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        Shocked LA residents survey fire damage, brace for more
        LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Shell-shocked Los Angeles residents on Thursday surveyed the devastation from wind-whipped fires that have engulfed entire neighborhoods and claimed at least five lives, as forecasters warned of further dangerous conditions.

      

      
        Musk draws ire because 'isn't left-wing': Italy's Meloni
        ROME - Italy's far-right prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, said on Thursday Elon Musk's political interventions only caused outrage because he wasn't left-wing -- and that foreigners had been interfering in Italian politics for years.

      

      
        Chinese rob compatriots of B13m in crypto exchange fraud in Bangkok
        Three Chinese people filed separate complaints with Bangkok police on Thursday evening that they lost a total of 13 million baht in cash while exchanging it for cryptocurrency.

      

      
        2 more Chinese nationals missing near Thai-Myanmar border
        Thai police were launching a fact-finding investigation into the disappearance of two more Chinese nationals -- a male model and a woman -after their relatives sought help.

      

      
        5 wellness retreat trends in 2025, from sexual healing and psychedelics to horse therapy
        A fully immersive wellness retreat can be hugely therapeutic. It was for 43-year-old life and business coach Lynda Williams, who in 2023 returned to Britain after 14 years living in Singapore.

      

      
        Philippines reports outbreak of H5N2 bird flu in backyard ducks
        PARIS - The Philippines reported an outbreak of highly pathogenic H5N2 bird flu among backyard ducks, the World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) said on Thursday.

      

      
        Macau casino operator opens Thai office
        Melco Resorts &amp; Entertainment, an operator of casinos in Macau, plans to invest in integrated resorts and hotels in Thailand, banking on the country's robust tourism industry and culture --- and approval of legalised gambling.

      

      
        Activist challenges Orange Line environmental report
        Activist Srisuwan Janya is seeking a court injunction to suspend the ongoing construction of the Orange Line western extension, saying the commuter rail project was approved despite not meeting the environmental impact assessment (EIA) standard.

      

      
        Dog mauls owner to death
        SARABURI - An elderly man has died after being savagely attacked by his dog at the family home in Kaeng Khoi district of this central province.

      

      
        Thai corporate bond sales to drop for third year on weak economy
        Corporate bond sales in Thailand may drop for a third straight year as the asset class faces mounting distress amid a weak economic outlook, according to the Thai Bond Market Association.
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                                LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Shell-shocked Los Angeles residents on Thursday surveyed the devastation from wind-whipped fires that have engulfed entire neighborhoods and claimed at least five lives, as forecasters warned of further dangerous conditions.
Several blazes were still burning out of control, with zero percent containment of fires in upscale Pacific Palisade and the northern suburb of Altadena -- which have both been incinerated.

"Altadena is just devastated," said Judy Chu, the US congresswoman representing the region, who visited an evacuation center where 1,000 displaced residents sought shelter.

"They are numb. They don't know what they will return to once this fire is contained," she told local news KTLA.

Over 130,000 people across the western US metropolis remained under evacuation orders as meteorologists warned that "critical" windy and dry conditions, though abated, were not over.

"Significant fire growth remains likely with ongoing or new fires" throughout Thursday and into Friday, said a National Weather Service bulletin.

But there was some good news for Hollywood, the historic home of the movie industry.

Residents were sent scrambling Wednesday night when a fire broke out in the adjacent hills.

But evacuation orders were lifted Thursday morning, after emergency workers succeeded in dousing the so-called Sunset Fire.

"Fortunately, the Sunset Fire is under control," said Margaret Stewart, a spokeswoman for the Los Angeles City Fire Department.

"We had multiple helicopters continuously dropping (water). And within an hour, a bulk of the fire had been knocked down," she said.

- Multi-million dollar homes -

Fast-moving flames fanned by powerful winds have leveled more than 2,000 structures, many of them multi-million dollar homes in a tragedy that the US media describe as the worst in the city's history.

Millions of Angelenos have watched in horror as blazes have erupted around America's second biggest city, sparking panic and fear.

Winds with gusts up to 100 miles (160 kilometers) an hour spread the fire around the ritzy Pacific Palisades neighborhood with lightning speed.

At least 17,000 acres (6,900 hectares) burned there, with 1,000 homes and businesses razed.

A separate 10,600-acre (4,300-hectare) fire was burning around Altadena, north of the city, where flames tore through suburban streets.

Los Angeles County Sheriff Robert Luna said five people were known to have perished, with more deaths feared.

- Lost everything -

Among those who died was 66-year-old Victor Shaw, whose sister said he had ignored pleas to leave as the fire swept through Altendena because he wanted to protect their home.

"When I went back in and yelled out his name, he didn't reply back," Shari Shaw said.

"I had to get out because the embers were so big and flying like a firestorm that I had to save myself."

Shaw's body was found by a friend on the driveway of his razed home, a garden hose in his hand.

William Gonzales got out alive, but his Altadena home was gone.

"We have lost practically everything; the flames have consumed all our dreams," he told AFP.

Ride-hailing companies Uber and Lyft are offering evacuating residents free rides to shelter locations.

Pasadena fire chief Chad Augustin hailed the bravery of first responders.

"Our death count today would be significantly higher without their heroic actions," Augustin told reporters.

President Joe Biden canceled a trip to Italy this week to focus on the federal response to the fires, and is due to address the nation later Thursday.

His incoming successor Donald Trump blamed the California governor Gavin Newsom for the devastation, calling on him to resign. "This is all his fault," Trump said on his Truth social platform.

- Climate crisis -

Wildfires are part of life in the US West and play a vital role in nature.

But scientists say human-caused climate change is altering weather patterns.

Southern California had two decades of drought that were followed by two exceptionally wet years, which sparked furious vegetative growth -- leaving the region packed with fuel and primed to burn -- and then has had no significant rain for eight months.
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                                ROME - Italy's far-right prime minister, Giorgia Meloni, said on Thursday Elon Musk's political interventions only caused outrage because he wasn't left-wing -- and that foreigners had been interfering in Italian politics for years.
Meloni, head of the post-Fascist Brothers of Italy party, said Musk was exercising his right to free speech. Instead, she accused powerful people on the left of political interference, including billionaire financier and philanthropist George Soros.

Musk -- a billionaire ally of US President-elect Donald Trump who is set for a role in the incoming administration -- has provoked fury across Europe with a string of attacks on the continent's leaders, including German Chancellor Olaf Scholz and UK Prime Minister Keir Starmer.

Meloni rejected a suggestion that Musk's comments on his X social network constituted "dangerous interference".

"The problem is when wealthy people use their resources to finance parties, associations and political exponents all over the world to influence the political choices of nation states", Meloni told reporters at a yearly press conference.

"That's not what Musk is doing," she insisted.

"Elon Musk financed an election campaign in his country, by his candidate, in a system in which, by the way, I would point out that this is quite common," she said.

"But I am not aware of Elon Musk financing parties, associations or political exponents around the world.

"This, for example, is what George Soros does," Meloni alleged.

"And yes, I consider that to be dangerous interference in the affairs of nation states and in their sovereignty," she said.

Reviled by conservatives, and often the target of anti-Semitic conspiracies, Soros used wealth amassed as a financier in the 1970s and 80s to create the Open Society Foundations (OSF), which support a broad arrange of causes and NGOs worldwide, ranging from good-governance and democracy-building programmes to liberal public policy initiatives.

He has been a major donor during US elections but does not own a social media network or hold a position in government.

- 'Not left-wing' -

"Is the problem that Elon Musk is influential and rich or that he is not left-wing?" queried Meloni, who has described Musk as a "genius".

She slammed "those who until yesterday described exponents of big finance -- who often bet against nation states, who finance exponents of political associations -- as fine, as philanthropy".

Meloni said she had not taken any money from Musk, "unlike those who have taken it from Soros".

She has denied media reports that her government is on the cusp of signing a giant, and controversial, cybersecurity deal with Musk's company SpaceX.

Meloni said she refrained from commenting on other countries' domestic politics herself but had herself repeatedly been the victim of attacks.

She compared "left-wing" outrage over Musk's vocal support for the extreme-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) ahead of elections there, with "left-wing" silence over what she said was "interference" by top German politicians in Italy's 2022 general election.

Twice during the press conference Meloni referred to Musk as Donald Trump by mistake.

Musk's political initiatives are intimately linked to his economic interests, experts suggest.

He is an enthusiastic supporter of Meloni -- Italy's most right-wing leader since 1945.
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                                Three Chinese people filed separate complaints with Bangkok police on Thursday evening that they lost a total of 13 million baht in cash while exchanging it for cryptocurrency.
One case happened at a house on Pracharat Bampen 12 Road in Huai Khwang district at 3.30pm.

Pol Col Prasopchok Iampinit, chief of the Huai Khwang police station, said that a Chinese man, identified as Huang Guang, complained that a group of three Chinese compatriots snatched his bag containing 5 million baht in cash and fled the scene in a Toyota Alphard van while he was exchanging the cash for cryptocurrency. He tried to follow the gang on a motorcycle taxi but to no avail.

Police found that the white Toyota Alphard van belonged to Zhenkun Cai who lived at a house on Yenjit Road in Sathon district.

Police searched the house and found a bag containing 5 million baht in cash there.

Almost at the same time, two Chinese men took 8 million baht in cash to G Tower building in Phraram 9 area to have it exchanged for cryptocurrency with a group of four compatriots.

Both sides had a middleman who claimed to do the transaction for them.

The group of four snatched the cash while claiming that they already transferred their cryptocurrency to the middleman. The other side told Huai Khwang police that they did not receive the allegedly transferred digital money, Pol Col Prasopchok said.
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                                Thai police were launching a fact-finding investigation into the disappearance of two more Chinese nationals - a male model and a woman -after their relatives sought help.
Pol Gen Thatchai Pitaneelaboot, inspector-general with the Royal Thai Police Office (RTPO), said foreign media had reported the disappearance of Chinese model Yang Zeqi, who went missing near the Thai-Myanmar border. 

The incident was similar to that of Chinese actor Wang Xing, who went missing last week in the same area and was trafficked to a scam centre in Myawaddy.

Wang, 31, also known by his stage name Xing Xing, safely returned to Thailand.

Pol Gen Thatchai said Yang's relatives posted about his disappearance on social media and sought help. Police were launching an investigation, he said.


[image: ]

Before he went missing, the inspector-general said, Yang received a message on WeChat that said he had passed an audition for a movie. He boarded flight VZ 3719 from Beijing on Dec 20 to Suvarnabhumi airport, arriving at 6.16am. He took a car from the airport and later switched to another vehicle as arranged by a "film crew team", which took him to the border. On Dec 21, he sent a message to a friend saying he felt "sad".

On Dec 29, he made a video call to his mother while wearing black and sitting on a chair with his hands on a table. Despite saying he was safe, he had injuries to his eyes. His phone was then turned off.

After receiving the video call, relatives immediately filed a complaint with Chinese police and contacted the Chinese embassies in Thailand and Myanmar to seek help.

Authorities were also looking for a Chinese woman identified as Wu Jiaqi, 21, after her father Wu Weidong sought help from Pol Gen Kitrat Phanphet, the national police chief.

After Ms Jiaqi arrived in Thailand on Jan 6, friends and family were unable to contact her. A complaint was filed with police at Suvarnabhumi airport on Jan 8.

Pol Gen Thatchai said police were examining closed-circuit television cameras along the route from the airport and other spots for clues as to her whereabouts.
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									5 wellness retreat trends in 2025, from sexual healing and psychedelics to horse therapy

									
								

								A fully immersive wellness retreat can be hugely therapeutic. It was for 43-year-old life and business coach Lynda Williams, who in 2023 returned to Britain after 14 years living in Singapore.
								Following the end of a relationship in 2024, Williams decided to take her heartbreak into her own hands and checked into a five-night retreat in Greece, at Euphoria Retreat in Mystras, joining its Emotional Harmony programme.

"I've always believed healing starts from the head and heart and the rest follows," she says.

She describes the "emotional knots" that were released with a Thai yogic massage, personalised energy treatments, sound healing and water therapies ranging from cold-water immersion to flotation sessions with whale and dolphin acoustics.

"I returned feeling balanced, nurtured, at peace and ready to tackle the rest of the year," she says.

The start of the year is a good time to reflect on one's wellness and mental health, and 2025 is set to see more wellness travellers than ever. According to research from luxury travel agency network Virtuoso and market research group YouGov, 21 per cent of people travelling are doing so for health- and wellness-driven reasons.

That number is expected to grow, with 29 per cent of global travellers expressing interest in wellness travel in the future.

Here we look at five types of wellness retreats that are trending.

1. Sexual healing, tantra and intimacy

[image: ]

More retreats are popping up dedicated to improving libido and sexual well-being, which are less taboo than they once were. They focus on physical, emotional and psychological aspects, and on hormone function.

Women can tone their pelvic floor in an Emsella chair, which involves sitting in a wide-legged stance, fully clothed, while the chair induces nearly 12,000 painless pelvic-floor muscle contractions. Men with erectile dysfunction might have therapy that delivers mild shock waves that assist in the growth of new blood vessels.

"Sexual wellness is an extension of the general state of health," says Dr Rafael Navas, an expert in integrative and hormonal health at SHA Wellness Clinic in Spain.

He adds that sexual health is interconnected with cardiovascular health, the presence of chronic low-grade inflammation and metabolic balance.

Where to do it:

Event venue Broughton Sanctuary in Yorkshire, UK, is hosting a new Tantra Consciousness programme focused on exploring sexual connection and desire in June 2025.

SHA Wellness Clinic has launched a unit dedicated to the study and restoration of sexual well-being through its Sexual Wellbeing package, available at its resorts in Spain and Mexico.

2. Equine retreats

Horses are sensitive creatures and their calming presence can prove therapeutic for those with mental health issues, such as trauma recovery, stress disorders and PTSD.

"I was particularly moved by a gentle mare named Bindi, whose calm and grounded energy resonated deeply," says Dervla Louli, founder of a retreat travel platform, who recently visited an equine retreat at the Nihi Sumba hotel in Indonesia.

"Swimming with horses at sunrise and magical sunset rides along pristine beaches offer moments of pure bliss."

In October 2024, Nihi brought in renowned "horse whisperer" Carol Sharpe, known as the Ibu Ndara Sumba ("horse mother of Sumba"), to run the retreat.

Meanwhile, in the heart of London's Richmond Park, an equine psychotherapy clinic is gaining a celebrity following.

Operation Centaur, founded in 2002 by professor Andreas Liefooghe and backed by fashion designer Stella McCartney and The Chopra Foundation, runs programmes at the park while offering longer, personalised retreats in locations such as Barbados and Morocco.

Where to do it:

Nihi Sumba, Indonesia, is offering two equine retreats in 2025: the Equine Intuitive Awareness Retreat in February and the Harmonising Horsemanship retreat in May and June.

In the US, Canyon Ranch in California offers healing experiences with certified Equus Coach Ciara West.

Operation Centaur has a retreat at Raha in Essaouira, Morocco, in mid-September.

3. Fertility enhancement

[image: ]

The latest research from the World Health Organization indicates that one in six of the global adult population experiences infertility. Pollutants, unhealthy lifestyles, stress and later parenthood all upset hormone balance and are among factors to blame.

Many retreats now offer specific packages for those preparing for conception, struggling to conceive - perhaps because of endocrinal disorders - or undertaking IVF (in vitro fertilisation).

"If conception is equated to planting a seed, wellness care is like nurturing the soil, increasing the seed's chances of survival," says Dr Tipatat Junhasavasdikul, the medical director at Bangkok-based wellness centre RAKxa.

The centre's approach focuses on the spleen, which in traditional Chinese medicine is essential for nutrition digestion and immune support. Tests such as the Food IgG Intolerance Lab Test check gut health; if abnormalities are discovered, specific therapies can help women prepare for parenting, especially those undergoing IVF.

Where to do it:

RAKxa Integrative Wellness in Bangkok offers bespoke fertility packages.

The Ananda in the Himalayas hotel recently launched an Ayurvedic fertility enhancement programme and is also hosting a new fertility enhancement programme in partnership with midwife fertility expert Zita West in June.

The programme must be done for 21 or 14 days minimum and for women, it is ideal to join the programme on the third day of their menstrual cycle or after their periods to schedule the therapies based on the phase of the cycle.

4. Psychedelic retreats

[image: ]


That psychedelics can help treat a range of ailments from PTSD to addiction, stress and more is increasingly accepted, with convincing clinical research carried out by institutions such as Johns Hopkins University and Imperial College London.

Psychedelic retreats are growing in profile as a result, usually multi-day programmes in groups where guests are administered psychoactive substances to improve their mental health, usually interspersed with yoga, meditation and talk therapy.

Where to do it:

Beckley Retreats is offering communal psychedelic retreats in Jamaica and the Netherlands in 2025 with a five-day minimum stay.

Tandava Retreats offers luxury retreats in Mexico using the tryptamine 5-MeO-DMT compound known as the "God Molecule", which occurs naturally in various plants and secretions of the Bufo Alvarius toad and is reported to create a feeling of connection with the universe.

5. Contrast therapy (ice and heat)

[image: ]

Contrast therapy, alternating between hot and cold temperatures, was thought to have first been used by ancient Greeks as a way of improving circulation, reducing inflammation and enhancing cardiovascular strength. But its practice is now starting to creep into cities where its benefits are needed most.

