection panel can either pick one of the two remaining candidates -- Kulit Sombatsiri, who has previously worked at the energy and finance ministries, and academic Surapon Nitikraipot -- or restart the process. The delay in appointing a new chairman has allowed Porametee Vimolsiri, who completed his term in September, to hold temporary charge.

The government has been exploring ways to exert greater influence on the central bank, including by appointing its nominee as chair. Though the chairman is not involved in monetary policy meetings, he can evaluate the performance of the governor. The board later this year will be looking for a successor to Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput, whose term ends on Sept 30.

The candidacy of Mr Kittiratt, a former finance minister in the Yingluck Shinawatra administration, had also faced opposition from former central bank chiefs and economists. They argued that the appointment of someone with political links would cause irreparable damage to the institution's credibility as they would serve the short-term interest of the parties they're aligned with.
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                  Thai economic uncertainty increasing, central bank minutes say                

                Policymakers also caution that exports could play smaller role in the longer term
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                                Uncertainty about the Thai economy has increased significantly, primarily due to the unclear impact of possible US economic policies, minutes of the most recent Bank of Thailand policy meeting showed on Thursday.
Policymakers also expressed concern that the role of exports as a key driver of the Thai economy is likely to diminish over the longer term.

At the meeting on Dec 18, the central bank's Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) voted unanimously to leave the one-day repurchase rate unchanged at 2.25%, after a surprise cut at the previous review in October.

The decision had been widely expected, despite continuous lobbying by the Pheu Thai-led government for lower rates to stimulate the economy.

The MPC deemed it appropriate to hold steady given the heightened economic uncertainties, the minutes said.

"Maintaining sufficient monetary policy space to respond appropriately at the right time was deemed essential to maximise the effectiveness of monetary policy," the minutes said.

"Going forward, the Thai economy faces heightened uncertainties, primarily due to US economic policies. The precise details of these policies, including structure, intensity, implementation timeline, and potential retaliatory measures by other countries, remains unclear."

In the short term, the central bank said, Thai merchandise exports could experience a temporary acceleration as exporters adjust ahead of policy changes. "Over the medium term, however, the net impact on Thai exports and investments remains uncertain, contingent on the feasibility of relocating production bases and Thailand's trade competitiveness in comparison with China in both domestic and regional markets."

It also warned that in the longer term, "the contribution of exports as a key driver of the Thai economy is likely to diminish relative to historical trends".

"This is attributed to a decline in the value-added content of certain export categories, such as metals, rubber, plastics and petroleum products, as well as a structural transition away from high value-added exports, such as internal combustion engine vehicles -- which are distinguished by substantial local content and strong linkages to domestic industries -- toward lower value-added products, such as electronics and machinery, which are more reliant on imported raw materials and components."

The central bank maintained its forecast for economic growth of 2.7% in 2024 and 2.9% in 2025, and the minutes showed committee members felt the overall economy was expanding despite a decline in credit growth.

The committee said it was crucial to monitor credit quality and credit growth developments among sectors where recovery was slow, as well as for the impact on the broader economy.

The central bank expects headline inflation of 1.1% in 2025, near the bottom of its 1-3% target range, and said medium-term inflation expectations were within the target range.

The next MPC meeting is scheduled for Feb 26. 
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                                The Ministry of Commerce will tackle the challenges of exporting shallots to Indonesia and Vietnam. The move aims to stabilise shallot prices for farmers ahead of the peak harvest season.
For the 2024-25 crop year, Thailand's shallot production is projected to reach 152,221 tonnes, a 2.69% increase year-on-year. Domestic demand is projected to be 140,000-150,000 tonnes, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives.

Si Sa Ket continues to be the largest production area, accounting for 53% of total output, or 80,771 tonnes. The main areas cultivating the crop are the districts of Rasri Salai, Yang Chum Noi and Kanthararom.

Harvesting is already underway, with the peak season running from January to March. Additional production will emerge from other provinces such as Lamphun and Chiang Mai.

Following a recent visit to Si Sa Ket, Wittayakorn Maneenetr, director-general of the Internal Trade Department, said this season's shallot output from Si Sa Ket is of excellent quality. However, an increase in production has driven prices down slightly.

The Ministry of Commerce has coordinated with various business groups to purchase products directly from farmers and will continue this effort throughout the harvest season.

This effort aligns with the Commerce Ministry's directives to ensure fair and cost-covering prices for all agricultural products.

He added that the department plans to discuss export issues with the Indonesian embassy in Thailand.

"Indonesia is a key market, but challenges in the export process have slowed down distribution. Despite Indonesia's strong demand for shallots, local production does not align with Thailand's harvest season, creating an export opportunity. Thailand also imports shallots from Indonesia," he said.

Efforts will also focus on addressing logistics challenges, since countries like Vietnam, Malaysia and Singapore are showing increasing interest in Thai shallots due to their superior quality and richer flavour.

From January to August 2024, Thailand exported 15,324 tonnes of shallots, including fresh, seed and dried varieties, valued at US$10.8 million, a 13.3% year-on-year increase.

The country imported 15,181 tonnes of shallots, mainly from Myanmar (46%) and Indonesia (41%), with the remainder coming from China, primarily during the rainy season from August to November.
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                                Sharge Management Co, a provider of charging systems for battery-powered vehicles, is targeting logistics and express delivery operators for new customers in order to rapidly expand its client base.
More electric vehicle (EV) usage in these businesses will help the company reach a goal to serve a total of 10,000 EVs, including freight vehicles, taxis and passenger cars, by 2030, said Peerapatr Sirichantaropart, managing director of Sharge Management.

The usually large size of these businesses, with a big network of drivers, will support the company's plan to increase the number of new clients, he said.

"We are focusing on seeking partners in logistics and express delivery. We expect to form collaborations with large businesses in these sectors soon," said Mr Peerapatr, who declined to provide additional details.

Sharge Management has already partnered with Lalamove Thailand, an on-demand delivery service provider, to offer charging services to its EV drivers.

There are currently 1.2 million vehicles in logistics and parcel delivery businesses in Thailand. Only 0.05% (673 vehicles) of all the vehicles used are EVs, according to the Department of Land Transport.

More EVs are used in the categories of passenger cars, taxis and vehicles used by other types of delivery businesses. They represent 2.91% (2,251 vehicles) of the total of 77,288 cars in these categories.

Sharge Management aims to seek a business opportunity in the logistics and transportation sectors which continue to grow in Thailand. The parcel delivery category alone has a current market value of 107 billion baht, said Mr Peerapatr.

He believes drivers will become more interested in electric mobility technology as it can help them deal with the financial burden of oil-based fuels as well as support the government's campaign to reduce carbon dioxide emissions.

"An oil-powered car usually emits an average of 211 grams of carbon dioxide per kilometre. If drivers in the transportation and logistics sectors switch to EVs, carbon dioxide emissions will be reduced significantly," said Mr Peerapatr.

Motorists can also save on oil expenses, the prices of which often fluctuate.

"Not only will carbon dioxide emissions be cut, but the shift to EVs can reduce fuel costs by 175 baht per 100 kilometres on average," said Mr Peerapatr.
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                                LG Electronics (Thailand) anticipates a promising outlook for the Thai electrical appliance market in 2025, driven by a tourism recovery that is expected to stimulate the Thai economy.
Sales of electrical appliances in stores located at popular tourist destinations are already showing positive trends linked to the thriving tourism sector.

The Tourism and Sports Ministry wants Thailand to attract 40 million foreign visitors in 2025, surpassing the level recorded before the pandemic.

Amnaj Singhachan, head of marketing at LG Electronics (Thailand), said the company is optimistic about improved purchasing power among Thais in 2025, with strong sales of air conditioners expected during the hot season.

"We expect the overall electrical appliance market to post double-digit growth in 2025," he said.

Mr Amnaj said while the company has a solid customer base among the elderly, it aims to engage more with new groups, particularly first-jobbers.

Refrigerators, air conditioners, and TVs tend to be popular products among these consumers, particularly those seeking to purchase a new home.

Moreover, the company continues to introduce more products featuring artificial intelligence (AI) and plans to increase its market share of AI-enabled appliances next year.

He said the company will not focus on price competition, but would put an emphasis on the premium market instead.

LG speculates that other appliance brands may avoid a price war over concerns regarding the possible impact on their brand's performance.

"We have not participated in a price war, but our market share has grown. This indicates our marketing strategy is on the right track," said Mr Amnaj.

The company believes that promoting brands and marketing campaigns through mass media channels such as television and billboards remains crucial for enhancing brand awareness.

Meanwhile, it acknowledges the growing influence of micro-influencers with about 10,000-100,000 followers on social media as consumers tend to accept the validity of their content.

The company continues to use both mass media and micro-influencer marketing to enhance its market presence.
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                                A sluggish economy and disputes over the planned transformation of land in Wang Nam Khieo district led tourism in Nakhon Ratchasima to grow at a slower rate than expected in 2024, according to Jim Thompson Farm.
Tong Butsricha, manager of Jim Thompson Farm, said some domestic tourists had restricted their budgets and delayed their travel plans.

A controversy erupted in July 2024 over a proposal to transform some parts of Thap Lan National Park into an agricultural farm.

As the disputed land includes Wang Nam Khieo district, which is well-known for its resorts, the issue also led to a decline in tourism activities in the area, especially from the public sector, said Mr Tong.

However, approaching the end of the year, Jim Thompson Farm still gained visitors who visited Khao Yai thanks to the high season, which ensured hotels in the area were almost fully booked.

Operating for over two decades, the farm opened a farm tour to members of the public to promote agriculture and Isan cultural tourism. This represents a side project from its principal business of sericulture. The farm also sells its agricultural products to visitors.

The farm received 50,000-60,000 visitors in 2024, which was still far less than the 300,000 visitors it received during its peak years between 1990 and 1993. The emergence of intense competition from new floral parks nearby between 2010-13 was also blamed for a period of decline, during which it attracted 150,000-200,000 visitors per year.

Mr Tong said the farm is now focused on adding more activities to maximise the time spent by visitors in the area to more than three hours, such as Isan music performances, a food market and contemporary art. It is also promoting the farm among people from the Northeast, rather than solely relying on visitors from Bangkok.

He said the farm also had a 10-20% increase in foreign visitors, including tourists from Malaysia, Singapore and China, who either rented a car or a private van to travel in small groups.

According to the Tourism Ministry, Nakhon Ratchasima welcomed 6.9 million visitors, a 9.5% increase year-on-year, from Jan-Oct 2024 and gained over 13.7 billion baht in revenue, surging 17.4% during the period.

Rungtip Bookkhuntod, director of the Tourism Authority of Thailand's Nakhon Ratchasima Office, said the province saw a stronger flow of independent tourists following the pandemic.

They typically travelled with friends and family, opting for experiences as well as a variety of retreats.

In 2025, the office is promoting the province based on its unique culture and assets, such as flower parks, cafes, faith and spiritual sites, along with the three Unesco heritage sites located within Nakhon Ratchasima, namely the Sakaerat Unesco Biosphere Reserve, the Khao Yai World Heritage Site, and Khorat Unesco Global Geopark.

Mrs Rungtip said the province also has strengths in terms of gastronomy tourism, with restaurants listed in the Michelin guide as well as agricultural and nature reserves.

She said that once the new Korat motorway fully opens, these facilities would help stimulate more trips to Nakhon Ratchasima. The province is also looking forward to holding the International Horticultural Expo in 2029.
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        Supporting Ukraine is in Donald Trump's interest
        Even before taking office, Donald Trump has launched a diplomatic effort to end Russia's war against Ukraine, calling for an "immediate ceasefire" after meeting Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in Paris in early December.

      

      
        Beyond the world's favourite hippo
        The news from Asia at year-end 2024 that dominated headlines here in the United States included the tragic crash landing of Jeju Air flight 2216 flying from Thailand. As hundreds of millions took to roads and to the air for the holidays, the news seemed especially close to home, even thousands of miles away.

      

      
        Hotel safety no PR joke
        An accidental fire at a hotel near the tourist magnet of Khao San Road that claimed three lives and injured seven lowered people's spirits on the cusp of New Year and raised questions about how officials handle building safety inspections.

      

      
        Has Iran finally reached the end of the line?
        Six months ago, at the end of Iran's presidential election, I finished an article by speculating that the long-lived theocratic dictatorship in Iran may be a lot closer to its end than its beginning: "If you can plausibly say "This cannot go on forever", you are also saying "Some day this will come to an end'."

      

      
        A New Year of high stakes
        The year 2024 was favourable to Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's government and the Pheu Thai Party. Last month, the charter court rejected some petitions from political opponents accusing her and Pheu Thai of violating election laws and malfeasance.

      

      
        The long-lost art of collaboration
        At a time of rising international tensions and deep polarisation in many countries, trust-building and cooperation seem like forgotten arts. To reconnect with them and devise creative solutions to shared challenges, it is worth seeking insights from artists themselves.

      

      
        Is the 'middle-income trap' real?
        The term "middle-income trap" refers to the tendency of fast-growing developing economies to lose momentum well before they achieve high-income status. First introduced by World Bank economist Indermit Gill and the Brookings Institution's Homi Kharas in 2007, the concept has since become the subject of intense debate among economists.

      

      
        Safer roads or just talk?
        Lower speed limits on roads in Bangkok's urban areas come as welcome news. Imposed to reduce road accidents, the rules passed by the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) have been in place and enforced since Dec 23.