The Hooke Fitness gym in London recently launched Mayfair's only cold plunge bath and hot sauna session.

The Monk studio in London has created the world's first "smart" ice bath, which is temperature-controlled and can integrate your plunges with your wearable devices.

Laura Fullerton, Monk's founder and CEO, says: "Cold exposure has been transformative for me as an entrepreneur - it's my ultimate stress reset, delivering clarity, energy and resilience."

Where to do it:

Hooke Fitness offers a 30-minute session for PS50 (US$62).

Euphoria Retreat in Greece offers Kneipp therapy and Finnish sauna.

The Original Mayr resort in Austria offers Kneipp therapy, cryotherapy and sauna, as well as wild swimming in Lake Worthesee, considered one of the cleanest lakes in Europe.

Like what you read? Follow SCMP Lifestyle onFacebook,XandInstagram. You can also sign up for our eNewsletterhere.

This article originally appeared in the South China Morning Post (SCMP). 
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                  Philippines reports outbreak of H5N2 bird flu in backyard ducks                

                              

                                PARIS - The Philippines reported an outbreak of highly pathogenic H5N2 bird flu among backyard ducks, the World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) said on Thursday.
The virus was detected in 15 out of 428 backyard ducks in the Camarines Norte province, the Paris-based WOAH said in a report citing Philippine authorities.

The outbreak occurred in November and was confirmed in December, it said.

Highly pathogenic avian influenza, commonly called bird flu, has spread around the globe in the past years, leading to the culling of hundreds of millions of poultry.

The H5N2 strain is different from the one that has led to the death of a man in the United States. 
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                  Macau casino operator opens Thai office                

                Melco bullish on prospects for tourism and entertainment market growth in Thailand
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                                Melco Resorts & Entertainment, an operator of casinos in Macau, plans to invest in integrated resorts and hotels in Thailand, banking on the country's robust tourism industry and culture -- and approval of legalised gambling.
Thailand is a top tourism country with great hospitality and a unique culture, said Lawrence Ho, chairman and chief executive of Melco.

Season 3 of the globally popular HBO TV series The White Lotus should help make Thailand a top destination this year, he said.

Speaking at a Thailand Creative Culture Agency (THACCA) event this week, Mr Ho said the company set up a new office in Bangkok to explore new opportunities and collaboration.

He said Melco is awaiting clarity on investment regulations from the government in terms of entertainment complexes with casinos to better determine the size and budget for any projects it undertakes.

Large cities such as Bangkok and Phuket offer great potential for such projects, said Mr Ho.

A Thai government committee is currently deciding how many casino complexes will be built in the country. When a number is decided, it will present the matter to the cabinet for approval, as required under the current version of a bill that would clear the way for legalised gambling.

Melco operates six integrated resorts in Macau, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Cyprus, attracting 21 million visitors in total last year.

Mr Ho said visitors to its resorts typically stay 30% longer and spend 3-4 times more than at resorts operated by competitors thanks to Melco's entertainment, culture and content.

Tourism in Asia should continue to grow this year, said Mr Ho.

Melco is partnering with THACCA to launch "Global Soft Power Talks", which will bring global creative experts to Thailand for a forum on NBT TV on Feb 24.

The event will features creative experts from five industries -- culinary, branding, design, architecture and performing arts -- highlighted by Alain Ducasse, who has received 21 Michelin stars, and Mathieu Lehanneur, who designed the Paris 2024 Olympic torch.

The partnership offers a three-month intensive training programme for five selected Thai students with these experts in the US, UK, Italy, France and Macau.

Surapong Suebwonglee, chairman of the National Soft Power Development Committee, said Thai soft power has strong potential to grow, but in past years was not developed as it should have been.

He said elevating soft power requires collaboration with world-class foreign experts, not only basic skills training.

The committee targets reskilling and upskilling more than 20 million people by 2027.

The committee plans to train 5,000 chefs this year, while 400 Muay Thai gyms are open to train more than 100,000 people.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2936421/macau-casino-operator-opens-thai-office



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Activist challenges Orange Line environmental report                

                Srisuwan Janya files complaint with court against parties that approved rail line extension
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                                Activist Srisuwan Janya is seeking a court injunction to suspend the ongoing construction of the Orange Line western extension, saying the commuter rail project was approved despite not meeting the environmental impact assessment (EIA) standard.
Mr Srisuwan, in his capacity as president of the Stop Global Warming Association that he founded two decades ago, submitted his petition to the Central Administrative Court on Chaeng Watthana Road in Bangkok on Thursday.

Once the country's most prolific petitioner, Mr Srisuwan has kept a low profile since he was arrested in January last year on a charge of trying to extort money from a civil servant in exchange for dropping a corruption allegation. He denies the charge and prosecutors have still not decided whether to indict him.

His latest petition names the governor of the Mass Rapid Transit Authority of Thailand, the Bangkok governor and the committee of specialists reviewing the EIA report, under the National Environment Board.

They are accused of dereliction of duty, given their roles in approving the construction of the mass-transit line extension from Taling Chan to the Thailand Cultural Centre.

The review committee approved the EIA report on April 2, 2021 and it was endorsed by the environment board on Dec 17 the same year, said Mr Srisuwan.

Approval was given despite the fact that the plan to demolish three flyovers in Bangkok was not included. Consequently, there was no mention of a plan for preventing and correcting the environmental impact of the demolition work, as required under the National Environment Act, he said.

As well, when plans for one station were scrapped along with a planned section stretching 3.1 kilometres, the project failed to submit a revised EIA report, said Mr Srisuwan.

And because the 365 large trees along the extension route were not removed for nurturing and replanting properly, as stated in the approved EIA report, they apparently were dying out, he added.
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                Daughter discovers body of 84-year-old victim with dog chained nearby in Saraburi home
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                                SARABURI - An elderly man has died after being savagely attacked by his dog at the family home in Kaeng Khoi district of this central province.
The badly mauled body of 84-year-old Khan (surname not given) was found on Thursday by his daughter, Tim, on the ground floor of his two-storey home in the Din Sor Pong community of tambon Thap Kwang.

Close by was the family dog, a cross between a Thai breed and a pitbull, called Jao Dam, chained to a pole. The dog was barking furiously.

The bloodied body was missing part of the right arm, while his left arm and torso had multiple bite marks.

According to rescue workers from the Ruam Katanyu Foundation who attended the scene, Khan's personal belongings were scattered all over the ground floor, suggesting a desperate struggle before his death.

Khan was estimated to have died at least 24 hours before his body was found by his daughter. He also had 7,000 baht in cash in his pockets.

Authorities are searching for the missing limb.

Prayong, 52, Khan's son, said the male dog was about five years old and had been raised by his father since it was a puppy.

He said he believed the dog attacked his father while it was on the chain. It turned violent, possibly from having been restrained for a long time.  

The victim's daughter said she had no idea when the attack took place. She found her father dead when she went to visit him on Thursday morning.

Khan was living with his eldest son, who suffers from a mental disorder, she added.
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                                Corporate bond sales in Thailand may drop for a third straight year as the asset class faces mounting distress amid a weak economic outlook, according to the Thai Bond Market Association.
Sales are unlikely to exceed 900 billion baht in 2025, compared with 913 billion baht last year, said Ariya Tiranaprakij, executive vice president of the association. This would mark the third year of decline after the total reached a record 1.26 trillion baht in 2022, according to TBMA's data.

The projections come as growth in Southeast Asia's second-biggest economy lags behind neighbours like Indonesia and Malaysia. High levels of household debt are crimping consumer spending and new investments. A majority of Thais expect the domestic economy to be sluggish or for the slowdown to worsen this year, according to the National Institute of Development Administration's opinion poll released on Jan 5.

"There will be more companies requesting more payment delays as the weak economy has really affected their financial health," Ms Ariya said at a press conference Thursday.

In addition, regulators have been tightening oversight on companies' bond sales, making it harder for those with below investment-grade ratings, or without assessed creditability, to issue new debt securities, she said.

Sales of new high-yield bonds last year slumped 49% to 55 billion baht, leading the decline in overall domestic corporate bond sales, according to Ms Ariya. 

"Most investors are still shunning risky bonds of issuers with low credit ratings," she said.

About 893 billion baht of existing corporate bonds will mature in 2025, according to Ms Ariya. Most of that will be able to be refinanced as the issuers have strong credit ratings, she said. 
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                                Thai police were launching a fact-finding investigation into the disappearance of two more Chinese nationals - a male model and a woman -after their relatives sought help.
Pol Gen Thatchai Pitaneelaboot, inspector-general with the Royal Thai Police Office (RTPO), said foreign media had reported the disappearance of Chinese model Yang Zeqi, who went missing near the Thai-Myanmar border. 

The incident was similar to that of Chinese actor Wang Xing, who went missing last week in the same area and was trafficked to a scam centre in Myawaddy.

Wang, 31, also known by his stage name Xing Xing, safely returned to Thailand.

Pol Gen Thatchai said Yang's relatives posted about his disappearance on social media and sought help. Police were launching an investigation, he said.


[image: ]

Before he went missing, the inspector-general said, Yang received a message on WeChat that said he had passed an audition for a movie. He boarded flight VZ 3719 from Beijing on Dec 20 to Suvarnabhumi airport, arriving at 6.16am. He took a car from the airport and later switched to another vehicle as arranged by a "film crew team", which took him to the border. On Dec 21, he sent a message to a friend saying he felt "sad".

On Dec 29, he made a video call to his mother while wearing black and sitting on a chair with his hands on a table. Despite saying he was safe, he had injuries to his eyes. His phone was then turned off.

After receiving the video call, relatives immediately filed a complaint with Chinese police and contacted the Chinese embassies in Thailand and Myanmar to seek help.

Authorities were also looking for a Chinese woman identified as Wu Jiaqi, 21, after her father Wu Weidong sought help from Pol Gen Kitrat Phanphet, the national police chief.

After Ms Jiaqi arrived in Thailand on Jan 6, friends and family were unable to contact her. A complaint was filed with police at Suvarnabhumi airport on Jan 8.

Pol Gen Thatchai said police were examining closed-circuit television cameras along the route from the airport and other spots for clues as to her whereabouts.
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                                Melco Resorts & Entertainment, an operator of casinos in Macau, plans to invest in integrated resorts and hotels in Thailand, banking on the country's robust tourism industry and culture -- and approval of legalised gambling.
Thailand is a top tourism country with great hospitality and a unique culture, said Lawrence Ho, chairman and chief executive of Melco.

Season 3 of the globally popular HBO TV series The White Lotus should help make Thailand a top destination this year, he said.

Speaking at a Thailand Creative Culture Agency (THACCA) event this week, Mr Ho said the company set up a new office in Bangkok to explore new opportunities and collaboration.

He said Melco is awaiting clarity on investment regulations from the government in terms of entertainment complexes with casinos to better determine the size and budget for any projects it undertakes.

Large cities such as Bangkok and Phuket offer great potential for such projects, said Mr Ho.

A Thai government committee is currently deciding how many casino complexes will be built in the country. When a number is decided, it will present the matter to the cabinet for approval, as required under the current version of a bill that would clear the way for legalised gambling.

Melco operates six integrated resorts in Macau, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Cyprus, attracting 21 million visitors in total last year.

Mr Ho said visitors to its resorts typically stay 30% longer and spend 3-4 times more than at resorts operated by competitors thanks to Melco's entertainment, culture and content.

Tourism in Asia should continue to grow this year, said Mr Ho.

Melco is partnering with THACCA to launch "Global Soft Power Talks", which will bring global creative experts to Thailand for a forum on NBT TV on Feb 24.

The event will features creative experts from five industries -- culinary, branding, design, architecture and performing arts -- highlighted by Alain Ducasse, who has received 21 Michelin stars, and Mathieu Lehanneur, who designed the Paris 2024 Olympic torch.

The partnership offers a three-month intensive training programme for five selected Thai students with these experts in the US, UK, Italy, France and Macau.

Surapong Suebwonglee, chairman of the National Soft Power Development Committee, said Thai soft power has strong potential to grow, but in past years was not developed as it should have been.

He said elevating soft power requires collaboration with world-class foreign experts, not only basic skills training.

The committee targets reskilling and upskilling more than 20 million people by 2027.

The committee plans to train 5,000 chefs this year, while 400 Muay Thai gyms are open to train more than 100,000 people.
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                                Thai police have asked Cambodian authorities to extradite a Thai ex-marine suspected of killing a former Cambodian opposition MP, and are also seeking at least two Cambodian suspects, according to a senior Bangkok police officer.
They are hopeful that murder suspect Ekalak Paenoi can be returned to Thailand within a month or less, after Cambodian authorities finish prosecuting him for illegal entry, said Pol Maj Gen Theeradet Thumsuthee, investigative chief of the Metropolitan Police Bureau.

A deputy national police chief and the Bangkok police chief have already sent letters through diplomatic channels to request the extradition of Mr Ekalak, also known as "Sergeant Em", he said on Thursday.

Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong said Cambodia has already informed Thai authorities of its intention to extradite the suspect. This showed that Cambodia wanted to know the real motive behind the murder, the minister said. He expects the extradition could happen within a few days.

The prompt response from Phnom Penh is also seen as a way of quieting critics who believe the killing was political and linked to the long-running campaign by the country's ruling party against its opponents.

Mr Ekalak was arrested in Battambang, Cambodia, on Wednesday evening, a day after Lim Kimya, 73, was gunned down in front of his wife and brother near Wat Bowonniwet Vihara in Phra Nakhon district of Bangkok.

The suspect fled the scene immediately and then attempted to throw detectives off his trail by travelling through Chon Buri and Chanthaburi provinces before finally heading up to Sa Kaeo and sneaking into Cambodia from there, said Pol Maj Gen Theeradet.

Police did not find a gun on the suspect when he was arrested, he said.

Although Thai detectives had followed their Cambodian counterparts to Battambang, they have not yet questioned the suspect and have no idea why he escaped to Cambodia, said Pol Maj Gen Theeradet.

Police are still looking for at least two Cambodian suspects and potentially other accomplices, he added.

One of them was the spotter who pointed out Lim Kimya to the gunman just before the killing. The spotter reportedly had arrived at the scene on the same bus that brought Lim Kimya from Siem Reap in Cambodia.

The spotter left Thailand via Suvarnabhumi airport immediately after the murder, Pol Maj Gen Theeradet said.

Pol Col Sanong Saengmanee, chief of the Chana Songkhram police station, which has jurisdiction over the crime scene, identified the suspected spotter as Kimsrin Pich, 24.

Dissidents worried

Lim Kimya was a member of the Cambodia National Rescue Party, the popular opposition party that was dissolved by the Supreme Court ahead of a 2018 election over an alleged treason plot. The party said the charges were fabricated by the ruling Cambodian People's Party ed by Hun Sen.

Bangkok is both a magnet for political dissidents from nearby autocratic countries and, increasingly, a staging ground for deportations and forced removals that human rights groups say border on illegality.

In November, seven Cambodians who were registered with the United Nations refugee agency were forcibly sent home by Thai authorities. After their return, six of the seven -- one was a child -- were charged with treason in a Cambodian court.

Hundreds of Cambodian dissidents have flocked to Thailand in recent months, but the forced deportations last year and Lim Kimya's killing have them spooked.

Khem Monykosal, 52, fled persecution in Cambodia two years ago. He has barely left the room where he is sheltering in Thailand, he told The New York Times, despite registering with the UN refugee agency. He was already worried about the possibility of political assassinations. Then came Lim Kimya's killing.

"As an asylum-seeker in Thailand, I am very worried about my safety," he said. "There are planned plots to kill."

[image: The suspected gunman, Ekalak Paenoi, is arrested in Battambang on Wednesday evening. (Police photo)]
Suspected hitman Ekalak Paenoi, 42, is seen in Battambang on Wednesday evening following his arrest. (Police photo)



[image: Kimsrin Pich, the suspected Cambodian spotter (police photo)]
Police say Kimsrin Pich, a Cambodian national, was the spotter who pointed out Lim Kimya for his assassin. (Police photo)
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                Sunday and Monday forecast to bring low temperatures of 16C in the capital and 12C in North and Northeast
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                                Bangkok is expected to experience its coolest weather in almost 40 years on Sunday and Monday, with low temperatures of 16 degrees Celsius, while lows in the North and the Northeast will be 12degC, forecasters said on Thursday.
"Anyone wanting to experience the coolest temperatures this year (with strong winds) should prepare your body and mind for Jan 12 and 13," Seree Supharathit, director of the Centre for Climate Change and Disaster at Rangsit University, wrote on his Facebook page.

Temperatures are expected to drop as low as 12degC in 13 provinces in the North (Mae Hong Son, Chiang Mai, Lamphun, Lampang, Nan, Phrae, Tak, Sukhothai, Phitsanulok, Phetchabun, Kamphaeng Phet, Phitchit and Nakhon Sawan); and six provinces in the Northeast (Loei, Nong Khai, Beung Kan, Udon Thani, Nong Bua Lam Phu and Nakhon Ratchasima)

Average lows in Bangkok and surrounding provinces are expected to be around 21degC, but on Sunday and Monday they will drop to 16degC, the coolest weather in almost 40 years, said Mr Seree.

Bangkok people may not experience such cool weather in the future given the global warning trend, but they must be careful as the cool season brings with it harmful dust pollution from burning and other sources, he wrote.

The Meteorological Department on Thursday said temperatures are expected to drop by 5 to 7C in the North and the Northeast and by 2 to 5degC in Bangkok and surrounding provinces between Jan 10 and 13.

Another strong high-pressure system from China extends to Thailand and the South China Sea with a decrease in temperatures and strong winds. People should also remain wary of higher fire risk in dry, windy conditions, the department said.

The northeast monsoon prevailing over the Gulf and the South will strengthen with more rains and isolated heavy rain in the lower South, it added.

Waves in the Gulf are forecast to be 2 to 4 metres high and above 4 metres during thundershowers. Waves in the Andaman Sea are likely to be 1 to 2 metres high inshore, 2 to 3 metres offshore and above 3 metres during thundershowers.

People in southern coastal areas should beware of inshore surges. All ships should proceed with caution and stay ashore during thundershowers. Small boats in the Gulf and the Andaman Sea should stay ashore from Jan 10 to 13, said the department.
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                  Unsafe air in 58 Thai provinces                

                Hazardous levels of fine-dust pollution reported in 20 provinces
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                                Air pollution hazardous or moderately dangerous to health was detected in 58 out of 77 provinces across Thailand on Thursday morning.
The Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency (Gistda) reported on its website at 9am that ultrafine dust reached red (hazardous) levels in 20 provinces and orange (starting to affect health) levels in 38 provinces.

Red levels of particulate matter 2.5 micrometres and less in diameter (PM2.5) were reported in 20 provinces, mostly in the Central Plains. They ranged from 73.5 to 117.1 microgrammes per cubic metre of air over the past 24 hours. The safe threshold is 37.5mg/m3.

The highest red level, 117.1, was in Samut Sakhon, followed by Samut Songkhram (109.1) and Rayong (103.9).

Seventeen other provinces faced two-digit red levels ranging from 75.3 to 99.4.

In descending order, they were Nakhon Pathom, Ratchaburi, Samut Prakan, Phetchaburi, Nonthaburi, Bangkok, Phitsanulok, Pathum Thani, Ayutthaya, Chon Buri, Suphan Buri, Kamphaeng Phet, Chachoengsao, Chai Nat, Uthai Thani, Kanchanaburi and Phichit.

Thirty-eight provinces had pollution classified as orange, ranging from 37.8 to 74.2mg/m3.

PM2.5 was at good and moderate levels, meaning safe to breathe, in 19 provinces. They ranged from 18.8 to 37.4.

Fifteen provinces had moderate (yellow) levels of PM2.5. They were, in descending order, Maha Sarakham, Ranong, Chiang Rai, Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani, Yasothon, Surin, Roi Et, Phatthalung, Amnat Charoen, Si Sa Ket, Nakhon Si Thammarat, Surat Thani, Chumphon and Songkhla.

Four provinces had good (green) levels: Krabi, Phuket, Mae Hong Son and Satun.


	Related: PM orders cabinet to ackle air pollution
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                Poor performance reflects declining housing transfers and slowdown in supply
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                                The overall residential market index in Thailand in the third quarter of 2024 dropped to its lowest level in 12 quarters, dating back to the third quarter of 2021, driven by declining housing transfers and a slowdown in supply.
The Real Estate Information Center (REIC) reported the index was 76.8 for the third quarter, down from 84.8 in the second quarter of 2024 and 79.3 in the third quarter of 2023, as market activity decreased.

The index reached its lowest point since the third quarter of 2021, when it tallied 71.3.

Excluding the pandemic period from the second quarter of 2020 to the third quarter of 2021, this was the lowest level on record.

The index reflects the overall state of the residential market, covering both supply and demand. The decline was attributed to dips in both housing supply and demand.

On the demand side, residential ownership transfers fell 3% year-on-year. On the supply side, developers delayed launching new projects in locations plagued by weak demand.

Developers shifted focus to residential units priced less than 7 million baht as buyers sought more affordable options.

REIC forecasts the index will tally 82.1 in the final quarter of 2024, a 6.3% decline from the fourth quarter of 2023, despite improving economic conditions.

Thai economic growth in the third quarter of 2024 was 3%, beating the 1.6% and 2.2% posted in the first and second quarters, respectively.

[image: ]

The housing purchase confidence index for Greater Bangkok, which reflects consumer confidence, rose to 40.5 in the third quarter of 2024 from 39.6 in the second quarter.

Despite remaining below the neutral level of 50, the uptick signalled growing consumer optimism, driven by the government's property measures and the recovering economy, according to the REIC.

Demographic data revealed women had greater confidence in home purchases (54.3%) than men. Prospective purchasers aged 25-34 accounted for the largest share, representing 46.9% of those interested in home purchases.

Among would-be buyers, 32.5% planned to purchase a property for a personal residence, while 17.5% aimed to buy for investment, indicating positive sentiment towards real estate as an asset class.

Regarding property preferences, 56.3% were interested in both new and secondhand homes. The share of prospective buyers seeking only new homes dropped from 37.2% in the second quarter to 33.7%, while interest in secondhand homes rose from 8.3% to 10%.

Single detached houses were the most desirable category of property (40.4%), particularly those priced between 3.01-5 million baht. Condos followed (34%), with the majority priced between 2.01-3 million baht.

Townhouses accounted for 20.6% of interest among prospective buyers, mostly in the 2.01-3 million baht range. Semi-detached homes had the smallest share (4.8%), with most buyers targeting units priced between 3.01-5 million baht.
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                New study that also includes informal loans suggests potential threat to economy
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                                Thailand's household debt including informal loans has reached 104% of gross domestic product (GDP), which is expected to pressure economic growth, according to a report released by a private sector panel.
The study carried out by Chulalongkorn University, commissioned by the Joint Standing Committee for Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB), indicates the household debt-to-GDP ratio reached 104% in the fourth quarter of 2024.

The calculation included informal loans, which are not counted in official statistics released by the Bank of Thailand. The latter show household debt to be around 90% of GDP.

On average, informal debt per household amounted to 98,538 baht.

Notably 40% of Thailand's households have informal debt, either as creditors or borrowers, said Kobsak Duangdee, secretary-general of the Thai Bankers' Association, after a JSCCIB meeting on Wednesday.

According to Mr Kobsak, high household debt levels pose a challenge to Thai economic growth.

However, informal debt is vital in supporting the liquidity of households, serving as a funding source for both daily living expenses and business activities, helping households manage financial emergencies, he said.

Roughly 30% of the country's households that derive income from the formal economy also rely on informal debt to manage their liquidity, according to the study.

In this context, mitigating informal debt requires appropriate measures, and digital technology could address the issue, said Mr Kobsak.

"For example, establishing a database of borrowers that includes both individuals and small and medium-sized enterprises [SMEs] would create greater opportunities for these segments to access funding sources more effectively," noted the study.

"This would help households and SMEs manage debt more effectively, contributing to the long-term sustainability of the country's economic growth."

In a separate statement, Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, said the JSCCIB predicts Thai GDP growth of 2.4% to 2.9% this year, compared with projected growth of 2.8% in 2024.

Growth in 2025 will primarily be driven by the tourism sector, with an anticipated 39 million foreign arrivals, along with government stimulus measures in the second half of the year, according to the panel.

Export growth is projected at 1.5-2.5% this year, down from 4% last year, while inflation is estimated at 0.8-1.2%, rising from 0.4% in 2024.

Mr Sanan said the country's GDP growth rate remains below its potential, highlighting the need for structural reforms to sustain long-term economic growth.

He said the Thai economy should continue to improve in the first half this year, driven by positive momentum and government stimulus measures.

Mr Sanan said a continuation of stimulus in the second half is necessary to maintain this trend.

"If stimulus measures end in the second half of the year and the government enacts proposed tax increases, it could pressure large corporations amid growing challenges for households and SMEs," he said.
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                                The Interior Ministry will host a launch event for the Marriage Equality Act at the United Nations (UN) Convention Centre in Bangkok next Monday to showcase Thailand's readiness for implementing the law on Jan 23, the first of its kind in the country.
Ministry spokeswoman Traisulee Taisaranakul said the event, organised by the ministry and the Department of Provincial Administration (DoPA), will be attended by 400 participants, including officials, the UN and embassies, and the media.

Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, who also serves as a deputy prime minister, is set to preside over the event. The key announcement will focus on the readiness of registrars nationwide to process marriage registrations for same-sex couples.

The DoPA has revised regulations, updated its computer systems, and modified marriage registration forms to ensure same-sex marriage registrations can proceed smoothly once the bill becomes law.

One of the event's main highlights will be the symbolic handover of flags to the governors of Bangkok and Thailand's other 76 provinces, along with a symposium on gender equality.

Ms Traisulee said the event aims to raise awareness of the new law among people in Thailand and across the globe.

"The event not only highlights the ministry's readiness to support equality but also reinforces Thailand's commitment to gender diversity and human rights," said Ms Traisulee.

She added the Interior Ministry will hold another major event on the law's implementation date in Krathu district, Phuket.

At this event, 10 couples will officially begin the marriage registration process, with DoPA board members expected to witness the proceedings. Phuket is anticipated to become a key destination for same-sex couples seeking to register their marriages.

"Our ministry is committed to supporting the bill to promote equality and fair treatment for same-sex couples," said Ms Traisulee.

The Marriage Equality Bill was endorsed by His Majesty the King and published in the Royal Gazette on Sept 24 last year, making Thailand the third country or territory in Asia to recognise same-sex marriage. The initiative to allow same-sex marriage was first proposed in 2001 but was rejected by then-Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

The idea was revived in 2019 under the administration of Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha. While initial legislation on marriage equality was approved, it was later shelved when parliament was dissolved.

The Lower House finally passed the Marriage Equality Bill on March 27, and the Senate approved it 84 days later. The bill will officially become law 120 days after its publication in the Royal Gazette, on Jan 23.
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                                Airports of Thailand (AoT) will improve its biometric identification systems to speed up service times at the airport.
AoT director Kerati Kijmanawat on Wednesday said the system has been implemented in the six major international airports operated by AoT: the Suvarnabhumi, Don Mueang, Chiang Mai, Phuket, Mae Fah Luang Chiang Rai and Hat Yai airports.

But the system does not yet 100% support the use of Thai ID cards, Mr Kerati said.

Starting on Jan 15, he said the biometric identification systems will be able to support the use of ID cards that do not have an expiration date, which are issued for those who are 70 years old.

The system will also be developed to support ID cards with English spelling in names of more than 20 letters.

Mr Kerati said AoT will also use various technologies to improve service.

During the New Year festival, Dec 27 to Jan 2, Suvarnabhumi airport had 1.4 million passengers, an increase of 16.1% compared to the same period last year.

The airport handled 7,707 flights, an increase of 14.3%. Don Mueang Airport had 758,929 passengers, up 27%, and 4,914 flights, up 19.2% from the same period last year.

Chiang Mai Airport had 233,769 passengers, an increase of 19.7%, and 1,425 flights, a 12.1% increase.

Mae Fah Luang Chiang Rai Airport had 46,190 passengers, up 14.5%, and 318 flights, up 12%.

Phuket Airport had 437,411 passengers, up 20.4%, and 2,573 flights, up 20.5%. Hat Yai Airport had 66,092 passengers, up 18.2%, and 448 flights, up 17.9%.

Mr Kerati said the data showed the number of passengers and flights had recovered to normal after the aviation business faced challenges during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit said the 2.97 million passengers travelling through AoT's airports during the New Year period was an increase of 19.7% when compared to the same period last year.

Of the figures, about 1.84 million were international passengers, an increase of 23.8%, and 1.13 million were domestic passengers, an increase of 13.5%.

During this period, all six airport services could operate smoothly and without congestion in the passenger terminals, especially at Suvarnabhumi airport, he said.

The service time for an international arrival passenger was 22 minutes on average, and for an international departure was 28 minutes per person on average.

The service time for each domestic arrival is about 12 minutes, and for a domestic departure, it is 16 minutes, Mr Suriya said.
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                42-year-old Thai ex-marine captured at restaurant in Cambodia, police seeking Cambodian 'spotter' who identified victim
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                                The Thai suspect wanted for shooting a former Cambodian opposition MP to death in Bangkok has been arrested in Cambodia, police said on Wednesday night.
Ekalak Paenoi, 42, had fled across the border after carrying out the shooting of Lim Kimya on Tuesday evening. He was apprehended at a restaurant in Battambang province around 4.30pm on Wednesday afternoon.

Cambodian police joined by investigators from the Metropolitan Police in Bangkok took the suspect to the Battambang Provincial command centre before sending him to the Internal Security Command in Phnom Penh for further questioning.

Police sources said Cambodian authorities were expected to prosecute Mr Ekalak for illegal entry before extraditing him to Thailand.

Police said the suspect, also known as "Sergeant Em", had served in the marine corps unit of the Royal Thai Navy and was currently working as a motorcycle taxi driver. He was found to have a criminal history and an outstanding warrant for asset-related offences.

Pol Lt Gen Sayam Boonsom, commissioner of the Metropolitan Police Bureau, said the suspect was likely to be a gun for hire and someone may have identified the target for him.

Police later released a picture of the person who was believed to the spotter who pointed out Lim Kimya for the shooter. He is reportedly a Cambodian national who travelled on the same tourist bus that Lim Kimya had taken from Siem Reap to Bangkok on Tuesday.

The Criminal Court earlier on Wednesday issued an arrest warrant for the hitman who carried out the brazen attack in a crowded area near Wat Bowonniwet Vihara in Phra Nakhon district of Bangkok.

Lim Kimya, 73, had arrived in the capital just hours earlier after taking a bus from Siem Reap in Cambodia. He was shot dead in front of his wife and brother by a waiting gunman who fired three shots.

Surrounded by a pool of blood, Lim Kimya lay on his back, clad in a blue polo shirt and white shorts, as a policeman attempted to revive him. A small blue suitcase lay nearby.

An autopsy found that the victim's heart and liver were ruptured with two bullets fired into the right side of his back, a police source said.

The gunman fled on a motorcycle, which was later found abandoned at a petrol station in the Suan Luang area. The suspect had used the motorcycle registered in Samut Prakan for a few days but he was not its owner.

He was reportedly seen leaving the area in a green-yellow taxi. Later he boarded a pickup truck that took him to Sa Kaeo province where he crossed over into Cambodia.

A Thai police team that had arrived at the border around midnight on Tuesday had been tracking the suspect's movements and coordinated with their Cambodian counterparts to locate and detain him.

Political reaction

Lim Kimya was a member of the Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP), the popular opposition that was dissolved by a court ahead of a 2018 election over an alleged treason plot. The CNRP said at the time that the charges against it were fabricated by the ruling Cambodian People's Party (CPP) led by Hun Sen.

Cambodian government spokesperson Pen Bona said the killing was a matter for the authorities of Thailand, a sovereign state. He said the Cambodian government was often accused by opposition "extremists" of being behind incidents.

Nikorndej Balankura, spokesman for the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said: "The Thai authorities are giving the case its due attention, noting apparent public safety concerns, and will conduct a full and thorough investigation to enable appropriate prosecution in accordance with Thai law."

The Cambodian and French embassies did not immediately respond to separate requests for comment.

"We will investigate and determine if the motives [for the killing] were personal or otherwise," Thai government spokesperson Jirayu Houngsub said.

"We don't want our opposition party to link this to politics because it would impact the country's image," he added. (Story continues below)
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Blood stains the ground at the scene where a former Cambodian opposition politician Lim Kimya, 73, was shot dead, in Bangkok on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)



Cambodia's government, led by the CPP for more than four decades, has conducted a ruthless, years-long crackdown on its opponents, with scores of politicians and activists jailed, many in absentia, and hundreds more fleeing into exile. It has denied persecuting the opposition.

Rights groups have accused Hun Sen -- who ruled Cambodia for nearly four decades before stepping down in 2023 and handing power to his eldest son, Hun Manet -- of using the legal system to crush any opposition to his rule.

"The Cambodian government has intimidated, surveilled and harassed former CNRP members -- including those living in exile in neighbouring Thailand,"  Bryony Lau, deputy Asia director at Human Rights Watch (HRW) said in a statement earlier.

Senator Angkhana Neelapaijit, who champions human rights protection, called on Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra to resolve the case swiftly. "The premier has good relations with the Cambodian government and must ensure the investigation into the murder is swift and thorough and those involved are brought to justice," Ms Angkhana said.

Citing a UN report on forced disappearances of foreign activists in Bangkok in recent years, Ms Angkhana said the latest brazen attack makes Bangkok appear to be an unsafe place for foreign activists.

The slaying of Lim Kimya came on the same day that the still-influential Hun Sen called for a new law to label anyone who attempts to topple his son Hun Manet's government as "terrorists".
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A gunman is seen on a motorcycle before shooting former Cambodian opposition lawmaker Lim Kimya, 73, near Wat Bowonniwet Vihara on Tuesday. The hitman's motorcycle was later found abandoned in Suan Luang district. POLICE PHOTO
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The suspect's motorcycle was found abandoned at an LPG station in the Suan Luang district of Bangkok on Wednesday. (Police photo)
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                  Macau casino operator opens Thai office                

                Melco bullish on prospects for tourism and entertainment market growth in Thailand
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                                Melco Resorts & Entertainment, an operator of casinos in Macau, plans to invest in integrated resorts and hotels in Thailand, banking on the country's robust tourism industry and culture -- and approval of legalised gambling.
Thailand is a top tourism country with great hospitality and a unique culture, said Lawrence Ho, chairman and chief executive of Melco.