      

      
        South Korea's charter needs fixing
        The events that have unfolded in South Korea this month, beginning with President Yoon Suk-yeol's short-lived declaration of martial law on Dec 3, have underscored both the remarkable resilience and underlying fragility of the country's democracy. The system survived this time, but no democracy is safe if it constantly faces severe stress tests.

      

      
        PM must step out boldly
        The annual tradition of giving nicknames to the prime minister and cabinet members by Government House correspondents appears like innocuous satire, but the sobriquets often reflect -- and above all -- affect the public perception of the leadership.
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																Even before taking office, Donald Trump has launched a diplomatic effort to end Russia's war against Ukraine, calling for an "immediate ceasefire" after meeting Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky in Paris in early December.
Mr Trump is right to seek an end to the war. Despite a recent surge in US military assistance and a green light for the Ukrainians to strike targets deep inside Russia, Ukraine continues to lose ground in the east while suffering withering air attacks across its territory. Even if Russia cannot defeat Ukraine's forces, a war that drags on indefinitely could eventually turn Ukraine into a failed state.

Still, as Mr Trump tries to push Ukraine and Russia towards a ceasefire, he should recognise that it is in his own political interest (as well as America's national interest) to continue providing significant support to the Ukrainians and only to accept a deal that produces a sovereign, secure Ukraine. He should stop talking about ending assistance and start making the case to a reluctant but generally obedient Republican Party that continued aid is essential to getting a durable ceasefire and ultimately defeating the Kremlin's effort to subjugate Ukraine. Any other outcome would pose a significant threat to US interests worldwide and to Mr Trump's standing as a world leader.

Securing a durable ceasefire will require pledges of long-term US assistance to Ukraine; if Russian President Vladimir Putin thinks that American support is coming to an end, he will have every reason to keep fighting. If Ukraine's defences were to collapse, the sight of Russian forces taking ever more territory, with Russian tanks potentially rolling into Kyiv, would dash Mr Trump's hopes of being seen as a great peacemaker. Instead, he would end up with his own version of Afghanistan.

In contrast, if Mr Putin knows that US aid will flow to Ukraine for the indefinite future, he will understand that he can't win, making it much more likely that he will engage in sincere efforts to end the war.

So, too, will the continued flow of US aid be necessary to ensure that a ceasefire leads to an outcome that is in the long-term interests of Ukraine and the West. Mr Trump cannot afford to throw Ukraine under the bus by signing off on a deal that leaves the country permanently subjected to Russian predation and coercion.

A subjugated Ukraine would be a victory not only for Russia but also for China, Iran, and North Korea. With these countries supporting Russian military aggression, the war represents the first joint venture of an emerging Axis of Autocracies. If Mr Trump loses Ukraine, he will further embolden America's enemies and cast doubt on US strength and the durability of its alliances. A bad deal for Ukraine is a bad deal for Mr Trump.

Instead, Mr Trump should accept only a settlement that ensures that the roughly 80% of Ukraine that is still under the control of the government in Kyiv emerges as a sovereign and secure success story. That outcome will require a commitment to provide Ukraine, for years to come, with the arms and financial assistance it will need to defend itself and rebuild its economy.

Securing a deal that produces a stable and secure Ukraine could be more difficult than Mr Trump thinks. Dividing up territory is the easy part. Who controls what territory will be determined by the disposition of forces at the time of the ceasefire. The front line on the battlefield is likely to become the new border between a rump Ukraine and the roughly 20% of the country occupied by Russian forces.

But Russia is unlikely to leave it there. Mr Putin could well demand Ukrainian neutrality and limits on the size of its armed forces -- just as he did in 2022. Mr Trump must understand that these conditions are non-starters; they would leave Ukraine intolerably exposed and vulnerable. Whether Ukraine's future lies as a member of Nato or as a party to other security guarantees, Mr Trump cannot give Mr Putin a veto over Ukraine's geopolitical alignment.

Putin also may insist on formal US recognition of the occupied parts of Ukraine as Russian territory and on the removal of Western sanctions against Russia. Again, Mr Trump cannot afford to acquiesce; doing so would grant legitimacy to Russia's forcible annexation of another country's territory.

As he did just before his invasion, Mr Putin may demand broader revisions to the European security order and a reduction or withdrawal of allied forces from Nato's eastern flank. Here, too, Mr Trump must stand firm. Given the ongoing threat that Russia poses to the West, the US cannot afford to weaken Nato's defences.

Finally, Mr Trump needs to understand that he cannot strike a deal with Mr Putin without getting America's European allies on board. Whether he likes the European Union or not, he needs a strong, secure, and unified Europe as a capable ally. At a time when many countries are questioning US leadership and flirting with alternative alignments, the US and its European allies must remain in lockstep.

A ceasefire deal in Ukraine that comes at the expense of allied unity would be a grave mistake. A divided Atlantic alliance and a fractured EU would leave the US without the strong European partner it needs not only to counter Russia but also to promote stability in an increasingly unruly world.

Mr Trump is right to try to end the war and stop the death and destruction. But he should launch that effort with eyes wide open about how challenging it will be to get a deal that leads to a secure and sovereign Ukraine. Anything short of that outcome would embolden adversaries, split the Atlantic alliance, and constitute a grievous failure of US diplomacy. And it would all happen on Mr Trump's watch. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Michael Froman is President of the Council on Foreign Relations. Charles A Kupchan is Professor of International Affairs at Georgetown University and Senior Fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2931237/supporting-ukraine-is-in-donald-trumps-interest



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Beyond the world's favourite hippo								

															

																	
										
											[image: Viral internet sensation two-month-old female pygmy hippo 'Moo Deng' is seen on Sept 15, enjoying a shower by a zookeeper at Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Chon Buri province. (Photo: AFP)]
																							
													Viral internet sensation two-month-old female pygmy hippo 'Moo Deng' is seen on Sept 15, enjoying a shower by a zookeeper at Khao Kheow Open Zoo in Chon Buri province. (Photo: AFP)												

																					

									

																The news from Asia at year-end 2024 that dominated headlines here in the United States included the tragic crash landing of Jeju Air flight 2216 flying from Thailand. As hundreds of millions took to roads and to the air for the holidays, the news seemed especially close to home, even thousands of miles away.
The investigation continues into the causes of the horrific crash at Muan International Airport in southwest South Korea. Of the 181 passengers and crew on board the flight, 179 died -- two from Thailand and the rest from Korea.

Amid news of this tragedy, we offer up a last farewell to 2024, looking at both the best and the worst of the year that was in Asia and the Pacific.

Best Year: Moo Deng, Thailand's Viral Sensation

No surprise, perhaps, that Thailand's favourite hippopotamus topped our list. To say that the female baby pygmy hippo Moo Deng -- Thai for "bouncy pork" -- took the world and 2024 by storm would be an understatement.

Born in July at Thailand's Khao Kheow Open Zoo, the "hyper-viral" baby pygmy has seen her memes, photos and videos go global.

Fan accounts on X, TikTok, and Facebook continue to proliferate. And even NBC's long-running US comedy show Saturday Night Live got in on the "Moo Deng mania". Asian-American star Bowen Yang impersonated the baby hippo on the show's "Weekend Update" segment, lamenting the hazards of instant fame. But Moo Deng isn't just another pretty face. She correctly predicted the winner of the 2024 US presidential race by selecting the fruit and vegetable plate bearing Donald Trump's name over that of one for rival Kamala Harris.

For bringing a bit of hope and joy to a region and world that could use a lot more reasons for good cheer, the designation of "Best Year in Asia" for 2024 goes to Moo Deng.

Good Year: The Korean Wave

When Fil-Am singer-songwriter Bruno Mars and New Zealand and Korean singer Rose teamed up in 2024, their blockbuster song Apt. would dominate music charts, underscoring how much of the region and world continued to embrace "Hallyu", South Korea's wave of wildly popular cultural exports.

K is for Korean. Whether "K-pop" music, "K-dramas", "K-beauty" products, or Korean fried chicken and other "K-food", 2024 proved good for this expanding wave of business that has grown well beyond superstar musical groups BTS and Blackpink.

More than 300 Korean movies and series are now available for streaming on Netflix alone, including Squid Game Season 2, and contract marriage melodrama When the Phone Rings. The romantic drama Queen of Tears, starring Kim Soo-hyun and Kim Ji-won, was a 2024 global sensation, clocking more than 690 million viewing hours on Netflix. And the world was dramatically introduced to K-literature, with Korean author Han Kang in 2024 becoming the first Korean and first Asian woman to win the Nobel Prize for Literature.

This tsunami of soft diplomacy that has elevated South Korea's global presence is also big business. The global economic benefit to Korea of "Hallyu" is now projected to hit US$198 billion by 2030, according to a BusinessKorea report on a white paper released this July by TikTok and market research firm Kantar.

Mixed Year: Democracy & Incumbency in Asia

The countdown to the 2025 Philippines general election continues. But elections were already very much on the 2024 calendar across the region -- from India and Japan to Indonesia, and Pakistan and Sri Lanka to Taiwan. At year's end, however, it has proven a decidedly mixed year for not just incumbent politicians but for democracy itself.

The year began with longtime leader and Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasani winning re-election overwhelmingly in an election boycotted by the opposition, only to resign and flee the country months later after weeks of student protests.

As a perhaps bewildered world looked on, the year ended with South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol declaring martial law eight months after his party lost big in general elections. The National Assembly would successfully move both to force the lifting of martial law and then to impeach him as well as his acting successor. The K-drama continues.

Yet, elections cemented a vibrant democracy in Taiwan, forced India's President Narendra Modi to govern with a coalition, surprised the Pakistan incumbent, and heralded in the peaceful transition of presidential power in Indonesia to retired Gen Prabowo Subianto. As Thailand's voters also know too well -- with Paetongtarn Shinawatra becoming the youngest prime minister of Thailand and the second woman to hold the position, following her aunt -- diverse, mixed democratic trajectories for a diversity of democracies in Asia characterised 2024.

Bad Year: East Asia's Babies

In marked contrast to the situation in relatively youthful and growing nations like India, Indonesia and the Philippines, aspiring grandparents in East Asia might well have a critical question. Where are all the babies? That might increasingly also prove to be a relevant question for Thailand.

"Don't ignore birth rate dip," warned a year-end Bangkok Post editorial. "Thailand is in the middle of a demographic crisis of unprecedented proportions: with its birth rate ranking among the lowest in the world, the kingdom is at risk of seeing an irreversible decline that will see its population shrink by 50% in just a few decades," said the editorial.

According to recent figures published by Chulalongkorn University's Sasin School of Management, Thailand -- where the national birth rate has declined by 81% over the past 74 years -- is third globally in terms of declining birth rates, behind South Korea and China.

In South Korea, China and Japan as well as Taiwan and Hong Kong, record-low fertility rates continued to prove a major concern in 2024. Fertility rates across East Asia and in Thailand remained well below that needed for a stable, if not growing, population. The long-term economic consequences could well be significant as nations contend with shrinking workforces and ageing populations.

Women are having very few to no children. Changing gender roles, long work hours, the high cost of housing, education, and childcare are all cited as some of the factors behind this East Asia demographic trend.

Worst Year: Asia's Climate Casualties

Twenty years ago, a devastating Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami on Dec 26, 2004, killed more than 200,000 in a single day, including thousands in Thailand. In contrast, 2024 was a year of mounting casualties from typhoons, floods, heat waves and droughts.

This included Super Typhoon Yagi. One of the strongest storms to hit Southeast Asia in years, Enteng left a path of death and devastation in November. From the Philippines through southern China and Vietnam and onto Laos, Thailand, and Myanmar, the storm killed hundreds and devastated communities and livelihoods.

Floods from the yearly monsoon rains also left millions displaced and hundreds dead in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Pakistan, India, and Nepal, making this year one of the deadliest in recent memory. There was record-breaking rainfall, drought and severe water shortages.

With extreme weather events seemingly more the norm and their victims too often increasingly unnoticed and forgotten, the region's climate casualties garner the dubious distinction of Worst Year in Asia.

We send condolences to the families and friends of those who lost their lives in the year that was. And here's to a more hopeful, prosperous and joy-filled 2025 and best wishes and safe travels for all our world in the year ahead.



Curtis S Chin, a former US ambassador to the Asian Development Bank, is managing director of advisory firm RiverPeak Group. Jose B Collazo is an analyst focusing on the Indo-Pacific region. Follow them on X at @CurtisSChin and @JoseBCollazo.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2931267/beyond-the-worlds-favourite-hippo



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Hotel safety no PR joke								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																An accidental fire at a hotel near the tourist magnet of Khao San Road that claimed three lives and injured seven lowered people's spirits on the cusp of New Year and raised questions about how officials handle building safety inspections.
Despite the tragic blaze, the response from policymakers has been frustrating.

As in the case of previous fires, Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered provincial governors nationwide to step up their safety inspections of hotels, tourist attractions and tourist venues.

Similarly, Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittpunt has ordered district officials to inspect the safety of hotels in and around Khao San Road.

Anyone who lives in Thailand knows what kind of statements our politicians and officials trot out for the media and public at times like this. But the public rarely gets to hear about the outcome of such safety inspections. Even worse, it remains unclear if officials have actually launched any safety inspections of high-risk buildings. And if they have, what has been done to improve their safety?

If the responsible authorities have been vigilant in inspecting and improving the safety of these public buildings, how can such tragic accidents resulting from a lack of safety standards being enforced continue to happen?

Thai society believed the tragic fire at the Santika Club in Ekamai in the Sukhumvit area on the night of Jan 1, 2009, would be a game changer. Sadly, it wasn't. Since then, such accidents have struggled to draw media attention.