Season 3 of the globally popular HBO TV series The White Lotus should help make Thailand a top destination this year, he said.

Speaking at a Thailand Creative Culture Agency (THACCA) event this week, Mr Ho said the company set up a new office in Bangkok to explore new opportunities and collaboration.

He said Melco is awaiting clarity on investment regulations from the government in terms of entertainment complexes with casinos to better determine the size and budget for any projects it undertakes.

Large cities such as Bangkok and Phuket offer great potential for such projects, said Mr Ho.

A Thai government committee is currently deciding how many casino complexes will be built in the country. When a number is decided, it will present the matter to the cabinet for approval, as required under the current version of a bill that would clear the way for legalised gambling.

Melco operates six integrated resorts in Macau, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Cyprus, attracting 21 million visitors in total last year.

Mr Ho said visitors to its resorts typically stay 30% longer and spend 3-4 times more than at resorts operated by competitors thanks to Melco's entertainment, culture and content.

Tourism in Asia should continue to grow this year, said Mr Ho.

Melco is partnering with THACCA to launch "Global Soft Power Talks", which will bring global creative experts to Thailand for a forum on NBT TV on Feb 24.

The event will features creative experts from five industries -- culinary, branding, design, architecture and performing arts -- highlighted by Alain Ducasse, who has received 21 Michelin stars, and Mathieu Lehanneur, who designed the Paris 2024 Olympic torch.

The partnership offers a three-month intensive training programme for five selected Thai students with these experts in the US, UK, Italy, France and Macau.

Surapong Suebwonglee, chairman of the National Soft Power Development Committee, said Thai soft power has strong potential to grow, but in past years was not developed as it should have been.

He said elevating soft power requires collaboration with world-class foreign experts, not only basic skills training.

The committee targets reskilling and upskilling more than 20 million people by 2027.

The committee plans to train 5,000 chefs this year, while 400 Muay Thai gyms are open to train more than 100,000 people.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2936421/macau-casino-operator-opens-thai-office



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Thai corporate bond sales to drop for third year on weak economy                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Ariya Tiranaprakij, right, Executive Vice President of the Thai Bond Market Association, speaks at a Bangkok Post conference on the virtue of ESG values on Nov 18th, 2022. (Bangkok Post file photo)]
                                              
                          Ariya Tiranaprakij, right, Executive Vice President of the Thai Bond Market Association, speaks at a Bangkok Post conference on the virtue of ESG values on Nov 18th, 2022. (Bangkok Post file photo)                        

                                          

                  

                                Corporate bond sales in Thailand may drop for a third straight year as the asset class faces mounting distress amid a weak economic outlook, according to the Thai Bond Market Association.
Sales are unlikely to exceed 900 billion baht in 2025, compared with 913 billion baht last year, said Ariya Tiranaprakij, executive vice president of the association. This would mark the third year of decline after the total reached a record 1.26 trillion baht in 2022, according to TBMA's data.

The projections come as growth in Southeast Asia's second-biggest economy lags behind neighbours like Indonesia and Malaysia. High levels of household debt are crimping consumer spending and new investments. A majority of Thais expect the domestic economy to be sluggish or for the slowdown to worsen this year, according to the National Institute of Development Administration's opinion poll released on Jan 5.

"There will be more companies requesting more payment delays as the weak economy has really affected their financial health," Ms Ariya said at a press conference Thursday.

In addition, regulators have been tightening oversight on companies' bond sales, making it harder for those with below investment-grade ratings, or without assessed creditability, to issue new debt securities, she said.

Sales of new high-yield bonds last year slumped 49% to 55 billion baht, leading the decline in overall domestic corporate bond sales, according to Ms Ariya. 

"Most investors are still shunning risky bonds of issuers with low credit ratings," she said.

About 893 billion baht of existing corporate bonds will mature in 2025, according to Ms Ariya. Most of that will be able to be refinanced as the issuers have strong credit ratings, she said. 
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                                The Apple Inc executive leading talks with Indonesia to lift the country's sales ban on the iPhone 16 departed Jakarta on Wednesday, after a late stage about-face from a minister scuttled a deal, according to people familiar with the matter.
Nick Amman, Apple's vice-president of global affairs, left empty handed despite Indonesia's President Prabowo Subianto last month directing his ministers to accept Apple's $1 billion investment offer and put an end to the saga. Indonesia prohibited the sale of Apple's flagship device in October, saying Apple had failed to comply with domestic manufacturing requirements for smartphones and tablets.

Apple's $1 billion offer included one of its suppliers setting up a plant on the island of Batam to produce AirTags as well as helping to fund local academies that equip students with tech skills like coding. But despite Prabowo's greenlight, which Bloomberg reported last month, Minister for Industry Agus Gumiwang Kartasasmita decided to uphold the ban in negotations this week. He told Amman and the Apple delegation that the US company needed to fulfil a local regulation that requires it to make part of its iPhone, or the iPhone's components, onshore.

The account from people familiar with the matter, who asked for anonymity discussing private matters, hints at the internal power dynamics playing out within Indonesia's new government. It also reflects the challenges faced by global companies that want access to the vast pool of consumers in developing economies, but must contend with volatile and growingly nationalistic local politics.

Representatives for Apple didn't respond to a request for comment. The President's office and spokespeople from the Ministry of Industry also didn't respond to requests for comment.

Prabowo warmed to Apple's expanded proposal, which also includes funds to set up a plant in Bandung to make other types of accessories, after being briefed on it over a weekend last month. At that meeting, Prabowo greenlit the government to accept Apple's offer, and urged his cabinet to try and obtain more investments in future.

Prabowo directed his Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs Airlangga Hartarto to take the lead and wrap up the deal, but it was Kartasasmita who insisted that Apple fulfil the local manufacturing requirement before the ban is lifted, the people said. The Coordinating Ministry for Economic Affairs also didn't respond to a request for comment.

Now, it's Kartasasmita's technical team handling negotiations, led by Setia Darta, the ministry's director-general for metal, machinery, transportation equipment and electronics industry, the people said. Kartasasmita was also the minister behind the implementation of a controversial import rule imposed earlier last year that riled both domestic and foreign firms because it restricted the import of thousands of products from Macbooks to car tyres.

While Apple's Amman has left Indonesia, other members of his team are still in Jakarta to engage in negotiations, the people said.

The tug-of-war between Apple and the Indonesian government has cast a spotlight on the country's attempts to pressure international firms to increase local manufacturing in a bid to create employment and boost its domestic industries. Critics have said such strong-arm tactics by Indonesia risk dissuading other firms from scaling up their presence or establishing a footprint in the first place, particularly ones that are looking to decouple from China.

By offering to invest in the country, Apple is seeking to get unfettered access to Indonesia's 278 million consumers, more than half of which are under the age of 44 and tech savvy.
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                                Malaysia's growth is set to sustain last year's pace and exceed 5% in 2025, driven by foreign investments and government initiatives that can help shield the economy from global risks, two key cabinet ministers said in separate interviews.
The country is already on a positive track, with last year's budget deficit likely below the target cap of 4.3% of gross domestic product, Second Finance Minister Amir Hamzah Azizan told Bloomberg Television's Haslinda Amin in the administrative capital of Putrajaya late Wednesday. The government plans to narrow the gap further to 3.8% of GDP in 2025.

On the sidelines of a forum in Kuala Lumpur, Economy Minister Rafizi Ramli told Bloomberg Television's Amin that a special economic zone Malaysia will co-develop with Singapore will help sustain the country's growth momentum. He tempered his optimism over faster GDP growth with caution on how the policies of the incoming Trump administration will affect the nation.

Amir, for his part, said he's confident that the nation's diversified economy will withstand the threat of Trump's tariffs and trade wars that has rattled developing-nation assets. "Despite the choppiness in the global market, where we are today, I think we've got enough resilience to ride it through," Amir said.

Restoring fiscal health is key for Malaysia to retain emerging Southeast Asia's highest credit score as Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's government restores political stability and drives the nation's economic resurgence. Officials previously said they expect GDP to grow by about 4.5% to 5.5% this year, largely exceeding the 4.7% expansion predicted by analysts surveyed by Bloomberg.

The strength of the Malaysian economy and foreign direct investments will continue to support the ringgit, which Rafizi described to be "undervalued". The ringgit should be trading around 4.10-4.15 against the dollar, based on forecast from the second half of 2024, the economy minister said in the interview.

Growth momentum

The Malaysian currency was the best performer across emerging markets in 2024, rising by 2.7% and ending three consecutive years of declines. It traded little changed at 4.50 at 2.16pm local time.

"The momentum of the growth trajectory will be able to balance it out in the medium and long run," Rafizi said. "While we know that ringgit, in our opinion, is undervalued, but I think there's a lot of light at the end of the tunnel if we stay focused on our growth projects."

Investments coming through the joint economic zone with Singapore will fuel the next phase of growth for the country. He hopes to announce the first wave of global investments into the joint economic zone as early as within six to seven months.

During the economic forum, Rafizi said that the government is at the final stage of streamlining fuel subsidy by excluding the nation's wealthiest 15% from benefiting.

Malaysian government-linked investment companies, which manage almost 2 trillion ringgit ($444 billion) in assets combined, have also boosted their direct investments in the economy, Amir said. That's helping to fuel growth, he added. 

"Traditionally GLICs will invest, plus or minus, nearly half a trillion ringgit over a five-year period," he said. "They're boosting it up by another 120 billion over a five-year period. So that's a fairly significant step up."

Higher salaries for civil servants, as well as plans to increase the minimum wage in the private sector, are also poised to boost domestic demand.

"We have a good base because foreign direct investments remain strong and a lot of activity that's generated is now playing out through the economy," Amir said. "We are confident that we'll have a good year." 
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                                SINGAPORE -- Banks in Singapore support a new law that will allow the police to control accounts of holders who they suspect to be scam targets, the city-state's latest effort to tackle a surge in cases.
The new measure will provide more time for victims to "come out of the hold of the fraudsters" and protect them from financial loss, Ong-Ang Ai Boon, director of the Association of Banks in Singapore, said in an e-mailed statement Thursday.

The Protection from Scams Bill passed in parliament Tuesday gives the police powers to issue restriction orders to banks, which will then limit the banking transactions of people's accounts. At least S$385.6 million (US$282 million) was lost to scams and cybercrime cases in Singapore in the first half of 2024, up 24.6% from the same period a year ago, according to police data.

"Our policy intent is for the restriction orders to be issued as a last resort," Minister of State for Home Affairs Sun Xueling said in parliament on Tuesday.

Each order would last for up to 30 days and can be extended as many as five times. People whose accounts are restricted must apply to the police for access to their funds to cover their living expenses and other necessary expenditures.

The restriction order will lapse after the maximum number of renewals, even if the individual remains set on transferring monies to the scammer.

ABS said it has seen cases where victims are so emotionally invested that they want to proceed with the transaction, despite obvious signs and advice by their bank and the police.

The industry group also said that while banks will continue to enhance their anti-scam measures, the public is urged to "maintain healthy scepticism against deals or promises that are too good to be true."


	In Thailand: Banks, mobile operators to be made liable for phone-scam losses
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                                The Bank of Thailand (BoT) is expected to cut rates twice, totalling 50 basis points this year starting in the second quarter this year, the Bond Market Association said on Thursday.
Thai corporate bond issuance this year was seen at 850 billion baht to 900 billion baht (US$24.55 billion to $25.99 billion), the group said, and that corporate bond issuance was down 10% in 2024.

Last month, the central bank left its key interest rate unchanged at 2.25%, after a surprise cut in the previous review in October. The next rate review is on Feb 26. 

KGI Securities Co Ltd reported on Monday that it expected the BoT to cut the policy rate by 0.75 percentage points in 2025 due to challenging economic conditions and the government's limited funds to lift domestic consumption.
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                  Call to guard against complacency                

                              

                                Thailand should not face severe economic uncertainties this year, but entrepreneurs need to start adjusting their businesses based on global lifestyle and environment trends, say business leaders.
Despite concerns over the impact of Washington DC's proposed tariff policy on Thai exports as well as the US-China trade war, investment in Thailand will continue to grow, helping drive the economy, say marketers.

"The BoI [Board of Investment] reported last year investment in the country has had positive prospects," Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the Federation of Thai Industries, told the "How to Conquer the Mega Businesses Battlefield" forum held by the Marketing Association of Thailand (MAT) on Wednesday.

He was referring to the BoI's report on investment projects, which soared last year.

Applications for investment promotion during the first nine months of 2024 increased 42% year-on-year in value to a combined 723 billion baht, the highest level since 2015, according to the BoI.

The investments included electrical appliances and electronics (E&E) as well as data centre development projects.

During the first nine months of 2024, the E&E sector led with 291 projects worth a combined 183 billion baht.

However, Thailand cannot be complacent with regard to the investment trend, said Mr Kriengkrai. He said the FTI is encouraging its members to increase their competitiveness, which has been affected by higher energy costs in the country.

Many entrepreneurs, who are original equipment manufacturers (OEMs), should start thinking how they can become original design manufacturers (ODMs) in order to better compete in the global market, said Mr Kriengkrai.

Unlike OEMs, which focus on making products ordered by firms in various sectors, ODMs are involved in designing new product models for various brands.

This would strengthen their business performance, but to ensure further growth, manufacturers need to base their business direction on global trends, including a shift toward clean energy, said Mr Kriengkrai.

Buranin Rattanasombat, chairman of the MAT, said another important trend is the change in the way consumers view content.

Over recent years, a trend called cord-cutting has taken place as people have tended to discontinue their cable TV subscriptions in order to purchase content via other platforms such as streaming.
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                  Thai household debt climbs to 104% of GDP                

                New study that also includes informal loans suggests potential threat to economy
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                                Thailand's household debt including informal loans has reached 104% of gross domestic product (GDP), which is expected to pressure economic growth, according to a report released by a private sector panel.
The study carried out by Chulalongkorn University, commissioned by the Joint Standing Committee for Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB), indicates the household debt-to-GDP ratio reached 104% in the fourth quarter of 2024.

The calculation included informal loans, which are not counted in official statistics released by the Bank of Thailand. The latter show household debt to be around 90% of GDP.

On average, informal debt per household amounted to 98,538 baht.

Notably 40% of Thailand's households have informal debt, either as creditors or borrowers, said Kobsak Duangdee, secretary-general of the Thai Bankers' Association, after a JSCCIB meeting on Wednesday.

According to Mr Kobsak, high household debt levels pose a challenge to Thai economic growth.

However, informal debt is vital in supporting the liquidity of households, serving as a funding source for both daily living expenses and business activities, helping households manage financial emergencies, he said.

Roughly 30% of the country's households that derive income from the formal economy also rely on informal debt to manage their liquidity, according to the study.

In this context, mitigating informal debt requires appropriate measures, and digital technology could address the issue, said Mr Kobsak.

"For example, establishing a database of borrowers that includes both individuals and small and medium-sized enterprises [SMEs] would create greater opportunities for these segments to access funding sources more effectively," noted the study.

"This would help households and SMEs manage debt more effectively, contributing to the long-term sustainability of the country's economic growth."

In a separate statement, Sanan Angubolkul, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce, said the JSCCIB predicts Thai GDP growth of 2.4% to 2.9% this year, compared with projected growth of 2.8% in 2024.

Growth in 2025 will primarily be driven by the tourism sector, with an anticipated 39 million foreign arrivals, along with government stimulus measures in the second half of the year, according to the panel.

Export growth is projected at 1.5-2.5% this year, down from 4% last year, while inflation is estimated at 0.8-1.2%, rising from 0.4% in 2024.

Mr Sanan said the country's GDP growth rate remains below its potential, highlighting the need for structural reforms to sustain long-term economic growth.

He said the Thai economy should continue to improve in the first half this year, driven by positive momentum and government stimulus measures.

Mr Sanan said a continuation of stimulus in the second half is necessary to maintain this trend.

"If stimulus measures end in the second half of the year and the government enacts proposed tax increases, it could pressure large corporations amid growing challenges for households and SMEs," he said.
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                  PTT opts to divest shares in Horizon Plus                

                Lin Yin to hold  60% share in firm
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                                National oil and gas conglomerate PTT Plc has decided to divest its shares in Horizon Plus, a joint venture set up to produce electric vehicles domestically, following tougher competition in the EV market.
The decision, which was approved on Tuesday by shareholders of Horizon Plus, will result in Horizon Plus ceasing to be a subsidiary of PTT, said Pattaralada Sa-Ngasang, chief financial officer of PTT.

PTT invested through its wholly-owned Arun Plus to hold a 60% share in Horizon Plus, with the remainder belonging to Lin Yin International Investment Co, which is under Taiwan's Hon Hai Precision Industry Co, a multinational electronics manufacturer known globally as Foxconn.

The divestment, expected to be completed by June, will reduce Arun Plus's shareholding to 40%, while Lin Yin will have a 60% share.

Horizon's paid-up capital will be reduced by 5.1 billion baht as a result.

The reduction of paid-up capital aligns with PTT's business restructuring plan and will not affect PTT's business operations, said Ms Pattaralada.

PTT needs to adjust its investment in the EV business because of the glut of battery-powered cars in the market, she said.

The economic slowdown in China is another factor behind the divestment, according to PTT.

PTT chief executive and president Kongkrapan Intarajang, who succeeded Attapol Rerkpiboon last year, said earlier the company would revisit its EV-related businesses, including car assembly, but will focus more on EV charging services.

The government is promoting the growth of the EV industry by offering EV incentive packages to manufacturers.

Under the "30@30" policy, Thailand expects EVs to represent at least 30% of total auto production by 2030, with 725,000 zero-emission cars, 675,000 electric motorcycles and 34,000 electric buses and trucks.

In 2022, PTT, through Hoirzon Plus, decided to build an EV factory in Chon Buri under a 37-billion-baht investment. The plant, completed last year, has an annual production capacity of 50,000 vehicles.

PTT earlier said it planned to increase the capacity to 150,000 units a year by 2030 to meet demand in the country and Asean, which is expected to keep growing.
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                                Thai banks are expected to record weak loan growth this year and next amid rising non-performing loans (NPLs) as troubled debtors cannot service their debts given the uneven economic recovery, says the Thai unit of Kuala Lumpur-based financial group Maybank.
Weak loan growth is likely to continue from last year for Thai banks in 2025-2026 as banks maintain tight credit approval standards for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and retail loans, said Jesada Techahusdin, an analyst with Maybank Securities (Thailand).

Sector loan growth contracted by 1% in the first 11 months of 2024 and 0.6% year-on-year in November.

Retail loans and SME credit expansion especially slowed, attributed to high household debt levels and a weak debt servicing ability, he said.

"We forecast aggregate loans for banks to grow only 1.4% year-on-year in 2025, driven by corporate lending," said Mr Jesada.

"Banks focused on auto hire-purchase are likely to post negative loan growth based on weak domestic auto sales this year."

For corporate loans, economic recovery across sectors remains uneven.

Maybank's economist forecasts 2.6-2.8% Thai growth in 2024-25, in line with forecasts from the National Economic and Social Development Council.

"We see solid recovery in the tourism and service sectors, but these require less capital than manufacturing," he said.

"Sectors such as petrochemical and automotive face competitive challenges, resulting in reduced output and loan contraction."

In addition, there is low competition for deposits, noted Maybank. Banks are offering higher deposit rates for e-savings accounts, but limiting deposits to 2-5 million baht per customer per bank, said Mr Jesada.

According to the Bank of Thailand, in the third quarter of last year the sector's NPL ratio rose by 13 basis points quarter-on-quarter to 2.97%.

The ratio of stage 2 loans (underperforming loans that have seen a significant increase in credit risk) to total loans also increased in the third quarter from the previous quarter in both business and consumer loans.

Most banks said higher NPLs were mainly the re-entry of restructured NPLs rather than new NPLs in the first nine months of 2024.

"We anticipate the NPL ratio will increase year-on-year in 2025 from a smaller loan base and new NPL inflows from troubled debtors that cannot service debt because of the uneven economic recovery," said Mr Jesada.

Weak revenue growth should pressure banks' earnings this year in addition to a potential central bank policy rate cut in the first half of 2025, given weak economic growth and low inflation, according to Maybank.

"We expect earnings to grow at a slower rate of 5-6% in 2025-2026 from 7% last year as weak loan growth and lower net interest margins pressure banks' net profit," he said.
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        Over in Canada,  PM Trudeau  bites the dust
        Donald Trump excels in every field, including surrealism. Leonard Cohen sang "First we take Manhattan, then we take Berlin!", but it's completely outclassed by Mr Trump's "First we take Greenland, then we take Canada!" And he's going to take the Panama Canal too!

      

      
        Zuckerberg lifts US content guardrails in bias shift
        It was no accident that Meta Platforms Inc chose Donald Trump's favourite TV news show, Fox and Friends, to discuss its decision to ditch outside fact-checking.

      

      
        Little cause for optimism in year ahead
        One would expect the first article of the year to be about economic predictions. I will certainly do that but not in today's article. It will be in my next one. The reason being that my predictions will not be as positive as those of others.

      

      
        Don't ignore trafficking
        The brief disappearance of Chinese actor Wang Xing in a scammer city in Myanmar should serve as a stark warning about how emboldened fraudsters have become in exploiting Thailand as a hub for their vicious operations. The details of how this 31-year-old actor was duped and taken from Suvarnabhumi Airport to Myanmar's Myawaddy read like the plot of a film.

      

      
        No excuse for racist slurs
        Campaigning for victory in local elections next month may be fierce, but Thaksin Shinawatra has been accused of not just a breach of etiquette but also outright racism at a recent rally.

      

      
        Farms and solar energy can co-exist
        At first glance, the idea of combining agriculture with solar energy seems far-fetched. How can crops and solar panels compete for the same sunlight? My view changed after I visited the Sosa Mega Solar Sharing site in Chiba Prefecture, Japan, last month. As part of a media tour organised by Mekong Watch, a Japanese non-profit conservation group, I had the opportunity to see first-hand how...

      

      
        Developing nations face solvency crisis
        High debt levels are again setting off alarm bells worldwide. In developed countries, attention is focused on the rapid increase in public debt, while developing economies are struggling to service their external obligations amid slowing growth and stagnating exports.

      

      
        Climate crisis is also a costly one
        Global inflation in recent years has pushed the prices of food, energy, and basic goods to unprecedented levels. As a result, the rising cost of living has dominated political discussion around the world, but especially in G20 countries. Ahead of this year's presidential election in the United States, for example, 41% of Americans cited inflation as their top economic issue.

      

      
        Beware of rogue presidents (this time in Korea)
        Turning yourself from a democratically elected president into a dictator is a tricky operation, and most people who try it fail. It's called a "self-coup", from the Spanish auto-golpe, and to try it without first gaining the support of the armed forces is sheer lunacy. Yet, from time to time, an elected president tries to do exactly that.

      

      
        Asean communicates its 2045 vision
        This year will be eventful for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean). In addition to the Myanmar issue and intensifying geopolitics, the Asean Community Vision 2045 will be ready in May and will chart the course for its 770 million-strong population over the next two decades.
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																Donald Trump excels in every field, including surrealism. Leonard Cohen sang "First we take Manhattan, then we take Berlin!", but it's completely outclassed by Mr Trump's "First we take Greenland, then we take Canada!" And he's going to take the Panama Canal too!
It's probably just bluster and nonsense, but it has already taken down Justin Trudeau, Canada's prime minister for the past nine years. His resignation on Monday was the delayed consequence of a row with his deputy Chrystia Freeland last month over his "weak" response to Mr Trump's threat to slap a 25% tariff on Canadian exports to the US.

The actual annexation threats came a bit later, and most Canadian journalists assumed that they were just a way of scaring Canadians into accepting the new tariffs or making other concessions. They're probably right, too -- but what if they are wrong? This is Mr Trump we're talking about here.

The Panamanians, by contrast, just shrugged. They have been invaded by the United States before, most recently in 1989, but only around 500 Panamanians were killed that time and after a while the Americans went home again, as they usually do in the Caribbean (Grenada, Haiti, Cuba, Dominican Republic, Nicaragua).

And the Greenlanders were simply bemused by Mr Trump's offer to buy their country, as was the Danish government, which looks after the island's defence and foreign affairs. It has been a long time since countries bought territory from other countries, and seizing it by force is illegal. Nevertheless, Copenhagen increased its defence spending on Greenland by US$1.5 billion (52 billion baht).

The threats may all be empty, and they certainly reveal an ignorance so profound that it may qualify for "protected cultural status" with Unesco. However, what seems faintly comical viewed from abroad is taken seriously by some people in the US, and they are thicker on the ground in the circles around Mr Trump than anywhere else.

For example, Official Presidential Sidekick Elon Musk has just tweeted that "America should liberate the people of Britain from their tyrannical government." He posted it as a Yes/No poll, and so far 73% of his fans back his idea of invading the United Kingdom to free the British from the tyrant Keir Starmer.

It's not enough to say that they're just yanking our chain. That's probably the right answer, but you'd feel really stupid if they really did mean some of it and you woke up one morning to find American troops in your street. On the other hand, what could you do to lessen that possibility that wouldn't look equally stupid?

It's the same dilemma you always have when dealing with the threats of madmen real or fake. Let's just look at the bright side, which is that Mr Trump's threats have finally forced "Governor" Trudeau, as Mr Trump mockingly calls him to resign.

That is good news because it opens up a faint possibility that Conservative Party leader Pierre Poilievre will not be the next prime minister of Canada. An election is due no later than October, and so long as Mr Trudeau was in the race Mr Poilievre was the sure winner.

Mr Poilievre (not a francophone despite the name) is not really a Canadian Mr Trump, though he shares most of the same ideas. He's smarter and more presentable, more like US Vice-President-elect JD Vance but just as much a part of the extreme right.

Here's his take on Canada's governing Liberal Party, as middle-of-the-road as it could be. "First they were communists, and then they became socialist, and then they became social democrats, and then they stole the word liberal, and then they ruined that word. They changed their name to progressives, and then they changed their name to woke."

As long as "crypto-Communist" Trudeau was in office, Mr Poilievre seemed bound to win, not so much because ideological rants are the Canadian style but because Canadians had really come to loathe Mr Trudeau. The intensity of the hostility to him in otherwise calm and reasonable people was astonishing.

People found other, more sensible-sounding reasons to dislike Mr Trudeau, whose government did as poorly as most other elected Western governments in coping with Covid and the subsequent runaway inflation. However, I have long been convinced that they really hated Mr Trudeau because he was irredeemably smarmy.

Now that he's gone and the Liberals will have a new leader, there's at least a small chance that Mr Poilievre will not be the next prime minister of Canada. Otherwise, by the end of this year all of mainland North America will be ruled by the hard right -- except Mexico.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth: Life-Saving Ideas from the World's Climate Engineers'. Last year's book was 'The Shortest History of War'.
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																It was no accident that Meta Platforms Inc chose Donald Trump's favourite TV news show, Fox and Friends, to discuss its decision to ditch outside fact-checking.
The move, which will impact content served to hundreds of millions of US users on platforms like Instagram and Facebook, was in effect aimed at an audience of one. It was the latest calculation in a months-long effort by founder and Chief Executive Officer Mark Zuckerberg to reposition the social media giant as a more Trump-friendly organisation after years of conflict and tensions.

In explaining the move, Mr Zuckerberg said Meta's external fact checkers "have been too politically biased and have destroyed more trust than they've created, especially in the US". His newly appointed policy chief, Joel Kaplan, a former staffer to President George W Bush with deep ties to the Republican party, went on Fox and Friends to articulate similar arguments about freeing more speech on Meta's online platforms.

It's a stark reversal from previous policies, which have included banning Mr Trump from Facebook due to his incendiary rhetoric. On the campaign trail last year, a belligerent Mr Trump called Facebook the "Enemy of the People" and threatened to imprison Mr Zuckerberg for alleged election interference.

Since then, Mr Zuckerberg has sought to forge a relationship with the president-elect and his top allies, praising Mr Trump publicly, donating US$1 million (34.64 million baht) to his inaugural fund and appointing a key supporter to Meta's board.

The latest step may be the most brazen: eliminating the quality controls and fact-checking systems that Mr Trump always hated, and doing so only within the US for now.

"I think this was a political move, not a policy move," said Alexios Mantzarlis, director of the Security, Trust, and Safety Initiative at Cornell Tech and formerly the founding director of the International Fact-Checking Network.

He criticised Mr Zuckerberg, who has previously celebrated Meta's fact-checking programme, for misrepresenting the work and ignoring research demonstrating its benefits.

"The winds have changed," Mr Mantzarlis said. "And so has Zuckerberg."

The effort from Mr Zuckerberg and Meta to better align with the incoming administration has come in several forms. Shortly after lauding Mr Trump's reaction to an attempted assassination as "badass", Mr Zuckerberg called Mr Trump on the phone to personally apologise for an errant fact check label that was appended to a photo of the former president.

After the election, the two had dinner at Mr Trump's Mar-a-Lago estate in Florida on the night before Thanksgiving.

Over the summer, Mr Zuckerberg also accused the Biden administration of pressuring his company into taking down posts and suppressing opinions about Covid, echoing a recurring complaint that Mr Trump has voiced about social media companies for years.

This week, Meta appointed Ultimate Fighting Championship CEO Dana White to its board of directors, adding one of the people Mr Trump celebrated his election-night victory with.

Mr Zuckerberg is far from the only major tech chief to follow the political winds towards Mr Trump. Elon Musk was at Mr Trump's side on election day, after hosting rallies in support of the Republican candidate during the campaign. He's sat in on meetings with CEOs of other major companies and has led policy debates about what Mr Trump should do before he's even taken office.

Amazon.com Inc founder Jeff Bezos decided to quash his Washington Post's planned endorsement for Democratic candidate Kamala Harris, while Amazon has also donated $1 million to Mr Trump's inaugural fund and has reportedly agreed to pay $40 million to license a documentary on Melania Trump.

Nvidia Corp's Jensen Huang just told Bloomberg News that he expected Mr Trump to bring less regulation and welcomed his business-friendly approach.

Meta is also facing a major antitrust trial later this year; The Federal Trade Commission is trying to break the company up and force Meta to spin off some of its most valuable products, including Instagram and WhatsApp. A friendly relationship with Mr Trump could help stave off some of Meta's most dangerous challenges.

"A lot of the future of this company, from AI to how it can operate, is very much gonna be influenced by decisions that the Trump administration makes -- and so they're trying to adapt to that," said Katie Harbath, founder and CEO of Washington-based tech policy firm Anchor Change, who previously served as a public policy director for Facebook.

Mr Zuckerberg said Meta would adopt a new "community notes" product, noting it would be similar to Mr Musk's X, which lets regular users weigh in and vote on the accuracy of posts on the service.

Sarah Kate Ellis, the president of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer media advocacy organisation GLAAD, said the removal of the fact-checking programmes and policies surrounding hate speech will make Meta's platforms unsafe for both users and advertisers.

"Meta is giving the green light for people to target LGBTQ people, women, immigrants, and other marginalised groups with violence, vitriol and dehumanising narratives," she said. (c)2025 Bloomberg

Kurt Wagner is author and journalist covering social media and messaging for Bloomberg. Riley Griffin is a health reporter for Bloomberg News.
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																One would expect the first article of the year to be about economic predictions. I will certainly do that but not in today's article. It will be in my next one. The reason being that my predictions will not be as positive as those of others.
Therefore, I need to explain the "bleak background" or the fundamentals of the Thai economy which form the basis of my 2025 predictions to convince readers that they are based on facts, not biased pessimistic views.

Economists tend to move in a pack when it comes to GDP projections. Last year, most economic research houses made 2024 GDP growth projections of around 2.7%. This year, they lowered it a little bit to 2.6%. I was the black sheep with a 2024 growth projection of 0.0%. Once readers see the "bleak background" of the economy, readers will understand why I had such unfavourable views about the economy in 2024.

For 2025, my GDP growth projection is xxx%. Please wait until the next article.

The situation in no difference from 1996, the year before the Tum Yum Kung crisis, when all economic research houses, from the Bank of Thailand to commercial bank's research units, projected 1997 growth numbers to be 6.8% to 7.2%. I had a rather dark view about the 1997 economy. My econometric model projected growth to be -2.0% to 2.0%. To avoid a backlash on my company, I politically announced the growth rate for 1997 to be 6.2%.

Luckily, I put money where my mouth is. I unloaded all investment in the stock market, doubled the liquidity position of the finance company where I worked, and purchased full exchange protection for the company's US$500 million (17.3 billion baht) borrowing. During the crisis, my small finance company had extra liquidity enough to lend money to Thailand's largest bank.

Of course, I became a black sheep and was even called in to be lectured about the fundamental strength of the Thai economy by the CEO of a top bank. With such experience, being a black sheep is okay with me as long as I am the "right" sheep.

Readers might argue that most research houses are likely to be right about economic growth in 2024 as the NESDC (National Economic and Social Development Council) will soon announce the 2024 GDP growth rate to be 2.6%.

[image: ]

I explained my position in the previous article that a 0.0% growth projection is likely to be a more accurate representation of the economic picture in 2024. In my professional view, no expanding economy will see a 14.1% rise in NPLs and 20% plus drop in automobile and housing sales.

Apart from questionable GDP figures, inflation is another key economic figure that needs to be overhauled so that policy-makers can make proper decisions. The 2024 annual inflation rate of 0.4% is against the fact that all members of the Thai economy complain of sharp rises in the cost of living. Readers probably hear the phrase "expensive all over the land" numerous times. Whether the government's inflation figure is right or people all over Thailand are right. The readers will be the judges.

Tell you what: since the Ministry of Commerce reports that the cost of living rose only 0.4% in 2024, the base salary of its employees should be be increased accordingly by 0.4%. I would not be surprised that, after the implementation of an inflation-based salary adjustment principle, the Bureau of Trade and Economic Indices might become the most hated unit in the ministry.

Why do I choose the word "bleak" to describe the background of the Thai economy? Please look at the attached table.

Before reading the table, I should point out two things. First, all numbers are GDP percentages. Therefore, rising numbers mean debt grows faster than GDP. "Debt growing faster than GDP" determines the past, the present and the future of the Thai economy.