Only major fires tend to be reported on, such as the blaze that claimed over 20 lives at Mountain-B Pub in Chon Buri's Sattahip district in August 2022.

Accidents happen, but those that can be avoided should be. In Thailand, many accidents, big or small, that occur in public buildings often involve lax law enforcement and sub-par safety standards.

The recent fire at the Ember Hotel on Tanee Road near Khao San resulted in a lower body count, and the hotel operator has not been found to have broken any laws, yet there is still fault to be found.

Mr Chadchart told the public that the materials used in the building were not flame retardant and the rooms lacked a balcony, so the smoke from the fire went straight to the fire exits instead. It is shocking to learn that thick smoke forced 34 people to head to the rooftop, where they were evacuated by firefighters -- not to the fire exits and the evacuation facility provided by the hotel. The question is, how many small hotels like this are there in Bangkok and other tourist areas?

In popular destinations like Bangkok, Phuket and Chiang Mai, many shophouses and even large houses have been converted into small hotels or low-cost bed & breakfasts.

Unlike big hotels that are designed and built to handle high-rise accidents and provide safety evacuations, these small businesses are not required to follow stringent safety rules, such as the requirement to use expensive flame retardant in their rooms.

They are also not subject to frequent and regular inspections by officials or even by their own operators to ensure the relevant safety standards are met.

The government and the Ministry of Tourism and Sport must pay much more attention to safety in small hotels. This is not just the responsibility of the Interior Ministry or local governments like the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration.
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																Six months ago, at the end of Iran's presidential election, I finished an article by speculating that the long-lived theocratic dictatorship in Iran may be a lot closer to its end than its beginning: "If you can plausibly say "This cannot go on forever", you are also saying "Some day this will come to an end'."
That observation was triggered by the fact that the "reformist" presidential candidate, Masoud Pezeshkian, unexpectedly won the July election. The previous president had been killed in a helicopter crash, and the regime had fumbled in setting up a snap election to replace him.

Mr Pezeshkian was the only token "moderate" in a field of four candidates, but he managed to make it into the last two for the second round -- and then, in the run-off vote, something remarkable happened.

Fewer than half the voters had bothered to show up for the first round of voting because they assumed that the fix was in. Suddenly, however, the moderate candidate had a chance of winning -- and seven million extra voters showed up for the second round and carried the "reformist" to victory.

It was only a small victory because Mr Pezeshkian is very timid (otherwise, he wouldn't have been allowed even to run), but more importantly, because the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, has been the real and absolute ruler of Iran ever since Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini died in 1989. It just showed that the public would prefer somebody else.

That doesn't count for much in a theocracy. It just allowed for a bit of speculation about the long-term future of the country. But a lot has happened in the Middle East since last July, and none of it has been good news for the Iranian regime.

First, the vaunted "axis of resistance" that Iran had created to keep Israel on the defensive and boost its own power has been largely dismantled in the past six months.

Hamas in the Gaza Strip has been mostly destroyed, the Hezbollah organisation that dominated Lebanon is disabled, and the recent overthrow of the Assad regime in Syria has eliminated Iran's strongest supporter in the region.

Iran's aged Supreme Leader (85) has blamed all these disasters on the United States and Israel -- "There should be no doubt that what happened in Syria was the result of a joint American-Zionist plot," he said -- but neither of those countries had anything to do with the key change in Syria.

That was a homegrown revolt by Sunni Islamists backed by Turkey, and it's part of a broader decline of Shia power in the region's politics. Shia Iran no longer has any allies in the Arab countries that border Israel, and there is little chance that it can win them back.

Worse yet for Tehran, the tit-for-tat missile strikes between Iran and Israel over the past few months showed that Iran's missiles, for the most part, cannot get through, while the Israeli air force could and did destroy most of Iran's air defences. The country is virtually naked militarily.

Even more dangerous for the regime is the accelerating decline of the economy. It was undermined by decades of overspending abroad to spread its radical religious message, but equally by under-investment at home since Iran's attempts to sponsor revolutions elsewhere led to stringent international sanctions against it.

The damage has been extreme. Iran's per capita gross domestic product in 1976, a couple of years before the Islamist takeover, was US$7,600 (259,620 baht). Now, it is only $5,700 despite all the oil and gas.

Per capita GDP in next-door Turkey, similar in size, resources and population but with little oil or gas, was only $1,270 in 1976. It is now $13,000. Which one would you prefer?

Most Iranians don't know those exact numbers, but they do know roughly what happened and why -- and the result, now unfolding for all to see, is a ruined economy.

Iran has the world's second-largest natural gas reserves and third-largest oil reserves, but the rot has gone so deep that it cannot even keep the lights and the heat on.

There were frequent brief power outages last summer, but this winter the electricity is going off for days at a time. Factories, steel plants, and the like are shutting down; schools and universities are teaching remotely. A lot of people are unhappy or downright angry, and they know who to blame.

There have been three episodes of prolonged mass protests against the regime (2009, 2019 and 2022), and despite the cold winter weather, another one could be on the way now. Or not; these things are unpredictable.

But we can probably now say with some confidence: "Some day soon, this will come to an end."
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																The year 2024 was favourable to Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's government and the Pheu Thai Party. Last month, the charter court rejected some petitions from political opponents accusing her and Pheu Thai of violating election laws and malfeasance.
Meanwhile, the economy is predicted to turn around this year for the better -- with the Fiscal Policy Office projecting GDP to expand to 3%. Large international tech companies like Google, chip giant Nvidia and even Apple-electronic makers Foxconn are investing here.

Then there is tourism, which is projected to return to pre-Covid era levels. Such momentum will continue, but it is also, as per the Chinese lunar calendar, the Year of the Snake, which can become venomous if the Pheu Thai government cannot solve some of the country's fundamental economic and societal problems.

This year will bring unusual and significant challenges internationally and regionally for Pheu Thai.

The first uphill battle will be dealing with a trade war and possibly higher tariffs for goods exported from Thailand to the US. The "America First" ethos of President-elect Donald Trump could see a 10-20% tariff increase, which could make Thai goods no longer competitive. It is hoped that the Ministry of Commerce and trade negotiators are prepared to deal with mercantile-driven Washington. Failure means Thai exports will not gain traction.

Local economic challenges are no less worrying. An influx of cheap goods and fruits from China forced many local operators to close down their businesses last year. In response, Thai officials conducted crackdowns on illegal, cheap imported goods and proxy businesses from China.

At the same time, the government rushed to ink free trade agreements and boost bargaining power by joining international blocs such as Brics and the G20. All such efforts are good but not enough. The government must help local brands and upskill labourers so the country's industries can compete, upgrade and find new markets. Being OEMs (original equipment manufacturers) and making products for others is not enough.

Meanwhile, the situation in Myanmar will enter uncharted territory in October, when the junta government will hold a national election, one that the anti-junta and armed ethnic groups will not accept. As the closest neighbour and member of Asean, Thailand is expected to play a significant role in pushing Asean's 5-point consensus that aims to foster peaceful dialogue and provide humanitarian assistance to all affected civilians.

Southern peace talks will also be a litmus test for Pheu Thai on whether it differs from the previous Prayut Chan-o-cha government that advocated army control. The good rapport between former premier Thaksin Shinawatra and Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim raises hopes that the peace talks process between the Barisan Revolusi Nasional and Thailand's National Security Council will be fruitful. The good connections with her father might open the door, but Ms Paetongtarn must carry on with the appropriate policies to win the hearts of local people in the far South.

This year will be challenging for Ms Paetongtarn, but she will also have opportunities. It is hoped that she and cabinet ministers from various parties will join hands to work together and solve problems at the fundamental level.

Last year was a start for the premier, while in 2025, her government must present real progress for the nation.
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																At a time of rising international tensions and deep polarisation in many countries, trust-building and cooperation seem like forgotten arts. To reconnect with them and devise creative solutions to shared challenges, it is worth seeking insights from artists themselves.
In his 1870 work L'Atelier de Bazille, the 28-year-old French impressionist painter Jean Frederic Bazille depicts the Paris studio on Rue de la Condamine that he shared with the 29-year-old Pierre-Auguste Renoir. Towards the left-hand corner of the room, three men are clustered around an easel, the work obscured from view. The figure in the middle -- the French modernist painter Edouard Manet -- commands the others' attention as he observes the work, brush in hand. To Manet's left, at the centre of the composition, stands Bazille, apparently taking a break from his painting -- he is still holding brushes and a palette -- to listen to Manet, who is nine years his senior.

Meanwhile, the figure on the right, Bazille's friend Edmond Maitre, plays the piano. Three other friends populate the room, one listening to Manet and Bazille, and the other two chatting casually on the stairs. It is not known for certain who these figures represent, but possibilities include Renoir, Claude Monet and Alfred Sisley -- all friends of Bazille who attended the same art academy.

L'Atelier de Bazille is a snapshot of the artist's life, his work and his community -- much like the photos one might see on Instagram today. It memorialises a moment, the same year he was killed in the Franco-Prussian War, when he was flourishing creatively, surrounded by peers and mentors. The painting invites us to consider the role of these connections -- of mutual trust, shared space and engaged conversation -- in supporting the artist's development and productivity.

Manet, deeply admired by Bazille and his peers, has taken the time to come to the studio, comment on the younger artist's work and even contribute to it. This mirrors Bazille's real-life experience: it was Manet, with his characteristically vigorous brushstrokes, who painted Bazille's figure in L'Atelier de Bazille. The painting is a collaborative work about the beauty of collaboration.

The collaboration was probably not planned. One cannot imagine that Bazille arranged with Manet to come to his studio at a specific time, in order to contribute a pre-determined image. Rather, mutual trust and respect led Manet to spend time in Bazille's studio, and it led Bazille to hand Manet a paintbrush to add his own touch to Bazille's work.

Ego was irrelevant; the goal was to enhance the art -- and, by extension, the artists. And they achieved it by creating space for unplanned cooperation.

L'Atelier de Bazille does not just welcome painters. Maitre is a musician, collector and patron of the arts. Some argue that the figure depicted on the stairs is the novelist and playwright Emile Zola. By bringing their knowledge, energy and perspectives into the space, by engaging in face-to-face exchanges of ideas, the studio's visitors invigorate, enrich and inspire one another. Today, we would refer to this phenomenon as "cross-fertilisation".

The paintings within the painting show that these artists supported one another in other ways as well. High above the staircase hangs The Fisherman with a Net, which Bazille had presented the previous year at the Salon, where it was rejected. Above the piano, one finds another Salon reject: La Terrasse de Meric, which the artist presented in 1867. The work in progress behind the sofa, La Toilette, was rejected in 1870.

But Bazille was not alone in being rebuffed by the Salon. Renoir's Landscape with Two People, which Bazille positions to the right of the window, was rejected in 1866. Persevering in the face of hostility from the "establishment" would have been more difficult without the support of respected peers who not only had experienced the same, but also were willing to celebrate the spurned work (and criticise the establishment).

Meanwhile, the still life hanging above the piano -- a work by Monet -- reminds the viewer that artists helped other artists financially, by purchasing their work.

Other elements of the space enhance the sense that this is a place for creative expression, human engagement and impromptu cooperation. Natural light beams in through a large window, with a semi-transparent curtain that the artists can adjust. High ceilings create a sense of openness and space, while soft seating invites visitors to relax. A stove, glowing in the foreground, warms the room.

The image contrasts sharply with modern workplaces, which raises the question: How can we expect to bring out the best in people -- to maximise their ability to create and collaborate -- by placing them in secluded cubicles, austere offices or squares on our computer screens? Physical presence, in welcoming surroundings, seems essential to the collaborative creative process that Bazille depicts.

Of course, L'Atelier de Bazille does not depict every factor that might contribute to a creative and collaborative working environment. Perhaps most obvious, the scene includes only white men who run in similar Parisian circles.

Research has shown, however, that greater diversity -- in terms of race, ethnicity and gender -- tends to improve business outcomes. And there is no question that tackling global problems like climate change will require us to bring to bear a wide range of perspectives.

But the painting does highlight critical elements of the creative process, including presence, engagement, camaraderie, trust, flexibility and perseverance. Finding ways to adapt these elements to schools, workplaces and the halls of power could go a long way towards supporting more open, resilient and innovative societies, capable of working together to address the defining challenges of our age. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Vanessa Badre, a faculty fellow at American University, is a lawyer and art historian.
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																The term "middle-income trap" refers to the tendency of fast-growing developing economies to lose momentum well before they achieve high-income status. First introduced by World Bank economist Indermit Gill and the Brookings Institution's Homi Kharas in 2007, the concept has since become the subject of intense debate among economists.
While some scholars have questioned the existence of this trap, it is undeniable that many middle-income countries have struggled to join the ranks of the advanced economies. A 2013 World Bank study found that just 13 out of 101 middle-income economies have managed to make the leap between 1960 and 2008. Among these were Japan, the four "Asian tigers" -- Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan -- as well as peripheral European economies such as Spain, Greece, and Portugal.

In August, the World Bank's annual World Development Report reignited the debate. Surprisingly, the report identified 34 economies that escaped the middle-income trap and achieved high-income status between 1990 and 2022. This expanded group includes Latin American countries such as Chile and Uruguay, Central and Eastern European countries like Poland and Romania, the three Baltic states, and Gulf countries like Saudi Arabia and Oman.

The updated list raises a fundamental question: Has escaping the middle-income trap become easier, or was it always easier than previously thought -- perhaps never existing at all? The answer is far from simple, as the criteria for determining economies' development status have shifted over the past few decades, with the high-income threshold gradually lowered.