Second, the business sector does not only borrow from domestic banks but also borrows from abroad to finance their operations. When Thai banks shunned them as in Q3/2024, they turned to foreign sources for funding. In Q3/2024, the Thai business sector borrowed $7.3 billion (254 billion baht) to finance their operations. This solves the mystery as to why the Thai business sector did not collapse in Q3 after domestic banks recalled their loans.

The table, covering 20 years of data, proves beyond doubt that the Thai economy can grow only when debt grows. Our income earning capability is limited, but our appetite for consumption is unlimited. Over the past two decades, debt has grown much faster than GDP, causing total domestic debt to GDP to rise by 60%. Therefore, when debt to GDP ceased to grow in 2024 because of fast rising NPLs, the Thai economy went into a coma.

It would be against logic for the NESDC to announce 2024 GDP growth was 2.6% because actual private credit growth was only 0.3%. The Thai economy expanded 1.9% in 2023 with the support of 2.4% private credit growth. Using the back of the envelope calculation method, 0.3% private credit growth would be enough to generate 0.0% GDP growth. A certain black sheep economist might be the "right" sheep again.

The table provides one more useful piece of information. The Thai business sector has been financially disciplined. The sector's debt to GDP dropped substantially, both in terms of domestic borrowing and foreign borrowing, between 2004 and 2014. Some might read this as a bad sign as it might be an indication that industrial production was contracting and investors were leaving Thailand for greener pastures. Therefore, there was no need for funding. The drop in Thai business borrowing coincided with a 4.6-fold increase in foreign direct investment in Vietnam.

With production declining, Thailand fuelled the economy with consumption. Household debt almost doubled between 2004 and 2014. The government stepped in after 2014 to keep consumption going when banks started being conservative about household lending due to the high level of debt outstanding. Government debt to GDP then almost doubled instead between 2014 and 2024.

No economy can go on borrowing relentlessly like this. For Thailand, the debt crisis erupted in 2024, taking the economy down with it. Foreseeing the looming debt crisis, my economic prediction for 2024 could not be positive.

It is not difficult to accurately forecast 2025 GDP growth. The Thai economy feeds on debt. One simply makes a good projection of private credit expansion and one will get an accurate picture of the economy.

Applying the back of the envelope calculation method again, if one wants 2.6% growth for 2025 as most economic research houses predict, banks need to expand credit by 3.5% or about 1.1 trillion baht. Possible?

My view of the economy in 2025 will be in the upcoming article.

Chartchai Parasuk, PhD, is a freelance economist.
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																The brief disappearance of Chinese actor Wang Xing in a scammer city in Myanmar should serve as a stark warning about how emboldened fraudsters have become in exploiting Thailand as a hub for their vicious operations. The details of how this 31-year-old actor was duped and taken from Suvarnabhumi Airport to Myanmar's Myawaddy read like the plot of a film.
The actor flew to Thailand from Shanghai on Jan 3 after being contacted via the WeChat social media platform by someone claiming that a famous Thai entertainment company wanted to work with him. Upon landing at Suvarnabhumi Airport, he was taken to Tak province's Mae Sot district, where Thai immigration officials stamped his passport. He was then ferried across the Moei River into Shwe Kokko, a special economic zone in Myawaddy, opposite Mae Sot district.

This area, notorious for its office buildings, entertainment centres, and casinos, is known as "scammer city," a haven for call centres and online casino operators. Wang Xing might have suffered the same fate as countless other victims if his friends hadn't pressured the Chinese government to intervene and secure his release.

After being missing for four days, Wang Xing was rescued on Tuesday following negotiations between Thai authorities and the armed ethnic group controlling the area in Myanmar. Thai police also helped rescue scores of Chinese nationals from similar predicaments. However, Wang Xing's case is far from unique -- he was simply luckier than many victims. It is believed that thousands of individuals from countries such as China, Kenya, Morocco, Bangladesh, and Thailand have been duped or even abducted into working in scammer cities.

One widely reported case occurred last October when three Chinese university students in Bangkok were abducted by scammers and taken to Myanmar, where they were held for ransom at 1.5 million baht per person. The students were released only after a reduced ransom of 500,000 baht each was paid. Wang Xing's ordeal underscores the urgent need for the Thai government to take a proactive approach to tackling traffickers and fraudsters.

First, the government must address corruption among unscrupulous officials. Some illicit foreign operators have cultivated ties with local police through training and donation schemes. A glaring example is the scandal surrounding a police volunteer training programme at a local university, organised by an unknown Chinese association with local police participation. For 38,000 baht, participants received a badge bearing the Central Investigation Bureau's logo and a police volunteer vest after a three-day course.

International cooperation is also essential to block scammers from accessing satellite services such as Starlink, which they rely on to run online casinos and call centres. Additionally, stricter border control measures are needed to prevent the smuggling of foreigners into scammer cities.

Policy recommendations include increased engagement and cooperation with ethnic groups controlling the Myawaddy area. Other proposals suggest requiring foreigners crossing into Myanmar to present additional documentation from their embassies. Enhanced communication is also necessary to educate foreign tourists about potential scams, as many victims, like Wang Xing, were unaware they had crossed into Myanmar. The Paetongtarn government must prioritise cracking down on scammers and human traffickers as a national agenda rather than treating it as a mere transit issue. Passivity will only cement Thailand's role as a hub for scammers.
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																Campaigning for victory in local elections next month may be fierce, but Thaksin Shinawatra has been accused of not just a breach of etiquette but also outright racism at a recent rally.
The speech, made over the weekend in Chiang Rai, saw Pheu Thai Party's alleged de facto leader referring to models from Africa in a manner construed by most observers as highly demeaning.

In encouraging Thai women to find opportunities in the industry, he referred unflatteringly to Africans.

"African people, who have black skin and flat noses that make it difficult to breathe, are hired for millions of baht to be models. Thai people look much better. There's no need for [our people to get] nose, jaw or breast augmentation.

"It's time to encourage more Thais, including those from ethnic groups like the Karen, who possess natural beauty, to become international models," he said.

His ideas about women's beauty, which in his view is "soft power", are outdated and border on sexist. While addressing a crowd in Udon Thani during a Provincial Administration Organisation's chairman poll campaign last month, he praised Isan beauty "that attracts Western men". While his objective was to talk up Isan women, how he phrased it was unacceptable.

Thaksin is known for his plain speaking style, but eloquence is not part of his speaking style. A recent run of PAO election successes, including wins in Udon Thani and Ratchaburi, may have left him feeling positive, if not overconfident, as he stuck to his guns while making further controversial claims.

During his speech in the northern province, he also scolded government critics in northern dialect and likened them to kwai or buffaloes -- an impolite term meaning "stupid". He even used the verb hao, which means "bark", for those criticising his daughter and used other ugly terms usually reserved for animals in a statement as rude as it was blunt.

He told a jeering crowd that government critics are pessimists he would gladly "send a rope" (to hang themselves with), and also labelled those who criticise his daughter PM Paetongtarn as armchair psychoanalysts who do not get enough love from their spouses.

But to embrace racism and insult African people for their skin colour and physical attributes is going too far.

Senator Angkhana Neelapaijit, who champions human rights protection, has called for Thaksin to apologise, saying "such remarks violate the constitution and the norms of various international organisations, which Thailand is a party to".

It's not unusual for politicians to go overboard verbally. In 2019, then deputy prime minister Gen Prawit Wongsuwon made a blunder when he inappropriately reacted to a deadly terrorist attack at a hotel in Nairobi, Kenya, by making a light-hearted comment. It was an embarrassment.

Thaksin should know he has no right to insult anyone. Yet, there is no sign that he is repentant or that the ruling Pheu Thai will step in to censure him. Perhaps the party may try to distance itself from the remarks by noting that Thaksin holds no party position. But it's indisputable he represents it, and his offensive and insulting words reflect poorly on the party as a whole.
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																At first glance, the idea of combining agriculture with solar energy seems far-fetched. How can crops and solar panels compete for the same sunlight? My view changed after I visited the Sosa Mega Solar Sharing site in Chiba Prefecture, Japan, last month. As part of a media tour organised by Mekong Watch, a Japanese non-profit conservation group, I had the opportunity to see first-hand how "agrivoltaics" -- an innovative integration of agriculture and solar energy -- are reshaping rural landscapes and revitalising communities.
Our journey began at Narita Airport, where we boarded a van and headed out of Tokyo. As we left the urban sprawl behind, the scenery unfolded -- endless fields stretching to the horizon, dotted with modern Japanese farmhouses. It was my first glimpse of rural Japan, and the serenity of the landscape was captivating. Golden sunlight streamed across the fields, painting them with different shades of amber.

After about 20 minutes, the view suddenly shifted. Amid the vast farmland, rows of shimmering solar panels emerged like a mirage. It was a striking contrast -- the sleek, modern structures hovering above the soil ground where farmers grow their crops. Though the land beneath the panels lay bare, awaiting the next planting season, the setup was awe-inspiring -- a seamless blend of cutting-edge technology and traditional agriculture.

At the site, we were welcomed by Tomomitsu Miyashita of Citizen Energy Chiba Co, Ltd, the company spearheading this project. Unlike conventional solar farms, the panels here are smaller, slimmer and mounted on steel frames about two metres above the ground. This design allows farming machinery to operate beneath the panels strong enough to withstand Japan's formidable typhoons, sowing fresh wheat seeds ready to take root.

The Sosa Mega Solar Sharing project is not just about generating renewable energy; it is a visionary model that interlaces energy production with community revitalisation. Beyond generating clean energy, the project addresses critical local issues, including abandoned farmland and declining rural populations. It achieves this through the "Sosa System", which uses some of the revenue from solar energy sales to support farmers and environmental initiatives. These funds are channelled into farming subsidies, promoting sustainable practices such as organic farming under the panels. Additionally, portions of the revenue are reinvested into community projects, including land restoration and the creation of shared green spaces.

Contrary to belief, solar energy structures can co-exist with plants and even benefit them, Mr Miyashita explained to the media. The panels provide shade, which helps protect crops and topsoils from harsh weather and heavy rain. Additionally, the panels create a cooler microclimate, offering relief to farmers working in the fields.

The solar panels produce clean energy, which is sold to the grid under Japan's feed-in tariff (FIT) system. The sale helps produce a stable income for 20 years, ensuring financial security for farmers. The Sosa Mega Solar Sharing site spans 32,000 square metres, with an installed capacity of 1.2 MW, and it required an upfront investment of 300 million yen, equivalent to 65 million baht. This dual-purpose model not only generates renewable energy but also revitalises rural communities by providing a consistent revenue stream.

Agrivoltaics addresses two critical challenges facing Japan. First, a decline in farming profitability and a lack of young farmers to take over farm businesses. This social trend leads to more abandoned farmland and weakens rural farm communities.

Second, Japan's commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 necessitates a shift away from fossil fuels. Agrivoltaics offers a sustainable solution, enabling renewable energy generation without the environmental cost of deforestation for land use. This model has gained traction across Japan, with over 3,000 agrivoltaic projects now in operation, from Chiba to Isumi and beyond. These projects demonstrate how abandoned farmland can be transformed into productive and sustainable hubs.

Thailand faces similar challenges. Indeed, our challenges and the scale of the problem are much larger. Over 90% of Thai farming households are in debt, with liabilities averaging more than 450,000 baht. Government measures such as debt moratoriums offer temporary relief but fail to address the root causes, leaving many farmers trapped in a cycle of debt. Structural issues further compound the problem. More than half of Thai farmers own small pieces of land with limited access to water. Adding to these challenges is an ageing farming population, with nearly half of farmers over the age of 60, which drives up costs and reduces productivity.

At the same time, Thailand has committed to achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2065, requiring a significant transition to renewable energy. With abundant sunlight and vast agricultural land, Thailand can adopt and benefit from the agrivoltaic model. These systems could provide farmers with diversified incomes by combining crop cultivation with solar energy production. This would help farmers stabilise their financial situations, reduce reliance on government support, and build resilience against fluctuating agricultural markets.

To develop an agrivoltaic system in Thailand, research is essential to identify which crops in Thailand thrive best under agrivoltaic infrastructure. While global studies show mixed results depending on the type of crop and solar panel configuration, Thailand's unique climate -- with high solar radiation and significant rainfall -- requires region-specific pilot testing. Government leadership is critical in establishing clear standards and guidelines for agrivoltaics, ensuring that the technology is applied effectively and sustainably.

A feed-in tariff programme, similar to Japan's, could also play a key role by guaranteeing farmers a fair price for the electricity they generate. However, this program must be carefully designed to ensure equitable access for smallholder farmers, who form the majority of Thailand's agricultural community. Pilot projects would be essential to demonstrate the feasibility of agrivoltaics in Thailand, with lessons learned from successful models in countries like Japan, Germany, and Italy.

Agrivoltaics offers Thailand a transformative opportunity to address a declining farm sector and achieve the net-zero goal. The success of Japan's Sosa Mega Solar Sharing site is proof that agrivoltaics is not just a theoretical concept but a practical model for sustainability. With strong government support, collaboration across sectors, and active engagement with farmers, Thailand can turn its agricultural and renewable energy challenges into opportunities for long-term growth.



Rapeepat Ingkasit is the head of research at Climate Finance Network Thailand (CFNT), a think tank devoted to propelling sustainable financial practices and assisting in Thailand's transition towards a low-carbon economy. The writer would like to extend his gratitude to Yuka Kiguchi and Satoko Endo from Mekong Watch for their invaluable coordination and translation assistance during this eye-opening visit. Learn more at climatefinancethai.com.
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																High debt levels are again setting off alarm bells worldwide. In developed countries, attention is focused on the rapid increase in public debt, while developing economies are struggling to service their external obligations amid slowing growth and stagnating exports.
Despite current challenges, most analysts say developed economies will avoid a full-blown crisis, owing to their ability to issue debt in their currencies and implement targeted fiscal and monetary measures. By contrast, the outlook for emerging and developing economies is bleak.

Several developing countries have already defaulted on their external obligations, triggering a slow and painful debt restructuring process and sweeping economic reforms. Many others are on the edge of a crisis. According to the World Bank, 52% of low-income countries are in or near debt distress.

Since the end of World War II, the world has witnessed numerous financial crises stemming from the unique nature of sovereign borrowing. On one hand, government debt can reflect the pursuit of potentially high-return investments that cannot be financed by domestic savings alone.

This was the case in the early 1960s when South Korea borrowed up to 10% of its GDP annually to enable productive investment. Those investments paid off handsomely, enabling the country to service its debt with ease and maintain stability despite sustained borrowing.

But borrowing can also finance unproductive expenditures, such as excessive public employment or private consumption, which generate little to no return. Consequently, debt service grows without any corresponding increase in governments' ability to sustain payments. This is rarely an issue for countries that invest in high-return projects. But when resources are misallocated, and debt-service costs mount without the means to cover them, a crisis becomes inevitable.

In such cases, international financial institutions - especially the International Monetary Fund - play a critical role in helping countries restore creditworthiness by providing financing and recommending reforms. The IMF specialises in assessing indebted countries' macroeconomic outlook, pinpointing necessary economic reforms, and steering them back towards financial stability and sustainable growth.

IMF-recommended reforms typically involve expenditure cuts alongside efforts to increase tax revenue. They often also include structural adjustments, such as modifying the exchange-rate regime and eliminating regulations that impede economic growth. Identifying the most urgent reforms is essential, as these measures often determine a country's ability to foster growth and improve living standards.

Economic policy reforms become essential when a government lacks the resources to meet future debt-servicing payments or fund the investments needed to boost income and growth. Without such reforms, heavily indebted countries risk falling back into excessive spending patterns, undermining their growth prospects and resulting in recurring crises.

Regrettably, some leaders overlook the necessity of combining debt restructuring and new financing with economic reforms. Sympathy for the impoverished populations of indebted countries and acknowledgement of their overwhelming financial burdens often lead to calls for the IMF and World Bank to provide financial support without demanding structural adjustments. When international institutions succumb to such pressures, economic gains tend to be short-lived: growth stagnates, and debt-servicing difficulties return.

These challenges are compounded by the emergence of new major creditors, especially China, and the growing role of private-sector actors in sovereign lending. In recent years, China has overtaken the World Bank as the largest lender to many low-income countries. As a result, implementing economic reforms now requires the support of China and other creditors.

The protracted negotiations between creditors whenever sovereign debt must be restructured underscores the urgent need for reforms within heavily indebted countries and in the international community's approach to resolving these countries' debt problems.

Traditional sovereign creditors, including the US and the European Union, must persuade emerging major lenders of needing a faster, more effective restructuring mechanism. Without such a framework, the world's poorest countries will remain trapped in a never-ending cycle of debt distress. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Anne O Krueger, a former World Bank chief economist, is Senior Research Professor of International Economics at the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies and Senior Fellow at the Center for International Development at Stanford University.
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																Global inflation in recent years has pushed the prices of food, energy, and basic goods to unprecedented levels. As a result, the rising cost of living has dominated political discussion around the world, but especially in G20 countries. Ahead of this year's presidential election in the United States, for example, 41% of Americans cited inflation as their top economic issue.
High inflation risks overshadowing another urgent crisis: global warming. But rising prices and climate change are closely linked. Extreme weather damages crops, spoils harvests, and drives up food prices, and its impact is growing more pronounced as heatwaves, droughts, and floods become more frequent and intense. These events also disrupt supply chains and energy production, pushing up the price of other essential goods.