This year, for example, the World Bank defined a high-income country as one with a gross national income exceeding $13,845 per capita (471,000 baht) -- roughly 20% of the United States' GNI. This marks a decline from the 2012 bar, which was set at 24% of US levels, or the 1990 threshold of $7,620, equivalent to 30% of America's GNI at the time. These shifting criteria help explain why earlier reports classified fewer countries as high-income.

Classifying a country with a GNI equivalent to one-fifth that of the US as high-income underscores the flaws in the World Bank's approach, which fails to account for prices and purchasing power -- indicators that more accurately reflect actual living standards.

Malaysia is a case in point. In 2023, its GDP per capita (in current dollars) was $12,570, falling short of the high-income threshold. Yet, when adjusted for purchasing power parity, its GDP per capita was 45.5% of US levels, reflecting significantly higher living standards. By contrast, Chile is classified as a high-income economy, with a GDP per capita of $16,816 in 2023. But Chile's PPP-adjusted income was just 36% of America's.

In other words, PPP-based figures offer a more reliable measure of real living standards. Under the current system, Malaysia remains a middle-income country despite having higher living standards than Chile. Similarly, Turkey, with a GDP per capita just below $16,000 (in current dollars), is classified as middle-income, even though its PPP-adjusted GDP per capita is 51% of US levels.

Moreover, PPP figures paint a decidedly less optimistic picture of economic performance than the World Bank report suggests. For example, my calculations -- based on data from the International Monetary Fund's 2024 World Economic Outlook -- show that although Mexico is a member of the OECD, its income gap with the US has widened since the North American Free Trade Agreement came into effect in the mid-1990s. Its PPP-adjusted GDP per capita fell from 35% of America's in the early 2010s to 30% in 2023.

Brazil and South Africa have followed a similar trajectory. Brazil's PPP-adjusted GDP per capita stood at 24% of US levels in 2000, rose to nearly 30% in 2013, but then declined to less than 25% in 2023. Similarly, South Africa's GDP per capita increased in PPP terms from 22% of US levels in 2000 to 25% around 2010, only to drop below 20% in 2023.

To be sure, Asian economies have generally outperformed those of Latin America. South Korea's PPP-adjusted GDP per capita, for example, grew from 30% of US levels in the mid-1980s to 73% in 2023, overtaking Japan, whose GDP per capita now stands at 63% of America's. Meanwhile, Indonesia has doubled its income relative to the US over the past two decades, rising from around 10% of US levels in 2000 to roughly 20% in 2023 without any significant setback.

But despite decades of progress, many middle-income countries still struggle to catch up to advanced economies, a reality often obscured by the practice of lowering the high-income threshold. The World Bank should reconsider its approach, in particular by moving from nominal GDP to PPP-based income figures that better reflect current living standards. Such an adjustment would offer a fairer, more reliable measure of economic development. (c)2024 Project Syndicate



Keun Lee, a former vice chair of the National Economic Advisory Council for the President of South Korea, is Distinguished Professor of Economics at Seoul National University, a fellow at CIFAR, an editor at Research Policy, and the author, most recently, of 'Innovation-Development Detours for Latecomers: Managing Global-Local Interfaces in the De-Globalization Era'.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2930097/is-the-middle-income-trap-real-



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Safer roads or just talk?								

															

																	
										
											[image: ]
																					

									

																Lower speed limits on roads in Bangkok's urban areas come as welcome news. Imposed to reduce road accidents, the rules passed by the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) have been in place and enforced since Dec 23.
The new restrictions have reduced the vehicle speed limit in the capital city to 60 km/h from 80 km/h. They have also imposed a new speed limit of 50 km/h, with an additional "no honking of horns" stipulation on 10 roads near the Grand Palace. However, the restrictions exclude 13 main arterial roads, including Vibhavadi Rangsit Road, Bang Na-Trat Road, and Baromratchonnane Road.

Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt has reasoned that new limits could cut road fatality rates in the capital threefold. Indeed, if such restrictions had been imposed years ago, it is plausible that many people could have been spared senseless death and injury.

Bangkok was among the cities of 15 countries worldwide that capped vehicle speed limit in inner city areas at 80km/h, amid a trend among most major global cities to cut speed limits. For example, Japan imposes 30 km/h speed limits on residential streets, while 40 km/h is common for urban two-lane roads. The Philippines uses various speed limits of 20-60 km/h for city areas.

It is also welcome that Mr Chadchart hinted that the city administration would push the envelope by imposing a 30 km/h speed limit in areas around schools and hospitals.

But no matter how good speed restrictions sound, some critics doubt whether they will be enforceable or whether they can even reduce road accidents. It remains a question of how law enforcers monitor drivers' compliance with the new limits and whether violators will be penalised. It is hoped that BMA, the police, and the transport ministry will enforce the new speed limits well and become an example for other Thai cities.

Critics are not wrong when they say that lower speeds alone will not reduce accidents. There are many steps that the BMA, as well as police and transport ministries, should have taken to improve the situation. One largely ignored issue is the violation of helmet regulations by motorcyclists. Indeed, helmet law enforcement would effectively reduce road deaths, especially given that almost 50% of road accidents in Thailand occur with motorcycles. Moreover, the majority of injuries and deaths on Thai roads involve motorcyclists and their pillion riders, most of whom were not wearing crash helmets.

Policymakers must educate motorcycle drivers on safety and make helmets affordable. Crash helmets must become part of their riding habits as per how seat belts are worn in four-wheeled vehicles. More than anything, traffic policemen must be vigilant in arresting those who violate the helmet regulation and other traffic laws.

Indeed, weak law enforcement is a significant cause of road accidents in Thailand. Plenty of influential reckless drivers have got out of being held legally responsible for fatal accidents they have caused, with the most glaring example being that of Red Bull scion Vorayuth "Boss" Yoovidhya -- the defendant in a 2012 hit-and-run case that killed a policeman. Mr Vorayuth fled the country in April 2017, allowing the lawsuits against him to expire. There are also reports critical of the police for not giving breathalyser tests to famous people. Without strong and fair law enforcement, any attempts to reduce road accidents, such as the revised speed limits and further investments in CCTVs or fixing the conditions of roads, will be just half-measures.
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																The events that have unfolded in South Korea this month, beginning with President Yoon Suk-yeol's short-lived declaration of martial law on Dec 3, have underscored both the remarkable resilience and underlying fragility of the country's democracy. The system survived this time, but no democracy is safe if it constantly faces severe stress tests.
First, the good news. The National Assembly quickly passed a resolution to rescind Mr Yoon's declaration of martial law. Meanwhile, hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets to protest Mr Yoon's decision and pressure lawmakers from the ruling People Power Party to support his impeachment. Their efforts worked: while PPP representatives walked out of the Assembly during the first impeachment vote, they supported the motion the second time, and it passed.

Mr Yoon has now been suspended and must wait up to six months for the Constitutional Court to decide whether to uphold his impeachment. If it does, a new presidential election will be held within 60 days. This uneasy period has been made even more uncertain by interim President Han Duck-soo's refusal to nominate three justices to fill the nine-member court. Mr Han himself has now been impeached.

This ongoing drama highlights fundamental vulnerabilities in South Korea's political system. The 1987 constitutional amendment that ended the country's military dictatorship introduced a single-term, five-year presidency. Citizens were so elated finally to be able to elect their president by direct popular vote that few questions were asked about the constraints on presidential power. It has since become apparent, however, that South Korea's constitutional framework lacks sufficient checks and balances.

Though the constitution tasks prime ministers with recommending the appointment or dismissal of cabinet members, successive presidents have unilaterally wielded these powers. Moreover, ruling parties have functioned more as extensions of the presidential office than as independent entities capable of exercising meaningful oversight. Even the judiciary may be susceptible to the president's influence. With no institution effectively restraining executive power, many political scientists and commentators have labelled South Korea's system an "imperial presidency".

While South Koreans choose their "emperor" through direct elections, they are heavily influenced by partisan and often-misleading information. Private YouTube channels and social-media accounts, among others, have turbocharged a longstanding problem that makes it all too easy for unqualified or authoritarian-leaning leaders to win power. In the four decades since democratisation, four South Korean presidents have been imprisoned, one has committed suicide, and three, including Mr Yoon, have faced impeachment.

There is one political actor that might be able to challenge the president: the opposition party. But South Korea's winner-take-all political system -- in which the victors claim all the spoils, and the losers are left empty-handed -- promotes extreme polarisation and relentless power struggles.

It does not help that South Korea's politics are dominated by just two parties, the PPP and the Democratic Party. This partly reflects the predominance of single-member electoral districts. In the 2020 legislative elections, the ruling and opposition parties secured 90% of seats in parliament, despite winning only two-thirds of the proportional representation (party-list) votes, meaning that nearly one-third of the electorate was effectively left without representation. In two-party systems, opposition parties often reject even sensible government initiatives, fearing that any success for the ruling party might diminish their electoral prospects.

The antagonism inherent in South Korea's two-party system formed the basis of Mr Yoon's justification for declaring martial law. In a Dec 12 address, Mr Yoon accused the opposition of disrupting government operations by seeking "the impeachment of numerous government officials, who, even without wrongdoing, faced long suspensions from their duties". Mr Yoon also pointed out that, since his election, there have been "178 rallies" calling for his resignation or impeachment.

Though this hardly justifies Mr Yoon's decision to declare martial law, it does support the conclusion that the 1987 constitutional system has outlived its usefulness. In fact, beyond hampering domestic governance, extreme polarisation undermines foreign-policy continuity, with each transfer of power bringing a radical shift in external relations.

If Mr Yoon's impeachment is upheld, his signature diplomatic initiative -- improving South Korea's long-contentious relations with Japan, and establishing a robust trilateral partnership with that country and the United States -- could be weakened or even reversed. This might destabilise the Indo-Pacific region at a delicate moment, with Donald Trump's return to the White House adding to the climate of uncertainty in the region. The authoritarian axis of China, Russia, and North Korea will certainly jump on any opportunity to exploit instability or antagonism.

To break the cycle of political crises, facilitate better governance, and bolster policy stability, South Korea must establish a new political framework that includes stronger checks and balances and fosters genuine power-sharing. For example, the popularly elected president's mandate could be reformed to focus primarily on foreign policy, with domestic governance being delegated to a prime minister selected by the National Assembly. If, in time, a more stable and effective party system emerges, South Koreans might consider moving toward many more seats for proportional representation and a parliamentary system.

No democracy is free of imperfections. But the flaws in South Korea's system are becoming a barrier to good governance -- and they are increasingly reverberating internationally, like a malign version of the country's K-pop bands. Rather than following the same old pattern of maximising their own short-term gains without regard for the future, South Korean politicians must take the opportunity the current crisis presents to pursue meaningful and long-awaited institutional reforms. (c)2024 Project Syndicate 

Yoon Young-kwan, a former foreign affairs minister of South Korea, is Chairman of the Asan Institute for Policy Studies.
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																The annual tradition of giving nicknames to the prime minister and cabinet members by Government House correspondents appears like innocuous satire, but the sobriquets often reflect -- and above all -- affect the public perception of the leadership.
This year, Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra was humorously dubbed "Paetongphoey", a name that derived from her dependence on prepared scripts during important occasions. While she embraced the nickname with good humour, suggesting the nickname "Paetongpad" would have been more apt due to her use of an iPad, the implications of such a moniker warrant serious reflection.

More tellingly, her administration was labelled a "Por Liang government" or a "daddy-backed government", highlighting the dominant influence of her father, former PM Thaksin Shinawatra. This moniker indeed is no longer just a high-spirited jab -- it underlines and highlights PM Paetongtarn's leadership as being under the influence of her father. In the public's perception, Thaksin's frequent commentary and active involvement appear to outshine her role.

Indeed, her reliance on prepared scripts or even the use of an iPad as her personal teleprompter is not a problem as long as she can deliver her speech eloquently and convincingly. However, true leadership is defined by more than eloquence -- it is about projecting confidence, decisiveness and a vision that resonates.

Ms Paetongtarn has tried and failed to create rapport with the public when addressing key issues, including flood management, and advancing campaign promises. These efforts have been perceived as lacking the gravitas, authenticity and authority that citizens expect from their prime minister. Thaksin's enduring influence is both a strength and a challenge. His experience and insights undoubtedly provide valuable guidance to the 37-year-old prime minister who ascended to power abruptly. Thaksin's omnipresence, however, eclipses Ms Paetongtarn's stature, fostering the perception she is merely following his guidelines rather than forging her own decisions.

Thaksin himself has acknowledged his pervasive involvement, humorously referring to himself as "Sor Tor Ror" (meddler in everything). His self-deprecation won't help his daughter nor the image of her leadership. Ms Paetongtarn must show that she is a woman of her own mind by stepping out of her father's shadow, showing she has her own voice, authority, identity and, above all, the capability to lead the nation.

As 2025 approaches, Ms Paetongtarn's administration has an opportunity to reshape her public image. In the past, she was surrounded by advisers -- most of whom worked closely with her father. The PM needs to show that she now has her own team who reflects her unique leadership style, articulating original ideas and making decisive choices that underscore her independence.

Thais, regardless of their political preferences, want a PM who exudes dignity, authority and confidence. They wish to see Ms Paetongtarn become a leader in her own right -- not merely a continuation of her father's legacy. By asserting her independence and demonstrating bold, innovative leadership, she can inspire pride and confidence in the country. The path forward will not be easy, but the rewards of stepping out on her own are immense. In the coming year, Ms Paetongtarn has the chance to prove herself as a leader who commands respect and admiration, not only for her policies but also for her persona as the true prime minister of Thailand.
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        Charity concert marks golden jubilee of Community Children Foundation
        Music lovers and those with a good heart are invited to enjoy the good vibes at the charity concert "Voices For Change", at Zone B, ground floor of CentralWorld, on Jan 18 and 19 from 12pm to 8pm.
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								Mahanakhon Eatery, on the ground floor of Mahanakhon Cube, closed on Nov 16 for renovations and a roster reset. It reopened on Dec 23 with seven new tenants. The ambience now feels more open and spacious while the seven tenants bring different things to the table. 
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The first one that can easily catch your eye is the reliable Greyhound Cafe. First opened at Emporium, Greyhound Cafe has become an institution. Founded by creative director Bhanu Inkawat and corporate executive chef Torsit Sarisdiwongsee, Greyhound started out as a fashion brand before it branched out into restaurants with many branches in Thailand and abroad. The new Greyhound Cafe at Mahanakhon Eatery serves contemporary Thai favourites such as Tiger prawn tom yum, Pad Thai with Fresh Shrimp and Salmon sashimi in spicy hot sauce.

[image: Mahanakhon Eatery reopens with seven new tenants]

Another known name is Getfresh, which is a go-to chain for big salads and healthy dishes. If you're a conscious eater, they provide nutritional information on all menu items, which are free of trans fat, added sugar or MSG. Their highlight dishes include Grilled chicken Caesar salad, Roast beef and cheese sourdough melt and Grilled salmon Caesar salad.
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Babyccino is a known name for brunch and breakfast with its original branch in Ekamai. The new Babyccino serves a mix of Asian-inspired dishes and comfort food for sharing. Carb load on Truffle Champignon pizza, Spaghetti aglio olio, Meat overload Pizza and Vanilla French toast. For something crunchy and juicy to sink your teeth into, try two-way NFC fried chicken. 
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Japanese chain restaurant Hoshi, Japanese for star, can craft more than 100 dishes, including a grand-looking sashimi set on ice, despite its compact kitchen. The other indulgent dishes include creamy and savoury Kani miso, slurpy and refreshing Inaniwa udon topped with onsen egg and Salmon volcano roll with crunchy tempura flake. 
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Save some room for baked goods from Tasty Daily which opens its second branch at Mahanakhon Eatery. Its standouts include Toffee cake, Dirty lava, Basque burnt cheesecake and Coconut fresh cream. For refreshing drinks with Thai twists, King Power Selection Cafe serves curious concoctions such as Crispy roll (thong muan) latte and Refreshing yuzu butterfly pea. They also serve snacks such as Thai soft rolls (thong muan sod) and Thong pub with ice cream.  

[image: ]

Last but not least is The Cellar at Mahanakhon, which offers a diverse range of vintages for wine lovers in case you want to fancy up your meal. 
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									Is this the year Laos breaks through?

									
								

								Laos, a place that feels stuck in time, is at the precipice of change.
								Backpackers found the country decades ago, drawn by staggeringly beautiful limestone mountains, elaborate Buddhist temples and an unhurried and inexpensive pace of life. Only the most intrepid travelers followed, as Laos, Southeast Asia's only landlocked country, operated few -- and no long-haul -- flights, and potholed and shoddy roads were the norm. Those who made it traded no-frills accommodations and hour-long bumpy drives for adventure, and almost always tacked Laos onto multicountry itineraries that included neighbouring Thailand, Malaysia and Vietnam, all well-oiled tourism machines that each draw at least three times the number of visitors than Laos annually.

Laos wants to change that. While flights remain limited, the country's visitor infrastructure has strengthened in recent years with new hotels, improved highways and, most notably, a new train system that runs as fast as 160 kilometres per hour (100 mph) and connects some of the country's most popular tourism destinations. Last year, the government designated 2024 a national tourism year, expanding visa waivers, improving tour guide training, and holding dozens of grand festivals.

Yet the country and its tourism industry were shaken in November, when at least six young tourists fell ill in the town of Vang Vieng and later died. Officials suspect methanol-tainted alcohol is the cause.

I had visited Vang Vieng in July, when my partner, Eli, and I set out for a weeklong trip in Laos. We had wondered what it would be like to visit a country on the cusp of a potential tourism boom, particularly one with a long-standing reputation as an inexpensive, under-the-radar destination. We travelled mostly by rail, but also by bus, to find out.

The Lao-China railway

[image: Travellers line up to board a train to northern Laos at the Vientiane Railway Station on October 21, 2024 in Vientiane, Laos.]
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Laos, which is roughly twice the size of Pennsylvania, has been trying to build back the record tourism numbers it reached in 2019, when 4.8 million foreign tourists visited. This year, according to the Lao government, it succeeded, with more than 5 million tourists visiting. The Lao-China Railway, which runs from Vientiane, the capital of Laos, to Kunming in southern China, is key to the momentum.

The $6 billion project, financed by China, is part of China's Belt and Road initiative that aims to connect countries across five continents; Laos is a key hub for China to reach the rest of Southeast Asia. The Lao-China Railway opened in late 2021 for journeys within Laos, and cross-border train service between Laos and China began in 2023. Laos, a one-party communist state, has strong ties with China and is deeply reliant on Chinese investments to fund its infrastructure projects.

The semi-high-speed train will whisk you to cities and towns with dramatically different landscapes in just an hour or two, replacing the car or bus rides that used to take all day. The train now offers seamless journeys to Vientiane, the most industrial part of Laos, and where malls and temples coexist; to Luang Prabang, a Unesco World Heritage Site with dozens of elaborate Buddhist temples and elegant French colonial villas; and to Vang Vieng, an outdoor adventure hot spot where tourists explore the area's craggy limestone mountains, caves and lagoons, and dance until the early morning at raucous bars.

The railway is a tourism attraction itself: Its behemoth stations feature peaked red roofs and cavernous waiting rooms full of hundreds of people lining up to board trains. During our trip, they departed right on the dot. But the stations almost seemed like they were in a soft opening. In Vientiane, the vending machine was empty and businesses on the second floor had yet to open.

The train zips through verdant farmland and swampy rice paddies and into the darkness of mountain tunnels. The fare is affordable; a two-hour ride from Luang Prabang to Vientiane cost under $20. But only those with local phone numbers can purchase a ticket on the train's app; the rest have to use middlemen services, easily available online, or wait in line. (Hotels can generally also help arrange rail travel.)

At the Vang Vieng station, I met Cheryl Lau, a 68-year-old retiree from Honolulu who was en route to Luang Prabang. Though she frequently travels abroad to Japan, she said going to Laos initially felt out of her comfort zone.

"It wasn't an easy decision. I am by myself and I'm older," Lau said, adding that she was encouraged after researching online. "I don't think I would have done it without the train. I'm loving it right now."

Gilded temples and riverside bars

I found the train to be an almost effortless way to travel through Laos and experience the country's very different lifestyles.

In Vientiane, we walked through gilded temples, stayed in old French colonial villas and strolled by the Mekong River at night, where an amusement park, night market, bars and open-air restaurants with seafood on ice welcomed patrons. While we had many fantastic and affordable meals throughout the trip, the best was at Doi Kha Noi, a convivial restaurant where the seasonal menu changes weekly; we paid about $30 for lunch for two. Their crispy rice salad featuring sour pork and loaded with fragrant herbs is reason enough to visit to Vientiane.

Other highlights included a visit to Ock Pop Tok, a textile collective based in Luang Prabang, where we watched artisan weavers hard at their craft. In Vang Vieng, we booked an excursion with Green Discovery, a local tour operator. We paddled kayaks on the Nam Song River and went tubing in a cave.

Vang Vieng has long had a reputation as a party spot -- a destination of dangerous hedonism even -- for international backpackers seeking drugs and alcohol. In recent years, officials tried to tamp down the partying, closing many of its riverside bars after dozens of fatal tubing accidents. When the six travellers sickened there last fall later died, the town made international news. At least eight hostel workers, according to local press reports, were arrested and detained by police in connection to the deaths.

[image: Tourists watch the sunset over the Mekong River in Luang Prabang, Laos, Oct 22, 2024.]
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Shifting patterns?

Aside from the train, new highways have begun replacing once-treacherous roads ridden with potholes. In well-trodden areas, tour operators and services are abundant, and even in sleepier places, I saw numerous hotels under construction.

At the Kuang Si waterfall, a multi-tiered waterfall with startlingly aquamarine waters south of Luang Prabang, there's golf cart service to the parking lot and a new zip line winding through the forest. A sturdy metal staircase to the base of the waterfall has replaced a series of decrepit and slippery wooden stairs.

In 2024, major hotel brands, including Doubletree by Hilton, the Eastin and the Holiday Inn, opened locations in Vientiane -- a vote of confidence in the country and its growing tourism demand.

We stayed at the Settha Palace Hotel (two nights, $240), a boutique hotel built by the French in the 1930s and later restored by a Lao family. Its rosewood furnishings (including stately four-poster beds) and marble floors made us feel like we were in a time warp. We took breaks from the city's swampy humidity in the hotel pool, which was ringed by a lush garden.

But the centre of luxury travel in Laos is undoubtedly Luang Prabang. Amantaka, an Aman Group resort, opened more than a decade ago, and in 2018, Rosewood Hotel Group opened an opulent 23-room resort on a secluded property.

Travellers, too, are becoming increasingly aware of Laos and its allure.

While it remains sought after as an add-on for other Southeast Asia itineraries, interest in Laos is rising, said Heather Heverling, a managing director at Audley Travel, a tour operator based in Britain. From January to October 2024, the company's bookings quadrupled compared to the same period in 2022.

"It used to be that travellers really just went to Luang Prabang and that was it," said Catherine Heald, a co-founder of Remote Lands, a New York-based travel agency that exclusively works in Asia. "It's a more viable destination now."

Like Lau, the retiree from Honolulu, most travellers I encountered weren't only targeting Laos (Lau was also visiting Thailand on her trip). This phenomenon is likely driven in part by the country's lesser-known reputation and the fact that international travellers from outside the region must first connect at airports in cities like Bangkok and Hanoi. And those flights to Laos are limited. In 2024, there were fewer than 1.8 million airline seats to Laos, most of them offered by Chinese and Thai airlines, according to Cirium, an aviation data company. By comparison, more than 46 million seats were available to Thailand.

"Laos has always been a 'plus-one' country," said Jason Rolan, a tourism expert who lives in Vientiane. "Its remoteness has kept it sort of preserved as something tourists want to see, but they don't know about it."

[image: Motorists drive through Vang Vieng, Laos, Oct 21, 2024.]
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On the bus to Nong Khiaw

With just two days remaining, Eli and I visited Nong Khiaw, a rural town that was a three-hour drive from Luang Prabang. Enticed by pictures and reviews online, we decided to spend a night there. The journey was deeply uncomfortable. We were crammed in a small van with about a dozen sweaty people sitting thigh to thigh. There was no air conditioning (the temperature was around 90 degrees) and only the suggestion of a breeze. Portions of the roads were unpaved and filled with ditches. I really missed the train.

But it was worth it. Nong Khiaw's limestone karst landscape loomed over the placid Nam Ou River, where water buffalo rested languidly on the riverbanks. We barely saw anybody else there.

It was also extremely cheap. Comfortable lodging throughout Laos is generally under $100. In Nong Khiaw, we paid $32 for a night at the Nong Kiau River Side, a charming riverside hotel that had an excellent restaurant serving fresh spring rolls and noodle soups.

The experiences we had there were the best ones of the trip. Eli embarked on a steep hourlong trek up to an overlook called Pha Daeng Peak and enjoyed sweeping panoramic views of mountains ribboned with mist and the curving Nam Ou River. I crossed a rickety bridge through a rice paddy to visit Tham Pha Thok, a cluster of caves where villagers hid during the Vietnam War.

One night, we went to Hive Bar, a drinking spot beloved by tourists. I asked Thieng Soudakone, the bar's owner, how he felt about the tourism changes and burgeoning development. He welcomed the train, he said, but Nong Khiaw was different from other tourism spots, and he hoped it stayed that way.

"We still have more nature and it's a peaceful, quiet place. No big hotels and hostels, no traffic here yet," Soudakone, 45, said. "The tourists here prefer a bumpy road like this. They don't need prosperity or civilization in their holiday. They spend their lives closer to locals."

It's this feeling that lured Nabiel Nasran back to Laos after his first visit six years ago. I met Nasran, a bartender from Singapore, on the van to Nong Khiaw, as he was backpacking through Thailand, Laos and Vietnam with his girlfriend, Celina.

Nasran, 27, remarked that the ride to Nong Khiaw was better, because the road's condition had improved. Laos felt busier this time around, he said, especially in Vang Vieng and Luang Prabang, but the country still had an undeniably peaceful and remote atmosphere.

"People have always said this is the last frontier of Southeast Asia," he said. "I just love the quiet life here."

This article originally appeared in The New York Times. 
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									Alien: Romulus lands on Disney+ Hotstar

									
								

								The legendary Alien franchise's latest instalment Alien: Romulus makes its highly anticipated streaming debut on Disney+ Hotstar.
								Directed by renowned horror filmmaker Fede Alvarez (Don't Breathe, Evil Dead), Alien: Romulus revisits the chilling roots of the iconic sci-fi horror saga. Critics have lauded the film, with its Certified Fresh status on Rotten Tomatoes and box-office triumph as the second-highest-grossing entry in the franchise. Alien: Romulus promises a cinematic experience that fans won't soon forget.