Climate-induced inflationary pressures are especially acute in Africa and Latin America, where food accounts for a significant share of household spending. For example, an extensive drought exacerbated by El Nino raised the price of staples in Malawi, Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe earlier this year, creating a hunger crisis. By contrast, households in wealthier countries tend to spend a smaller share of their income on food and are thus better insulated.

Discussions about climate change often overlook its economic toll on vulnerable populations and how it deepens inequality, focusing instead on green growth and emissions reductions. But as inflation increasingly disrupts economic stability, this toll can no longer be ignored. Shifting weather patterns have raised the prices of oranges in Brazil, cocoa in West Africa, and coffee in Vietnam. A recent study by the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research and the European Central Bank estimates that rising temperatures could drive up food inflation by 3.2 percentage points per year, with overall inflation increasing by 1.18 percentage points annually by 2035.

Rather than being treated solely as an environmental issue, climate change must be central to economic policy. Fiscal and monetary authorities should incorporate both immediate and long-term climate-related risks into their inflation forecasts and policies -- as they already do with the "transition risks" of shifting to a low-carbon economy. Some institutions have begun to adapt. The South African Reserve Bank has acknowledged the importance of understanding climate risks. Since 2018, the Central Bank of Costa Rica has integrated the impact of global warming into its economic models.

Central banks and finance ministries should also work with climate organisations to create practical solutions that help cushion economies from the interrelated shocks of extreme weather, soaring inflation, and food insecurity. For example, the African Climate Foundation (where one of us works) has developed Adaptation and Resilience Investment Platforms (ARIPs), which use advanced analytics that combine climate and weather data, biophysical models, and economy-wide models to facilitate investment and policy prioritisation -- a more comprehensive approach to building resilience.

The ACF used an ARIP in Malawi last year after the country was devastated by Cyclone Freddy, the longest-lasting tropical cyclone ever recorded. Using this financial tool enabled policymakers to identify lasting solutions that would mitigate the economic damage caused by the cyclone while protecting key industries and strengthening financial stability.

Other climate think tanks are pursuing similar goals. Iniciativa Climatica de Mexico is pushing policymakers to consider climate risks in economic planning, while the Institute for Climate and Society in Brazil has called for social protection plans and climate-sensitive policies to shield low-income communities from the economic consequences of extreme weather.

Equally important is regional collaboration, which would allow countries in Africa and Latin America to develop and share economic policies that are specifically tailored to their climate vulnerabilities and support the most exposed communities. Initiatives like the Inter-American Development Bank's Regional Climate Change Platform of Economy and Finance Ministries can serve as a blueprint for such efforts.

At the global level, greater coordination between climate and economic institutions is crucial. Tools like the European Union's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism highlight the need for careful policy design to mitigate adverse effects -- in this case, higher costs for consumers in developing countries. Brazil, as the host of next year's Brics Summit and United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP30), and South Africa, as the current G20 president, have a unique opportunity to redefine the global economic agenda, championing policies that address the twin crises of inflation and global warming.

Failure to act collectively and decisively could deepen inequality, erode economic stability, and jeopardise climate goals. But if policymakers develop innovative solutions that bridge the gap between climate and economic strategies, they can reduce the immediate risks of extreme weather and foster long-term stability and resilience. As both inflation and the planet heat up, the need for integrated, equitable policies has never been more urgent. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Monica Araya, Distinguished Fellow at ClimateWorks, is Director of the Governing Board of the Natural Resource Governance Institute. Saliem Fakir is Founder and Executive Director of the African Climate Foundation.
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									Beware of rogue presidents (this time in Korea)								

															

																Turning yourself from a democratically elected president into a dictator is a tricky operation, and most people who try it fail. It's called a "self-coup", from the Spanish auto-golpe, and to try it without first gaining the support of the armed forces is sheer lunacy. Yet, from time to time, an elected president tries to do exactly that.
The latest president to try it is South Korea's Yoon Suk-yeol, elected two years ago by the slimmest margin ever. His declaration of martial law on Dec 3 was withdrawn after three hours when thousands of civilians went to the National Assembly building and helped the lawmakers to get inside and vote to cancel President Yoon's decree.

They tried to arrest him on Saturday, but thousands of Mr Yoon's supporters formed a human chain to stop them. The head of the Presidential Security Service, Park Chong-jun (recently appointed by Mr Yoon himself), also showed up at Mr Yoon's residence with his heavily armed paramilitary troops, vowing to resist to the death. So the police chose to withdraw.

This was not a blunder nor a failure of nerve by the court's investigators. It was a sensible decision not to give Mr Yoon the spectacle of 3,000 armed police clashing with his own civilian backers and hundreds of armed presidential guards. It will take a little longer to get Mr Yoon into handcuffs, but at the end of it, he will no longer be president.

The "martyrdom" of another president who tried and failed to carry out a self-coup is just beginning. Last month, Brazilian ex-president Jair Bolsonaro and 36 former associates were indicted by Brazil's federal police for plotting to assassinate the victor in the 2022 election, President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, and put Mr Bolsonaro back in office.

What makes these two events relevant to the present is that both Mr Bolsonaro and Mr Yoon modelled their behaviour on Donald Trump's. Mr Yoon's supporters in the confrontation outside the presidential residence last week were even waving American flags to show that they were emulating Mr Trump's supporters in their attack on the US Congress on Jan 6, 2021.

Like Mr Trump, Mr Bolsonaro and Mr Yoon are populists who have little regard for the truth or the law. When they found themselves thwarted by events -- a lost election in Mr Bolsonaro's case, an opposition majority in the Korean National Assembly in Mr Yoon's -- they were willing to take unconstitutional action to get their way.

Like Mr Trump again, both men justified their illegal actions with the false claim that the previous election had been rigged against their side. But there was one big difference: unlike Mr Trump, they didn't chicken out at the last moment. Stupid, but brave.

In any coup attempt, there is a point at which mere talk crosses the line into irrevocable action, and it is a bright red line. To bring people with you in sufficient numbers, you have to cross that line and risk everything. Mr Yoon and Mr Bolsonaro crossed it, and failed anyway. Mr Trump never crossed it.

The key moment was on Jan 6, four years ago when Mr Trump, having promised to join the potential rioters and insurrectionists in front of the Capitol building, let himself be driven back to the White House after a brief token attempt to seize the steering wheel from the Secret Service driver. He watched the potential coup fizzle out on television.

Four years later, having won reelection fair and square, Mr Trump is heading back into the White House. If even half of his promises are kept, there will be plenty of conflicts and crises between his administration on one side, and federal law, the constitution and the strongly held values of around half the population on the other.

Mr Trump's control of the Supreme Court will let him ride out some of the protests, but it is likely that there will be grave confrontations between Mr Trump and a large section of the American people. It is, therefore, some consolation that he lacks the courage and determination of a genuine revolutionary.

He talks a great fight, but when it came to the crisis point in 2021, he went tamely back to the White House. The rational explanation was that he could not count on the US military to accept a Trump coup (which is probably still the case), but the real reason was that he didn't have the guts to stage a coup.

That's no guarantee that next time won't be different, but 78-year-old leopards don't usually change their spots.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth: Life-Saving Ideas from the World's Climate Engineers'. Last year's book, 'The Shortest History of War', is also still available.
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																This year will be eventful for the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean). In addition to the Myanmar issue and intensifying geopolitics, the Asean Community Vision 2045 will be ready in May and will chart the course for its 770 million-strong population over the next two decades.
A nagging question remains: how will this common vision be translated for the public of their respective member countries? Given the rapid changes to the geopolitical landscape and the ubiquity of social media, a well-designed communication strategy could be a boon to the new master plan. Without raising awareness among Generations M and Z and networks of influencers and content creators of the benefits, the vision could be shattered at its launch.

The estimated 420 million-plus youth -- 60% of the Asean population -- face unknown challenges and opportunities in the coming days. Indeed, they are like yu-char-kuey -- Chinese fried doughnuts -- as they come in pairs. Take them both or lose them at one's peril. Their understanding of the 1,825-word vision is key to creating a stronger Asean identity and community, which in turn, will provide more opportunities.

The previous initiative, the Asean Community Vision 2025, was nearly completed after a decade-long community-building effort. Some patchwork is still needed in the economic and socio-cultural pillars -- a few projects have yet to be finished. For the political-security pillar, only the culture of governance requires further action. These elements will continue to appear in the new strategic plans. Monitoring and evaluation of action plans are still necessary.

It is not an overstatement to reiterate that there is a sense of belonging and identity among Asean citizens across all groups, even though this sentiment is uneven across the 10 member states. However, with the world's youngest democracy, Timor-Leste, soon to become the 11th member, Asean's collective voice in the international community will be more impactful.

It is a milestone for an organisation that was belittled by great powers, doubting it could achieve this much so soon after its inception. At this critical time, Asean can stand tall with pride and hope that in the next 20 years, it will be ready for new megatrends whenever and wherever they arise. Malaysia's chairmanship is timely and of significant strategic importance. The underlying theme of inclusivity and sustainability is also fitting.

The new blueprint envisions Asean as a resilient, innovative, dynamic, and people-centric community. At present, concerned officials continue working on strategic plans for all pillars that will be adopted by Asean leaders at the May summit.

As in 2015, when Kuala Lumpur launched the first such blueprint, the chair will do it again with the new vision. However, today's international circumstances are completely different -- more complex and unpredictable. The world is polarised with superpower rivalries and crises in the Middle East, Myanmar and Ukraine.

To stay relevant and productive, the Asean Community needs stronger leadership and driving forces to counter geopolitical tyranny and the growing inclination to use force. This task is necessary to protect the stakes of the world's fourth-largest economy by 2030. A stronger economy will increase Asean's bargaining power.

The vision lists 17 interlinked issues shaping Asean's future. They range from major power rivalries, digitalisation, cybersecurity and artificial intelligence to protectionism, supply chain resilience, food and energy security, green economy initiatives, empowerment of women and youth and connectivity.

Overall, the vision stresses upholding democracy, good governance, human rights and the rule of law while placing Asean citizens at its centre. Furthermore, it strives to create a single prosperous market driven by sustainability, innovation, and skilled human capital. For the broader Indo-Pacific region, Asean aims to be a stabilising force amidst geopolitical and socio-economic challenges. As such, strengthening the capacity-building of the Asean Secretariat is required to enhance decision-making efficiency and resource mobilisation.

Nonetheless, the emerging Asean community still needs reinforcement at all levels of engagement for future generations to appreciate the values of a more integrated Asean. For nearly six decades, Asean has grappled with communication dilemmas -- how to empower common folk through their vision. As the organisation operates as a top-down decision-making process, past decades of efforts to upend this habit have had limited success. Asean achievements are documented and known among officials and academics, but not the public at large.

When the first vision was launched, civil society organisations did provide input to Asean bureaucrats in their countries. But some of them were overlooked due to varying levels of political and economic development among members. The drafters of the new vision have consulted civil society organisations and the private sector, making it more inclusive.

Given the diversity among members in terms of historic backgrounds, religions, cultures and traditions, strong public backing for the vision must be secured before and after its launch. The top priority will be engagement with online and traditional media communities. The chair must also develop a variety of strategic communication plans for multi-stakeholder media outreach. Visible or unseen influencers or content creators can impact Asean's longstanding efforts through their platforms' brief audiovisual clips. The chair and the media communities must work closely.

When younger generations lead new visionary trends, broader segments of the public -- including the private sector and other social entities -- will likely follow suit. Then, much-needed Asean-owned narratives will emerge.

The Asean youth can nurture and sustain these new blueprints. The chair must do whatever it takes to capture their attention so that it can subsequently translate this into intention and action.
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        5 wellness retreat trends in 2025, from sexual healing and psychedelics to horse therapy
        A fully immersive wellness retreat can be hugely therapeutic. It was for 43-year-old life and business coach Lynda Williams, who in 2023 returned to Britain after 14 years living in Singapore.

      

      
        New movies out this week: Jan 9-15
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        K-pop powerhouse NCT 127  to perform in Bangkok
        Last year, K-pop sensation NCT 127 captivated fans with their powerful singing, dynamic dance moves and charismatic stage presence during their "Neo City - The Unity" tour. For their remarkable performance, the group won Best Prize for Best Concert and the Overall Grand Prize (Daesang) at the EDaily Culture Awards.

      

      
        Neilson Hays Library presents 'Early Music Concert'
        Neilson Hays Library is hosting "Early Music Concert" featuring different instruments and musical styles from three musicians, on Sunday at 6.30pm.
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									5 wellness retreat trends in 2025, from sexual healing and psychedelics to horse therapy

									
								

								A fully immersive wellness retreat can be hugely therapeutic. It was for 43-year-old life and business coach Lynda Williams, who in 2023 returned to Britain after 14 years living in Singapore.
								Following the end of a relationship in 2024, Williams decided to take her heartbreak into her own hands and checked into a five-night retreat in Greece, at Euphoria Retreat in Mystras, joining its Emotional Harmony programme.

"I've always believed healing starts from the head and heart and the rest follows," she says.

She describes the "emotional knots" that were released with a Thai yogic massage, personalised energy treatments, sound healing and water therapies ranging from cold-water immersion to flotation sessions with whale and dolphin acoustics.

"I returned feeling balanced, nurtured, at peace and ready to tackle the rest of the year," she says.

The start of the year is a good time to reflect on one's wellness and mental health, and 2025 is set to see more wellness travellers than ever. According to research from luxury travel agency network Virtuoso and market research group YouGov, 21 per cent of people travelling are doing so for health- and wellness-driven reasons.

That number is expected to grow, with 29 per cent of global travellers expressing interest in wellness travel in the future.

Here we look at five types of wellness retreats that are trending.

1. Sexual healing, tantra and intimacy

[image: ]

More retreats are popping up dedicated to improving libido and sexual well-being, which are less taboo than they once were. They focus on physical, emotional and psychological aspects, and on hormone function.

Women can tone their pelvic floor in an Emsella chair, which involves sitting in a wide-legged stance, fully clothed, while the chair induces nearly 12,000 painless pelvic-floor muscle contractions. Men with erectile dysfunction might have therapy that delivers mild shock waves that assist in the growth of new blood vessels.

"Sexual wellness is an extension of the general state of health," says Dr Rafael Navas, an expert in integrative and hormonal health at SHA Wellness Clinic in Spain.

He adds that sexual health is interconnected with cardiovascular health, the presence of chronic low-grade inflammation and metabolic balance.

Where to do it:

Event venue Broughton Sanctuary in Yorkshire, UK, is hosting a new Tantra Consciousness programme focused on exploring sexual connection and desire in June 2025.

SHA Wellness Clinic has launched a unit dedicated to the study and restoration of sexual well-being through its Sexual Wellbeing package, available at its resorts in Spain and Mexico.

2. Equine retreats

Horses are sensitive creatures and their calming presence can prove therapeutic for those with mental health issues, such as trauma recovery, stress disorders and PTSD.

"I was particularly moved by a gentle mare named Bindi, whose calm and grounded energy resonated deeply," says Dervla Louli, founder of a retreat travel platform, who recently visited an equine retreat at the Nihi Sumba hotel in Indonesia.

"Swimming with horses at sunrise and magical sunset rides along pristine beaches offer moments of pure bliss."

In October 2024, Nihi brought in renowned "horse whisperer" Carol Sharpe, known as the Ibu Ndara Sumba ("horse mother of Sumba"), to run the retreat.

Meanwhile, in the heart of London's Richmond Park, an equine psychotherapy clinic is gaining a celebrity following.

Operation Centaur, founded in 2002 by professor Andreas Liefooghe and backed by fashion designer Stella McCartney and The Chopra Foundation, runs programmes at the park while offering longer, personalised retreats in locations such as Barbados and Morocco.

Where to do it:

Nihi Sumba, Indonesia, is offering two equine retreats in 2025: the Equine Intuitive Awareness Retreat in February and the Harmonising Horsemanship retreat in May and June.

In the US, Canyon Ranch in California offers healing experiences with certified Equus Coach Ciara West.

Operation Centaur has a retreat at Raha in Essaouira, Morocco, in mid-September.

3. Fertility enhancement

[image: ]

The latest research from the World Health Organization indicates that one in six of the global adult population experiences infertility. Pollutants, unhealthy lifestyles, stress and later parenthood all upset hormone balance and are among factors to blame.

Many retreats now offer specific packages for those preparing for conception, struggling to conceive - perhaps because of endocrinal disorders - or undertaking IVF (in vitro fertilisation).

"If conception is equated to planting a seed, wellness care is like nurturing the soil, increasing the seed's chances of survival," says Dr Tipatat Junhasavasdikul, the medical director at Bangkok-based wellness centre RAKxa.

The centre's approach focuses on the spleen, which in traditional Chinese medicine is essential for nutrition digestion and immune support. Tests such as the Food IgG Intolerance Lab Test check gut health; if abnormalities are discovered, specific therapies can help women prepare for parenting, especially those undergoing IVF.

Where to do it:

RAKxa Integrative Wellness in Bangkok offers bespoke fertility packages.

The Ananda in the Himalayas hotel recently launched an Ayurvedic fertility enhancement programme and is also hosting a new fertility enhancement programme in partnership with midwife fertility expert Zita West in June.

The programme must be done for 21 or 14 days minimum and for women, it is ideal to join the programme on the third day of their menstrual cycle or after their periods to schedule the therapies based on the phase of the cycle.