The film plunges viewers into the terrifying unknown as a group of young colonisers venture into a desolate space station. What begins as a scavenging mission quickly turns into a fight for survival as they confront the most relentless and deadly lifeform in the universe.

Featuring a stellar ensemble cast that includes Cailee Spaeny (Mare Of Easttown), David Jonsson (Industry), Archie Renaux (Shadow And Bone), Isabela Merced (Transformers: The Last Knight), Spike Fearn, and Aileen Wu, the film showcases the franchise's trademark blend of intense suspense and high-stakes horror. The screenplay, crafted by Alvarez and long-time collaborator Rodo Sayagues, is inspired by the characters originally created by Dan O'Bannon and Ronald Shusett. Legendary filmmaker Ridley Scott, the visionary behind the original Alien and prequels Prometheus and Alien: Covenant, returns as a producer alongside Michael Pruss and Walter Hill.

Alien: Romulus represents a bold new chapter in the franchise, introducing fresh characters and innovative creature designs. Fans eager to delve deeper into the universe can explore the complete saga, now streaming on Disney+ Hotstar, including classics like Alien, Aliens, Alien 3 and Prometheus.
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									Charity concert marks golden jubilee of Community Children Foundation

									
								

								Music lovers and those with a good heart are invited to enjoy the good vibes at the charity concert "Voices For Change", at Zone B, ground floor of CentralWorld, on Jan 18 and 19 from 12pm to 8pm.
								Held to commemorate the 50th anniversary of Community Children Foundation (CCF) under the royal patronage of HRH Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, the concert will kick off with the Immanuel Orchestra from Klong Toey community, followed by choral performances by children, youths and young professionals.

Set to mesmerise everyone with their musical prowess will be internationally renowned cross-over band VieTrio; and The Bear Necessities, premier a cappella group from Brown University, USA. Somsak Chaima, a 23-year-old self-taught, blind pianist will deliver exquisite piano recitals while Nutchanon Timrod, a 17-year-old CCF student, will present saxophone performances.

Singing their hearts out will be students from Bangkok Patana, Basis, Concordian, Ruamrudee, Shrewsbury and St Andrews international schools along with Thai counterparts from Mahidol University's College of Music, Sarasas Witaed Romklao and Wattana Wittaya Academy.

Vocalists from the Thai Youth Choir, Bangkok United Choir and The Bangkok Voices will round off the list of performers to help raise funds to enable at least 100 more disadvantaged children to go to school. Also, five rock bands will be there to keep everyone on their feet on both days.

There will be sale of specially curated artworks by CCF children, as well as "Voices For Change" T-shirts and tote bags.

There is no admission fee but all proceeds will be donated to the CCF.

Visit voicesforchange.framer.website.
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									Finding your  happiness in  the digital age

									An interactive art exhibition explores the impact of technology on human connection
								

								'Modern Guru And The Path To Artificial Happiness" is a digital exhibition by Eness, a renowned art studio from Australia with over 21 international awards. In collaboration with Japan Anime Movie Thailand under Five Star Agency, Dream Express (DEX) and Eness, the digital exhibition is now on display at Iconsiam. At the exhibition, viewers can experience both interactive and immersive formats, blending creative artistry with integrated AI technology.
								The characters -- Whispering Mountains, Forest Dancer, Sun God and Modern Guru -- were designed with charming and approachable personalities to encourage visitors to interact with them. In addition to the endearing characters and interactive elements that will bring a smile, soothing music at the exhibition creates a peaceful and relaxing atmosphere.

The main character, Modern Guru, attracts viewers with its unique ability of making predictions with an impressive collection of 299 prophecies. To receive a prediction, viewers must show their phone to Modern Guru, which will then release a piece of paper from its mouth. These prophecies are often philosophical and require interpretation.

To gain further insight on the creative ideas behind the exhibition, Life interviewed Nimrod Weis, the founder of Eness, via email.

[image: Sun God. Five Star Agency]
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One of the most significant projects created by Eness is Lumes, which is interactive art installed on the walls of a hospital in Australia. Where did the idea for Lumes come from and what was the feedback?

The architects on the Cabrini Hospital project saw the potential of utilising our medium to help create a more inviting space for sick children in the paediatric ward. Lumes became the solution because with it, we could add an element of surprise. Children loved the illusion we created by hiding the technology underneath the surface of the wall. So initially it seems as though you are walking past an ordinary wall, but then it suddenly animates. We worked with stakeholders through the process and prototyped it to ensure that the piece was appropriate for the hospital.

We received many reactions, but two emails in particular stayed with us. A couple of parents went out of their way to find us and thank us for the experience they had with their sick child who entered the hospital and was able to have fun, smile, laugh and be delighted during a really sad time.

With so many immersive art exhibitions, what makes 'Modern Guru And The Path To Artificial Happiness' unique?

We really think that the difference with this exhibition compared to other immersive art exhibitions is the human story at the heart. This exhibition seeks to open a discussion about paths to human happiness during significant technological changes occurring in the world currently, such as the major impact of social media and AI. We also don't use super high-end technology or complex executions to explain the ideas -- just fun, accessible notions that hopefully stimulate the audience to think about these issues.
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Can you share the ideas behind the characters -- Sun God, Forest Dancer and Modern Guru -- in the exhibition?

The Sun God is a naive deity at the top of a long flight of stairs. It takes effort to reach him and when visitors do, they can touch the screen as a sign of reaching their goal and recognising or worshiping his existence. When he is touched, symbols erupt from the interaction. The staircase that leads up to the Sun God is an extension of him -- his tongue. The idea of the Sun God's tongue as a staircase is a very intimate gesture -- it's very trusting to invite visitors onto your tongue. However, the Sun God's tongue is a metaphor about the importance of not taking the easy road to happiness. Forest Dancer is a symbol of creative freedom in the modern world. She twirls happily in the middle of the installation as a symbol of free-form happiness. She wears a dress of light that emphasises her form in space and celebrates the delight she feels dancing alone and uninhibited in the forest. Forest Dancer's skirt forms a protective roof over her beanbag friends who welcome you to relax under her care and soak in the pulsating light show.

Modern Guru is a translucent ovoid with four huge digital eyes, floating above a ceremonial ring of LEDs. From his mouth flow messages and in a statement about the true nature of lived experience, a new message is delivered when visitors take a photo of Modern Guru -- a missive produced only for those who seek to photograph life rather than live in the moment.

[image: Modern Guru. Five Star Agency]
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As the names suggest, were the characters inspired by nature?

Spirituality is often aligned with nature and there are lot of spiritual themes in this exhibition. Technology is also infiltrating and affecting everything around us including the environment and human health in relation to our connection with nature, so it was a natural extension from the story we are telling and the ideas we are raising to reference and be inspired by nature.

How did you get the idea for the messages that come from the mouth of Modern Guru?

I found a receipt printer in Tokyo and thought that this could be something we could work with in a future piece. It is often the case that I am inspired by all sorts of gimmicks, gadgets, toys and household items. So, I will look at something like an electronic clock or solar-powered desk gadget or in this case a receipt machine -- things that are accessible to me -- and believe that it could be made into something else or form the basis of an artwork.

[image: Sun God.]
Sun God.



Since all of your works allow visitors to closely interact with them, are you concerned about potential damage?

It's actually very rare for us to have our sculptures damaged in a public space and we believe that this is because when you provide something with care, love and meaning, people are often a lot more considerate and tend to look after the work when they're interacting with it.

Do you prefer displaying your work in art galleries or public spaces?

We love exhibiting in galleries and it is very important to us to do so. However, public spaces are also a really beneficial and powerful forum for exhibiting work because the work speaks to everyday people who wouldn't normally go into a gallery. We feel that in this way we can make more of an impact in the public square because it's exposing everyone to art.

[image: Forest Dancer.]
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What can audiences expect when visiting 'Modern Guru And The Path To Artificial Happiness' in Bangkok?

We are imagining that the work will appeal to young people because it is playful and engaging. We have created the work in a way that will delight and engage younger people and hopefully open their minds to art experiences moving forward. This is important to us because not every child likes to go to an art gallery or museum. We love the idea of a six- or nine-year-old who's inspired by the exhibition to pursue art or design because they really connected or engaged with what they saw.

"Modern Guru And The Path To Artificial Happiness" runs at Attraction Hall, 6th floor of Iconsiam, until Jan 5. Normal tickets cost 400 baht. Couple Tickets (2 adults) cost 700 baht. Couple Tickets (1 adult and 1 child under 120cm) cost 600 baht. VIP Packages (1 ticket, 1 premium or 1 fast track) cost 700 baht. Tickets for university students/senior citizens aged 60 and above/disabled individuals with official certificates/companions of disabled individuals cost 350 baht. Tickets are available at ticketmelon.com. For more information, visit Facebook: @ModernGuruAndThePathToArtificialHappiness.
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									Bangkok nursing conference explores  innovative solutions for multimorbidity

									
								

								The Faculty of Nursing, Mahidol University, is hosting an international conference on "Triple Burdens Of Diseases: Nurse-led Game Changer To Optimize The Outcomes Of Care", at Miracle Grand Convention Hotel, Vibhavadi Rangsit Road, from Jan 7 to 9, starting 9am onwards.
								The complexity of diseases has changed from co-morbidity to multimorbidity resulting in challenges in healthcare resource management. Hence, nursing management has had to shift from disease-based to person-centred care, known as precision nursing. In order to promote healthcare sustainability, the implementation of nurse-led interventions can optimise outcomes of care and reduce healthcare expenses.

Held in collaboration with the Siriraj Nurses' Alumni Association and Department of Nursing Siriraj Hospital, the conference aims to address the global burden of multimorbidity, which has impacted economies worldwide, and explore innovative approaches to care.

It will bring eminent experts in the fields of medicine and nursing from around the world to share knowledge and experiences on managing the triple burden of disease and explore innovative nursing-led solutions.

Keynote speakers include Dr Leslie D Mancuso from Jhpiego, Prof Dr Supasit Pannarunothai from Centre for Health Equity Monitoring Foundation, Prof Dr Virasakdi Chongsuvivatwong from Thaksin University, Prof Patricia Davidson from Australia's University of Wollongong, and Prof Dr Siriorn Sindhu from the Nurses' Association of Thailand.

The three-day conference will cover the following themes -- "Understanding Global Health Policy And Complexities Of Triple Burden Of Disease On Health And Well-being"; "Strategies To Manage Triple Burden Of Disease Across The Lifespan"; "Nursing Approaches And Best Practices In Managing Triple Burden Of Disease"; and "Leaders In Multidisciplinary Teams Optimising Outcomes Of Care And Alleviating The Triple Burden Of Disease".

The fee is 8,000 baht (6,000 baht for students) for Thai participants and US$700 ($550 for students) for foreign participants.

Visit ns.mahidol.ac.th/TBD2025 or call 02-441-5333 ext 2460 and 2465 or 081-804-3957.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 1-7

									7 new titles from Netflix and Prime Video
								

								Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick. 
								
NETFLIX

[image: ]

Missing You

Premieres on Jan 1

When Detective Kat Donovan matches on a dating app with the fiance who disappeared years before, she learns that some secrets are best left in the past.

[image: ]

The Red Sleeve

Premieres on Jan 1

A choice between love and freedom burdens a headstrong lady-in-waiting when a young, lovestruck king attempts to make her his mistress.

[image: ]

The Black Swindler

Premieres on Jan 1

After tragically losing his family to a swindler, Kurosaki helps other crime victims by taking on a succession of crooks at their own devious games.

[image: ]

Cunk On Life

Premieres on Jan 2

Deadpan documentarian Philomena Cunk confounds philosophers and academics in her quest to understand the meaning of life in this feature-length special.

[image: ]

Love Is Blind: Germany

Premieres on Jan 3

The experiment comes to Germany as local singles seek true love and a commitment that lasts a lifetime, all before meeting each other face-to-face.

[image: ]

When The Stars Gossip

Premieres on Jan 4

From two different worlds and with separate missions, an astronaut and a space tourist are entangled in space -- only to start falling for each other.



PRIME VIDEO

[image: ]

The Rig: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 2 

After the devastating tsunami that destroyed the Kinloch Bravo, the surviving crew are airlifted to a new secret offshore facility called the Stac, deep in the Arctic Circle. Here, the trapped crew must deal with the emotional and physical fallout of the tsunami and contend with swirling conspiracies, corporate conflicts and new threats from the dark depths of the ocean.
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									Tintin, Popeye, Hemingway among US copyrights expiring in 2025

									
								

								NEW YORK - From "A Farewell to Arms" to the cartoon character Popeye the Sailor, thousands of artistic works will enter the public domain in the United States on Wednesday.
								US copyright law expires after 95 years for books, films and other works of art, while sound recordings from 1924 will also be copyright-free.

By entering the public domain, the pieces can be copied, shared, reproduced or adapted by anyone without paying the rights owner.

This year's crop includes internationally recognized figures such as the comic character Tintin, who made his debut in a Belgian newspaper in 1929, and Popeye the Sailor, created by cartoonist Elzie Crisler Segar.

Every December, the Center for the Study of the Public Domain publishes a list of the cultural works that lose their copyright in the new year.

The center, part of the Duke University School of Law in the southeastern US state of North Carolina, makes the list available on its website for anyone to peruse.

"In past years we have celebrated an exciting cast of public domain characters: the original Mickey Mouse and Winnie-the-Pooh, and the final iterations of Sherlock Holmes from Arthur Conan Doyle's stories," center director Jennifer Jenkins wrote on its website.

"In 2025 copyright expires over more aspects of Mickey from his 1929 incarnations, along with the initial versions of Popeye and Tintin."

Among the literary works entering the US public domain on Jan 1 are the novels "The Sound and the Fury" by William Faulkner, "A Farewell to Arms" by Ernest Hemingway, "A Room of One's Own" by Virginia Woolf and the first English translation of "All Quiet on the Western Front" by the German author Erich Maria Remarque.

Films that will be in the public domain include "Blackmail", directed by Alfred Hitchcock, and "The Black Watch", the first sound film by Oscar-winning director John Ford.

Musical compositions published in 1929, such as "Bolero" by French composer Maurice Ravel and "An American in Paris" by George Gershwin, will lose their copyrights, though only recordings from 1924 or earlier will be in the public domain.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/2930971/tintin-popeye-hemingway-among-us-copyrights-expiring-in-2025
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									Your horoscope for the Year of the Snake

									
								

								Let's see how your yearly fortune for 2025 is in this annual horoscope by fortune teller Sithinart Thongmee.
								

 Aries

People born between April 14 and May 14

 Work and Finances: 2025 will be a year of transformation for your career, with significant changes that will impact your professional life in the coming years. The year begins with a powerful career phase that will last until the end of March. Make the most of this period to expand your skills and achieve your goals. If you're in business or freelancing, February to April will be especially rewarding -- provided you avoid taking unnecessary risks.

However, from April onwards, career dynamics will shift. You'll encounter new opportunities, but the momentum may not be as strong. It's essential to use discernment and avoid speculation during this period. Be particularly cautious in April and May, when career-related changes are likely. After May, your career will stabilise, but challenges may arise between July 12 and Nov 28.

 Love and Relationships: 2025 will be a year of happiness and deepening romance. If you're single, it's a great time to express your feelings to someone you admire, potentially leading to new connections. For those already in relationships, this year will strengthen your bond, with romance and memorable moments increasing.

February will be a time of unity, while in May and June, new romantic opportunities may arise. Even if work keeps you apart in August, you'll find ways to maintain closeness through messages and video calls. In October, mutual understanding with a partner may deepen, leading to a natural and reciprocal connection.

 Luck: The first quarter will bring significant changes to your financial situation, with income and expenses likely reversing. What was once a source of income may become an expense, while areas of loss may turn profitable. It's crucial to handle these shifts with care, especially in the first four months. March may see a decrease in income, while usual expenses remain steady, leading to potential financial imbalances.

May will bring several changes, including reconnections with old friends and the possibility of making new ones, though stress could accompany these shifts. Be cautious with investments -- seek expert advice to avoid costly mistakes. As the year progresses, especially in the second half, expect an increase in expenses and adjustments in work and family matters.



 Taurus

People born between May 15 and June 14

 Work and Finances: 2025 promises exciting opportunities for growth in your career and business. Early in the year, obstacles may appear as you expand your network, but hard work and persistence will eventually lead to recognition and profits. By March 29, you will begin receiving offers that could positively impact your career, including recognition in international business.

From February, new roles and responsibilities will help you grow, while April will bring notable success. August will see you working hard to refine your professional profile, which will help you meet your goals. By year's end, you'll make smart business decisions that could lead to new ventures and successes.

 Love and Relationships: In 2025, Taurus will experience growth and connection in their love lives. Whether single or committed, this year offers the chance to deepen emotional bonds. If you're single, this year could bring new love and if you're in a relationship, expect intimacy and growth in your connection.

January will bring a warm start to your relationship and June will spark excitement and romance. By September, you'll feel the value of your partner more deeply, strengthening your bond. In November, focus on supporting your partner's career, while December may offer a chance to rekindle romance with a getaway or special gesture.

 Luck: 2025 will be your strongest year in recent times, with work and personal growth accelerating. Early in the year, you may feel a shift in your thinking and approach and with determination, you'll make great strides. By March and April, you'll begin to see new gains, though unexpected expenses may arise. After May, you'll experience a more stable phase, with family and financial matters becoming more satisfying. The second half of the year will bring quicker returns and greater satisfaction in both personal and professional spheres.



 Gemini

People born between June 15 and July 16

 Work and Finances: 2025 is a year of growth and success for Gemini natives. Your enthusiasm and creativity will propel your business forward, with opportunities for lucrative investments and collaborations. Your career may require extra effort, but it will ultimately equip you with valuable skills and experience. As the year progresses, you will be presented with promotions and salary increases, thanks to the support of seniors. March will bring exciting financial gains and successful long-distance work trips. By year's end, expect respect, additional responsibility and financial prosperity.

 Love and Relationships: This year will bring exciting developments in your love life. If you're single, your unique perspective on relationships may lead to new connections, possibly turning into a meaningful relationship. For those in a relationship, 2025 will intensify romance and strengthen your emotional bond.

In January, your partner will acknowledge your needs, setting a warm tone for the year. June will bring romance and fun, while September will deepen your appreciation for your partner. In November, new social interactions may open the door to new connections, while sharing your feelings will strengthen your current relationship.

 Luck: 2025 will unfold in two distinct phases. The first phase, up to May, will be quieter, with potential challenges in confidence and efficiency. This period may prompt you to focus on personal growth and introspection. From May onwards, however, expect a significant boost in energy, confidence, and clarity, particularly in your career. You may face financial challenges early in the year due to high expenses, but as the year progresses, your career and personal life will experience positive growth. While there may be setbacks, especially in the first half, the second half of 2025 will bring stability and success.



 Cancer

People born between July 17 and August 17

 Work and Finances: Cancer people can expect career growth, success and security this year. Hard work will pay off while your confidence and determination towards your job will be on the rise which in turn increase your perseverance to achieve the goal. You might run into a chance to create a new business which not only leads to financial stability but also to a new identity.

Your creative ideas and investment plans especially in terms of technology will open the door to new opportunities and possibilities. Your talents and intelligence will be recognised by high-ranking officials which leads to career promotion and honour.

Your professional skills will be sharpened during the year. Travelling places could bring in more clients. Your business perseverance will prosper and you'll rake in more revenue and financial benefits with support from seniors. By the end of 2025, your hard work will pay off financially. Your goal will be achieved -- a significant stepping stone for your own future.

 Love and Relationships: 2025 will be full of love and emotional commitment for singles. New relationships both with old and new ones can be expected especially in February through the beginning of March. This is going to be another year of strong bond. Romantic dating and mutual experiences will strengthen your romance even further. If you are married, you will enjoy a moment of warmth and surprises. Your relationship will head towards a positive direction.

However, you might focus more on your career from March onwards, resulting in the lack of time for your loved ones which could possibly lead to stress. September will nonetheless be full of romantic moments.

 Luck: Despite personal and family concerns during the past two years, you will be luckier this year including family and couple-related luck. However, your health might deteriorate, yet you will have a better peace of mind. After February, you might run into good news on real estate and revenue. Things get even better after May where you can expect the unexpected in terms of inheritance. 

Year-end could mean new ideas and concepts which comes alongside the shift in thoughts and stable attitudes. You should seek growth and should be eager to create a new life.



 Leo

People born between Aug 18 and September 16

 Work and Finances: 2025 will bring you new career opportunities. Your hard work, determination and self-discipline will lead you to success. This is going to be a good year for entrepreneurship. You might restart a job that you once quit which allows you to learn new skills and know-how. Your capability and skills will enable you to achieve a new agreement. You might plan to expand your career in May which will be possible through appropriate collaboration. Your business will grow exponentially which in turn results in good financial status. This is a time where you career could fluctuate so be sure to work hard to earn yourself a success.

Financial support from relatives or loved ones can be expected and you might invest in new business ventures. Your credit for a purchase of land or vehicle will be approved in August. October will bring you great success in jobs that relate to the government which could alleviate your stress. What you expect from your career will be earned and you will become recognised. At the end of the year, make sure you enhance your skills so that your boss or seniors at the office impress you. Hard work dedication will bring about promotion and pay rise as you desire.

 Love and Relationships: January might not be a good time to start a new relationship. However, from February onwards, there are chances to create and strengthen a relationship. You might introduce your loved ones to your family. Travelling long distance could create a perfect bond among you two.

If you are married, you will become passionate towards your marriage. However, it is essential to maintain the right balance between your private and professional life. Your relationship with your better half will get stronger and you will become more open to each other. Feelings will be shared among the two of you which drives away loneliness.

For married couples, short-distance travelling in June and deep talks could fix any misunderstanding and strengthen the bond. Singles might run into someone special in October. By the end of the year, Leo people could reconnect with someone you they knew before which reignites old feelings and relationships.

 Luck: 2025 will be full of changes and new situations. Leo people can expect a complete change in life at the beginning of the year. The year might start with high financial pressure or a great financial loss. But from February onwards, you will suddenly gain what you lost. You will get more money while your relationship and career will turn around. Unexpected opportunities both in terms of love and career can be expected before April so be prepared.

The wind of change will blow even stronger after April. Ongoing relationship issues will be solved and career promotion can be expected. Watch out for minor health problems. May means another series of change which could create an extremely significant way of how you plan your life. Ideas of marriage and relationships will suddenly become crystal clear. You might expect a commitment or sudden marriage in 2025.

In all, this is going to be a year of changes -- more revenues, new friends, old friends reunited, family celebration, among others. Avoid or be careful when it comes to long-term decision. New cars and house renovation can be foreseen at the end of the year. Learn to be more flexible for your own happiness.



 Virgo

People born between September 17 and October 17

 Work and Finances: Virgo people will have a chance to discover their own potential. This year will see career advancement -- a result of new opportunities. New business connections will lead to great success. At the beginning of the year, however, you might need to work quite hard to earn recognition from your boss. You are likely to get promoted and will make a smart financial decision. Also you might earn good money from projects abroad.

In April, expect a great deal of business profits and a chance to change workplace. Such a change will not interrupt your career growth because of your luck. Within June, you might be part of an important business collaboration where you will meet a high-ranking officer or someone powerful. They will open the door to a business opportunity.

By the end of 2025, business travel and meetings could bring fame to your career. Your hard work and perseverance will pay off. Fame is foreseen.

 Love and Relationships: 2025 is a good time for love and marriage. If you are single, a new and exciting relationship is foreseen from March 2 to April 12 -- a good chance to create an emotional attachment to alleviate loneliness. Married couples could however expect more intimacy especially in March which could bring about positive changes in your married life. March is also a perfect time to travel and spend quality time with your loved ones. Open and honest communication will pay a pivotal role in maintaining harmony and getting rid of misunderstanding among you two. 

Married couples could expect a positive and strong direction in terms of their relationship. You will fulfil each other's need and will spend time together to strengthen your bond. Singles could expect a new romantic relationship with a significant someone in December. A short, memorable trip or dating could bring in warmth and happiness to your lives.

 Luck: 2025 will be full of hope and positive changes -- a big change that could lead everything in life to a clear focal point. Be prepared for the next change in May which could be about your career. 

You will nevertheless find yourself in a hectic position. New projects and new opportunities will come your way. While you might expect to see a long-term profit, you might also see fixed cost and rising unnecessary expenses. Avoid gambling.



 Libra

People born between October 18 and November 16

 Work and Finances: Work is good for Libra people this year. You will learn new skills which lead to career advancement. You will be handed new work opportunities which proves your career is full of changes. At the beginning of 2025, you will become enthusiastic towards your business ventures and trading. Within February, you will feel satisfied that everything is going well in terms of work. You will be recognised thanks to advice and support from seniors at the office or experts. You will have a positive perspective towards your job.

At the end of the year, you might focus on projects or deals to develop secured resources for your own future. Success in terms of career and business expansion is foreseen. Your financial status will improve despite some obstacles.

Career support and international connections can be expected in 2025. Yet from March 29 to May 29, you might run into a conflict that stems from a decision made by seniors or experts at work. 

 Love and Relationships: Open expression when it comes to feelings could strengthen the bond with your loved ones. You might see yourself grow emotionally.

But throughout the year, misunderstanding and conflicting identity could sabotage your relationship. Therefore, Libra people should express more love and appreciation towards your partner. Single people should stay patient as misunderstanding could weaken a new relationship. Married couples should find an opportunity to cultivate more romance and create bonds. Make sure to maintain the right balance between your personal and professional life.

Despite more intimacy and emotional attachment at the beginning of 2025, August and September might see some uncertainties which require you to overcome in a careful approach. In all, this is a year of growth along with obstacles. Patience and communication are however the best recipe for love.

 Luck: Luck constantly affects your career this year both qualitatively and quantitatively speaking. Despite pressure and negative thoughts, luck is still by your side and you might find yourself travelling abroad on the second half of the year. Repetitive family and legal issues are foreseen in early 2025. Health-related challenges can be expected from January to April. Be careful when it comes to your career change because such a great change could set yourself a barrier if you are not careful enough or have a clear vision for it.



 Scorpio

People born between November 17 and December 16

 Work and Finances: You will be determined to enhance your knowledge and build professional connections. Despite high competitiveness all year round, you will see great accomplishment which will highly impress your seniors at work. From March 29 to May 29, you are likely to beat all career obstacles and achieve professional growth which could lead to unexpected career success. Your financial status will get better from June 7 onwards while you might create new connections which could benefit yourself in the future.

You will travel for business quite a lot this year which could boost your self-confidence and earn you a success. Your ability to make decisions will grow. You might also expect to relocate to other towns or countries. From Oct 18 onwards, you will get very busy expanding customer base or visiting important clients. Positive results can be expected from long-term agreements or projects.

Your conflicts with colleagues will resolve after March 29 which leads to a more relaxing work atmosphere. Be prepared for the much-awaited promotion after May 29 but also be sure to think twice before deciding to make any change. After August, you might have to handle a lot of things until you barely have time for yourself. October will give you a lot of opportunities to prove your worth -- a good time for your career.

 Love and Relationships: An emotional roller-coaster can be anticipated this year. Existing relationships could develop even further while new connections could be created. 2025 should be a year dedicated to communication and patience in order to cope with conflicts that might occur in your relationship.

Singles should take a careful approach towards a new relationship. For married couples, the relationship will be strong only if both of you can maintain the right balance between personal and professional life. From August until October, avoid conflicts. Make love, not war.

 Luck: Career advancement can be expected especially when it comes from opportunities from international companies. Unexpected revenue can be anticipated from June onwards while you will also build new business connections.

2025 can be full of good and bad. Make sure you keep the right balance. And determination will be key towards your perfectly romantic life.



 Sagittarius

People born between December 17 and January 14

 Work and Finances: 2025 will be a year of career success as well as challenges for Sagittarius. Career advancement can be expected in the first quarter of the year. Your perseverance will bring you in the spotlight which also means recognition, promotion or pay rise. This period is also a good time to complete unfinished projects. From April onwards, you are likely to impress your boss and colleagues. A number of Sagittarius people will receive job promotion and salary increase. Business expansion and collaboration also brings about success.

Your friends and loved ones will show great support which enables you to beat any obstacles and reach for the stars. This provides a beautiful backdrop for business expansion after May. This is also a good time to let your leadership and potential shine. Your creativity will pay off as a job promotion or pay rise from March until September. Stay focused only on a really important project.

A work trip abroad can be expected after October which opens the door for a wider business network and more revenue. Those looking for a new job might run into an interesting offer. Business operators might also see some improvement. Despite ups and downs at the beginning of the year, situations will resolve. Creating networks will pay a significant role in your career growth, especially in summer. 

In all, it might not be a bed of roses in early 2025 but after May you will find an exciting advancement, business growth and prosperous collaboration supported by people around you. During the second half of the year, work trips abroad will expand your horizon. You will focus on the important to beat your obstacles and achieve the goal.

 Love and Relationships: Married couples might find a good start at the beginning of 2025 despite some obstacles along the way. Between mid-January to mid-February, married couples might get separated and there might be some minor conflicts during this period. Stay loyal and sincere to prevent misunderstanding. Think twice before starting any conversation to maintain peace within the family.

Things will get back on track during June and July. Love will be restored. A lot of couples might find themselves travelling on a spiritual trip or for leisure to create a meaningful moment and boost intimacy. Single people might run into someone willing to share your dream and value. Those already in a relationship should stay open and sincere when it comes to discussing something. Curb your ego and you will be able to respond to the demand of your loved ones. Couples might experience pressure from family and the society but patience and compromise will solve everything.

 Luck: This is a year of growth, adventure and self-discovery. Sagittarius people are known for their curiosity, love of freedom and enthusiastic spirits. You should therefore become bold enough to be a pioneer and grab limitless opportunities that come your way. 

If you are into big projects or job change, try moving before April or after August to avoid failures.



 Capricorn

People born between January 15 and February 13

 Work and Finances: The year 2025 holds a promising outlook for Capricorns, albeit one that demands unwavering focus and diligence. The key to success lies in persistent hard work -- there will be no room for complacency.

Early in the year, your career trajectory may feel stagnant. It is wise to avoid launching new ventures during this period. Instead, prioritise managing current responsibilities and mitigating risks. Confidence and collaboration, particularly through online networks, can serve as powerful tools to overcome challenges.

By April, workplace demands may intensify, keeping you constantly occupied. However, from April through August, support from colleagues can help ease the workload. This period is ideal for completing pending tasks, impressing superiors and potentially earning a raise. For job seekers, opportunities may arise starting September, with the latter part of the year proving favourable for new business endeavors.

 Love and Relationships: In 2025, love takes on profound significance for Capricorn. Your charisma and confidence at the year's start will draw people towards you, making it an excellent time for creative collaborations or budding romances. However, a hectic schedule might limit time with family, though mutual support will keep bonds strong.

March brings a boost to your social standing, enhancing your sense of pride and connection. April and June may present unpredictability in relationships, potentially leading to mental stress or misunderstandings. Maintaining patience and avoiding overreactions will be crucial. May, on the other hand, offers warmth and positivity, presenting an opportunity to resolve conflicts and strengthen ties.

From July to September, marital harmony takes centre stage, with August proving particularly rewarding for newlyweds or those expanding their families. Planning a getaway or future milestones with your spouse can be fulfilling. Singles may encounter exciting new relationships but should remain adaptable to foster growth.

 Luck: Capricorns will experience a surge of transformative energy and unexpected opportunities in 2025. Clarity about long-term goals will inspire steady progress rather than impulsive decisions. By November, patience and careful planning will yield success in key endeavours. This year invites you to harness your determination, making significant strides towards cherished dreams.



 Aquarius

People born between February 14 and March 13

 Work and Finances: Aquarius, 2025 begins with moderate achievements that gradually build momentum. Your relentless efforts will eventually attract recognition and success, particularly in private-sector roles. Early in the year, perseverance is essential, but by midyear, significant rewards will follow.

Software professionals may find mid-2025 especially promising, with prospects for overseas assignments. However, remain vigilant against office politics and prioritise maintaining a stellar reputation. Government employees can expect acknowledgement for their dedication, while entrepreneurs may find this year favourable for launching ventures, especially solo projects.

Financially, investments in electronics and stocks could yield gains after May, but caution is advised against risky partnerships or extravagant spending. The latter part of the year, particularly from September onwards, will see enhanced financial stability and career growth. Smart strategies will outshine mere hard work, making it crucial to plan meticulously.

 Love and Relationships: This year brings happiness, peace, and a harmonious family life. Auspicious events may add new members to your family, while relationships with siblings and your mother thrive. However, pay close attention to your father's health. His wisdom will guide you through challenges and his career advancement will elevate your family's societal standing.

The first half of the year may see minor conflicts in relationships, but patience and transparency will help maintain stability. February offers a chance to deepen bonds with your partner, while singles may find new love, potentially within academic or professional settings. The second half of the year enhances family unity, with opportunities for growth, celebrations and even new arrivals.

Despite occasional busy schedules or differing opinions within the family, harmony and love will prevail. Romantic connections will deepen as the year progresses, with spring proving ideal for meaningful commitments. Though summer may bring challenges, perseverance will lead to more fulfilling relationships by year-end.

 Luck: Aquarians will experience a blend of tranquillity and dynamic energy in 2025, fostering both personal and professional growth. January's invigorating energy will reignite your creative spark, encouraging you to pursue dreams with renewed enthusiasm. Midyear travel or educational pursuits may bring profound insights, while the latter months will reward strategic risk-takers. October requires attention to health, urging you to balance exertion with care. Overall, this year offers ample opportunities to realign and flourish.



 Pisces

People born between March 14 and April 13

 Work and Finances: Pisces, the year begins with breakthroughs in your career. Job seekers can expect favourable outcomes, and professionals across fields will gain the support of colleagues and superiors, setting a positive tone for 2025.

April to September is an excellent period for entrepreneurs, offering opportunities for expansion and profitable collaborations. However, success will require more than sheer effort -- strategic thinking and adaptability will be key. As workplace dynamics improve after May, your confidence will grow, though large-scale investments should be deferred. Mid-October to mid-November promises career advancement, possibly through promotions or new responsibilities.

By year-end, professional and financial stability will solidify. Property management and transportation-related investments may yield benefits. Despite early challenges, consistent effort and strategic planning will make 2025 a year of progress and success.

 Love and Relationships: Marital bliss marks the start of the year for Pisces. From January through March, harmonious communication and mutual understanding will foster a romantic atmosphere. After mid-April, relationships will grow brighter, though challenges may surface from May to October. Remaining calm and avoiding unnecessary disputes will strengthen bonds during this time.

As the year progresses, the emphasis will shift towards nurturing family connections. The period after May 14 is especially conducive to unity and joy, benefiting both children's health and education. For couples planning to expand their families, mid-May onwards is a favourable time. Additionally, children of marriageable age may find their life partners, adding to familial joy.

For singles, June may bring delightful encounters, while those in relationships can enhance their emotional and spiritual connections. The latter half of the year invites love, laughter, and harmony into your home, making 2025 a year of deepened bonds and shared happiness.

 Luck: Pisces will find 2025 to be a year of transformation, marked by strategic decisions and fruitful collaborations. The month of May encourages travel and intellectual growth, while financial prospects brighten in the second half of the year. October may pose minor health challenges, so prioritising self-care is essential. As the year progresses, your perseverance will pave the way for both professional achievements and personal fulfilment.
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									World-Class Celebration at centralwOrld, Times Square of Asia, Shines as a Global Landmark

									Welcoming 2025 in the Heart of Bangkok with People from Around the Globe
								

								Central Pattana plc, Thailand's no.1 one real estate developer and operator of Central shopping centers nationwide, presents the sensational celebrations of 'CentralwOrld Bangkok Countdown 2025-The Original' at centralwOrld, the ultimate global landmark in the heart of Bangkok, the 'Times Square of Asia', highlighting its reputation as the number one world's entertainment countdown for over two decades.
								The event gathers together hundreds of thousands of people to record a historic moment to bid farewell to the old year and to welcome in the New Year 2025 in a spectacular atmosphere with over 10,000 fireworks and messages to the world via the world's largest panOramix screen, raising awareness of sustainability, equality and peace. Enjoy many special highlights including 'Countdown Angels' Ling-Orm and Freen-Becky in addition to popular artists such as PP-Krit, Billkin-Putthipong, Nont Tanont, JAYLERR x Ice Paris and top-charting artists such as BUS because of you I shine, PROXIE, ZeeNunew, PiXXiE, and 4EVE, and meet with Opal Suchata, Miss Universe Thailand 2024 for the first time on the New Year countdown stage.

Celebrate the New Year countdown together  in centralwOrld Bangkok Countdown 2025-the original, supported by leading public and private sector partners, including, the Tourism Authority of Thailand, Bangkok Metropolitan Administration, Royal Thai Police, Galderma (Thailand) Co., Ltd., Better Way International Co., Ltd., Toyota Motor Thailand Co., Ltd., Advanced Wireless Network Co., Ltd., Thai Honda Co., Ltd., Chang Mineral Water, Coca-Cola (Thailand) Co., Grab Thailand , Focus Media (Thailand) Co., Ltd., The1, Plan B and Channel 3 HD.

Mr. Chanavat Uahwatanasakul, Chief Development and Commercial Officer, Central Pattana plc, said: "For over two decades, Central Pattana has initiated the New Year countdown and this year marks our 24th countdown event. We are the original host for the New Year countdown as the 'Times Square of Asia', where people come to celebrate this historic moment together on a landmark that accommodates more than 250,000 people in the heart of the city, creating memorable New Year countdown moments. This year, we are highlighting our reputation as the ultimate countdown entertainment of all time, with the world's first countdown that includes Digital Art Toys and non-stop fun from a lineup of over 100 top artists. In addition to Thailand, centralwOrld will share countdown moments with people from around the world on the Times Square, New York screen for the 6th consecutive year to ensure that everyone enjoys a great time together. This is to ensure that the beginning of 2025 is filled with smiles and happiness and Central Pattana's shopping centers serve as a space of happiness for both Thai people and all visitors, nationwide."

Enjoy non-stop entertainment with foremost Asian sensation artists, led by five very popular Headliners: PP-Krit and Billkin-Putthipong, artists who always leave a wonderful lasting impression on every stage, Nont Tanont with his powerful voice and captivating hit songs, JAYLERR x Ice Paris, the hottest duo of the year, in addition to Rising Stars such as ZeeNunew, two rising stars, PiXXiE, an adorable girl group with very catchy pop songs and T-Pop blockbuster hits such as BUS because of you I shine, PROXIE, the talented boy band, and 4EVE, the top girl group who never disappoint their fans. Meet with The Master artists in the music industry such as Tattoo Colour with their all-time hit songs, UrboyTJ, a cool rapper and Tree Man Down with their very own unique music style. In addition, the event will feature special performances by centralwOrld Countdown Angels, led by Freen Sarocha and Becky Rebecca, a perfect fan-preferred couple who bring happiness and inspiration to their fans, in addition to LingLing Sirilak and Orm Kornnaphat with their powerful positive energy. Meet with Opal Suchata, Miss Universe Thailand 2024 for the very first time on the New Year countdown stage.

Enjoy the most magnificent firework show in five sets under the concept of 'Wheel'

1. 'WHEEL OF DREAMS': Dreams are our key driving force that spark hope and create new goals in life; they are a fresh new start that bring happiness and help to inspire  us all.

2. 'WHEEL OF ODYSSEY': Life's odyssey is not only about moving forward, but also about creating memories and collecting new experiences to help develop oneself; every little happy moment we find along the way of life.

3. 'WHEEL OF POETIC': Inspiration is a precious power that leads us to find new opportunities in life through beautiful and memorable moments; happy moments that are imprinted in our memory.

4. 'WHEEL OF EVOLUTION': Growth is about being open to new possibilities and creating a variety of colors to our life; the happy moments that come with steady progress in all of our lives.

5. 'WHEELS OF WONDERS': The conclusion of the happy story throughout the past year; we have created special moments that are full of memories and energy that help keep the magic of life continuing endlessly.
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