4. Psychedelic retreats

[image: ]


That psychedelics can help treat a range of ailments from PTSD to addiction, stress and more is increasingly accepted, with convincing clinical research carried out by institutions such as Johns Hopkins University and Imperial College London.

Psychedelic retreats are growing in profile as a result, usually multi-day programmes in groups where guests are administered psychoactive substances to improve their mental health, usually interspersed with yoga, meditation and talk therapy.

Where to do it:

Beckley Retreats is offering communal psychedelic retreats in Jamaica and the Netherlands in 2025 with a five-day minimum stay.

Tandava Retreats offers luxury retreats in Mexico using the tryptamine 5-MeO-DMT compound known as the "God Molecule", which occurs naturally in various plants and secretions of the Bufo Alvarius toad and is reported to create a feeling of connection with the universe.

5. Contrast therapy (ice and heat)

[image: ]

Contrast therapy, alternating between hot and cold temperatures, was thought to have first been used by ancient Greeks as a way of improving circulation, reducing inflammation and enhancing cardiovascular strength. But its practice is now starting to creep into cities where its benefits are needed most.

The Hooke Fitness gym in London recently launched Mayfair's only cold plunge bath and hot sauna session.

The Monk studio in London has created the world's first "smart" ice bath, which is temperature-controlled and can integrate your plunges with your wearable devices.

Laura Fullerton, Monk's founder and CEO, says: "Cold exposure has been transformative for me as an entrepreneur - it's my ultimate stress reset, delivering clarity, energy and resilience."

Where to do it:

Hooke Fitness offers a 30-minute session for PS50 (US$62).

Euphoria Retreat in Greece offers Kneipp therapy and Finnish sauna.

The Original Mayr resort in Austria offers Kneipp therapy, cryotherapy and sauna, as well as wild swimming in Lake Worthesee, considered one of the cleanest lakes in Europe.

Like what you read? Follow SCMP Lifestyle onFacebook,XandInstagram. You can also sign up for our eNewsletterhere.

This article originally appeared in the South China Morning Post (SCMP). 
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									New movies out this week: Jan 9-15

									'Baridegi: The Abandoned Girl' features real-life Korean shamans and an on-set possession
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.
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San-Sa-Nan-Phun-Sun-Su

Directed by Ping Lampraploeng.

Who's in it?

Jirayu "Kao" La-ongmanee, Sananthachat "Fon" Thanapatpisal, Suphatat " Artai" Opas and Chinwut "Chin" Indracusin.

What's it about?

The story of a down-and-out boxer whose future is about to end because of his friends' good intentions, until the boxing industry turns its back on him, so he goes back to live with his mother in the province. Many things happen until he sees death as a warning, causing him to return to find the legendary boxing teacher. And finally, he gets what he has dreamed of, plus another wife...

Why watch it?

A New Year's comedy movie.
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House Of Sayuri

Directed by Koji Shiraishi.

Who's in it?

Kitaro, Fusako Urabe and Zen Kajihara.

What's it about?

A family moves into a house, but discovers that it is haunted by a murdered girl.

Why watch it? 

A Japanese horror film that truly gets under your skin.



[image: ]

Memoir Of A Snail

Directed by Adam Elliot. 

Who's in it?

Jacki Weaver, Sarah Snook and Charlotte Belsey.

What's it about?

A bittersweet memoir of a melancholic woman called Grace Pudel -- a hoarder of snails, romance novels and guinea pigs.

Why watch it?

The reason for Adam Elliot's films lack of traditional dialogue is because of the films low budget requiring to lip sync the dialogue.



[image: ]

Baridegi: The Abandoned Girl

Directed by Lee Se-won. 

Who's in it? 

Kong Jeong-hwan and Ji. 

What's it about? 

A shaman vows a revenge against a powerful man who killed his family -- by bringing the dead back to this world.

Why watch it? 

The film features real-life Korean shamans and during the filming, one of them was possessed.



[image: ]

Hidden Face

Directed by Kim Dae-woo.

Who's in it?

Park Ji-hyun, Park Ji-young and Song Seung-heon.

What's it about?

Seong-jin, a conductor, and Su-yeon, a cellist, are engaged. Su-yeon disappears, leaving a video. Mi-joo replaces Su-yeon and develops a secret relationship with Seong-jin. They feel watched as their bond deepens.

Why watch it?

The film became the first Korean R-rated film to surpass 1 million viewers during Korean theatrical release since 2019.
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									K-pop powerhouse NCT 127  to perform in Bangkok

									
								

								Last year, K-pop sensation NCT 127 captivated fans with their powerful singing, dynamic dance moves and charismatic stage presence during their "Neo City - The Unity" tour. For their remarkable performance, the group won Best Prize for Best Concert and the Overall Grand Prize (Daesang) at the EDaily Culture Awards.
								After this achievement, NCT 127 is gearing up for a new journey by organising their concert "NCT127 4th Tour Neo City: Bangkok - The Momentum", which will take place at Thunderdome Stadium on Feb 22 and 23.

The title of the tour, "The Momentum", means the power of something in motion and represents NCT 127's infinite energy to sustain and bring about change, along with their ambition to reach even greater heights through this fourth world tour.

Thai fans should get ready to buy concert tickets because competition can be intense as tickets for their two shows in Seoul, South Korea, on Jan 18 and 19, have sold out. In addition to Seoul and Bangkok, NCT 127 is set to perform in a total of 14 regions across Asia and America.

NCT 127 are considered a trailblazer in Neo music innovation, consistently pioneering new sounds while expanding their influence within K-pop through a cutting-edge concept and a distinctive colour. Their signature sound is instantly recognisable in hits such as the trendy dance hip-hop track Kick It, the urban soul hip-hop track Punch featuring an ear-catching heavy beat, the hip-hop dance track Sticker, known for its impactful flute sound, the sorrowful R&B dance ballad Favorite (Vampire) with its whistles and harmonious vocals, the dynamic hip-hop dance track Baddies, and the bold and intense hip-hop track Ay-Yo.

Their latest track, the old-school hip-hop song Walk, conveys a message of confidence, asserting that "they will move forward without following anyone else's footsteps", reaffirming their unparalleled position.

Tickets cost 2,600, 3,600, 4,200, 5,200, 5,500, 5,600, 6,200, 6,500 (Standing), 6,800 and 7,900 (Standing) baht. Tickets can be purchased at allticket.com and Counter Service in all 7-Eleven stores nationwide.

Pre-sale tickets for "NCTzen 127 Membership" will be available on Jan 10 from 7pm onwards. Public sale will be available on Jan 12 from 11am onwards.

For more information, visit facebook.com/smtruethailand.
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									Neilson Hays Library presents 'Early Music Concert'

									
								

								Neilson Hays Library is hosting "Early Music Concert" featuring different instruments and musical styles from three musicians, on Sunday at 6.30pm.
								Japanese instrumentalist Tomo Kida, Thai cellist Kunut Chaloempornpong aka Pukao and Japanese historical keyboard player Makiko Asahi will take the audience on a musical voyage through music from 17th century Italy to 18th century Scotland via the Netherlands, France, England and Germany.

They will present different colours of sound created by the combinations of many instruments -- flauto traverso, recorder, bagpipe, cello and spinet (a small harpsichord).

The repertoire includes Dario Castello's Sonata Prima, Jacob van Eyck's Engels Nachtegaeltje, Francois Couperin's Le Rossignol-En-Amour, Arcangelo Corelli's La Follia, Georg Philipp Telemann's Sonata C-Dur and Antonio Vivaldi's Sonata RV40.

Also presented on this magical evening will be Greensleeves To A Ground And Its Variations, as well as Scottish Tune Set (1690-1800) by various composers -- Rosline Castle, The Flower Of Edinburgh, Comely Garden and Mrs. Tulloh's Jig.

[image: Kunut Chaloempornpong. photos courtesy of Neilson Hays Library]
Kunut Chaloempornpong. photos courtesy of Neilson Hays Library



Kida studied both early music and Celtic music in Scotland and occasionally teaches period instrument as a volunteer lecturer at several universities in Bangkok.

Having earned a master's degree in cello performance from Belgium, Pukao has played with several youth and professional orchestras and chamber music ensembles. Asahi, meanwhile, graduated with three master's degrees in piano, piano chamber music, and harpsichord from Germany.

Tickets cost 700 baht (600 baht for members and 400 baht for students).

Visit neilsonhayslibrary.org or call 02-233-1731.

[image: Tomo Kida. Neilson Hays Library]
Tomo Kida. Neilson Hays Library
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									Forum to unveil the secrets of silk

									
								

								The Thai Textile Society is holding a talk on "The Crossroads of Silks: From Bukhara To Istanbul And Beyond" at Siam Society, Asok Road, on Saturday at 10am.
								Speaking at the first of this year's Collector's Corner programme will be Navamintr "Tom" Vitayakul, a textile connoisseur and collector who previously spoke about his textile collections from Thailand, Cambodia, India and Indonesia.

The Silk Road or the Silk Route, a network of Eurasian trade routes, derives its name from the highly lucrative trade of silk textiles. Its intricate web of land and sea routes connected Southern Europe and East Africa to Central Asia, all the way to East Asia.

It played a vital role in facilitating economic, cultural, political and religious interactions between the Eastern empires and Western world. Central Asian countries now lie at the crux of these routes and countries such as Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan still produce beautiful and mesmerising textiles and carpets.

Among these textiles, Uzbek ikat fabrics stand out with vibrant, bold and often contrasting and unimaginable colour combinations. They are the foundation of bright, distinctive and comfortable Uzbek national costumes.

As part of the rich cultural customs and lifestyle, they are worn as everyday attire and traditional festive events. These colourful clothes have a story to tell that unfolded as the Uzbek people mingled with neighbouring nations in a rich pageant of human history and evolution, with their own symbols and religious significance.

These ikat and also embroidered Suzani textiles have gained particular popularity over the past few decades and their resurgence is linked to fine fashion and interior decorations.

The fee is 400 baht (300 baht for members). For reservations, email reservationbkk.tts@gmail.com.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/2936156/forum-to-unveil-the-secrets-of-silk



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Centara Karon Resort Phuket reopens after extensive renovation

									Guests can take advantage of a comeback offer
								

								Centara Karon Resort Phuket by Centara Hotels & Resorts has reopened following an extensive renovation.   
								New-look Centara Karon Resort Phuket offers both relaxation and adventure. The resort now boasts three distinct zones - The Terrace, The Lagoon and The Tropicale - with an aim to cater to all from couples, families and friends.

[image: ]

The resort's newly refreshed rooms offer a contemporary design that blends a soothing colour palette with geometric patterns and natural elements. Highlights include The Terrace's spacious rooms, which feature balconies with views of the city or sea. Set to be unveiled by the end of 2025, one, two and three-bedroom Pool Villas promise to be stylish sanctuaries with outdoor pools and a dedicated check-in area - ideal for romantic getaways or grand celebrations with up to eight guests.

[image: ]

Adventures for all ages await at the resort's 3,000m2 pool zone, with three separate pools for adults and kids, plus thrilling water slides and fountains. Children and teens can find inspiration and fun at the Chang Dee Kids' Club or E-Zone, with a full schedule of activities and games. Parents can also enjoy me time with therapies at the signature SPA Cenvaree or invigorating workouts at the fully-equipped fitness centre.

A trio of tropical pool bars - Tropix, Koh Kool and Splash - set the scene for daytime refreshments with fruit smoothies or cool cocktails, while Pink Social provides a chic spot to socialise. For proper meals, Bistro Grill & Bar presents a range of international and Thai favourites throughout the day, while modern global cuisine and grilled specialities are served at Escape Pool Club.

For curious explorers who want to head out, Karon Beach is just a short walk away, while several golf courses are within easy reach, and Phuket's heritage-rich Old Town, with its Sino-Portuguese architecture and vibrant night markets, is a short drive away.

"A Star is Reborn", the resort's reopening offer, allows kids to stay and dine for free, while also offering B500 of daily resort credit, early check-in, late check-out, and a complimentary minibar with daily replenishment. As usual, Centara The1 members will enjoy an additional 15% discount and triple points. Book by March 31 to stay from now until April 30. Visit Centara website. 
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/travel/2935635/centara-karon-resort-phuket-reopens-after-extensive-renovation



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Disney On Ice returns in March

									Join beloved characters on a quest to find your inner hero
								

								Disney On Ice, Disney's touring ice show, returns to Impact Arena, Muang Thong Thani, for a four-day run from March 27-30. 
								[image: ]

In "Disney On Ice Presents Find Your Hero", favourite characters, played by figure skaters, from various IPs come to life as they spin and twirl on ice while telling captivating stories. Their performance will be complemented by costumes, props and music.  

[image: ]

Official Disney princesses take charge as the cast features Moana from Moana, Ariel from The Little Mermaid, Rapunzel from Tangled, Elsa and Anna from Frozen and Belle from Beauty And The Beast. Mirabel Madrigal from Encanto, although not officially a Disney Princess, is also in the show. Fear not, Mickey and Minnie will also make appearances.

[image: ]

The schedule of the four-day run is as follow: March 27 at 6.30pm in Thai, March 28 at 2.30pm and 6.30pm in Thai, March 29 at 10.30am in English, 2.30pm in English and 6.30pm in Thai and March 30 at 10.30am in English, 2.30pm in Thai and  6.30pm in English.  

[image: ]

Register and book before Jan 31 for an early bird discount of 30% on Thai Ticket Major website.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/2935612/disney-on-ice-returns-in-march



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 8-14

									7 new titles from Netflix and Prime Video
								

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

[image: ]

The Paradise Of Thorns

Premieres on Jan 9

When his partner Sek dies, Thongkam loses his property to his late love's eager family and must fight to reclaim the home they built together.

[image: ]

Asura

Premieres on Jan 9

In 1970s Tokyo, four distinct sisters uncover their ageing father's affair, causing their happy facades and bottled-up emotions to slowly unravel.

[image: ]

The Upshaws: Part 6

Premieres on Jan 9

As they continue to go through changes, one thing stays the same: The Upshaws always have each other's backs -- even when they're at each other's throats.

[image: ]

Sakamoto Days

Premieres on Jan 11

Once the greatest hitman of all, Taro Sakamoto retired in the name of love. But when his past catches up, he must fight to protect his beloved family.

[image: ]

Escape

Premieres on Jan 13

Seeking freedom, a North Korean soldier hatches a daring escape plan. But an intelligence officer will do all he can to prevent him from crossing the DMZ.

[image: ]

Single's Inferno: Season 4

Premieres on Jan 14

A new batch of singles enter Inferno for a chance at love. With romance, competition and heartbreak on the line, who will succeed in finding the one?



PRIME VIDEO

[image: ]

On Call

Premieres on Jan 9

A visceral police drama that follows a rookie and veteran officer duo as they patrol Long Beach, California. Filmed with a mixture of hand-held cameras, bodycam and dash-cam footage to create a cinema verite effect, the series explores the morality of protecting and serving a community.
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									Powerful works at the Biennale

									76 artists from across the world explore issues like ecology and cultural identity at Thailand's premier art expo
								

								Bangkok Art Biennale 2024 has embraced the theme "Nurture Gaia". Inspired by Mother Earth, this year's Biennale explores contemporary themes such as anthropology, collectivism, ecology, feminism, and the politics of time and place.
								Organised by Thai Beverage and its partners, the Biennale features works by 76 artists from 39 countries across 11 iconic venues, including the National Museum Bangkok - Siwamokkha Phimal Hall, Wat Arun Ratchawararam, Bangkok Art and Culture Centre, Museum Siam and Queen Sirikit National Convention Center.

Understanding the inspiration and stories behind each piece enhances the experience of viewing art. Below are some works that Life had the opportunity to view and learn about from artistic director Prof Apinan Poshyananda and curators Pojai Akratanakul, Paramaporn Sirikulchayanont and Brian Curtin, as well as the artists themselves.

[image: Komkrit Tepthian with The Sun Of The Front Palace.]
Komkrit Tepthian with The Sun Of The Front Palace.



Queen Sirikit National Convention Center

Whitewash For Mother Earth Kanya Charoensupkul

National Artist Kanya created this massive piece on a 15m-long canvas to express her concern about the environment. Kanya explained that when she saw news of war or missile testing, she felt a deep sorrow. She imagined the Goddess of Earth feeling heartbroken as war took away everything from the people, animals and the environment. She believes that some humans are ungrateful to Mother Earth and that this ingratitude not only causes suffering now, but will have negative consequences for future generations.

The painting is coated with seven to eight layers of paint, starting with black to symbolise the loss of the world's beauty. After black are layers of green, red, pink, purple and gold to represent the beauty of flowers, trees and nature. Red symbolises the bleeding of the Earth Goddess and white was applied to heal and mend her. The artist hopes that people will help heal the world in any way they can.

[image: Groundloop by Lisa Reihana.]
Groundloop by Lisa Reihana.



Die Mutter (The Mothers) Isaac Chong Wai

Chong, a Berlin-Hong Kong artist, created a video installation inspired by a woodcut by German artist Kathe Kollwitz. The woodcut depicts an emotional scene of widows and their children who lost loved ones to war. This image deeply moved Chong and inspired him to create the video performance. In the video, people move in a circle and sing a mix of dirges and lullabies in various languages created by music director Dagmar Aigner.

Groundloop Lisa Reihana

Groundloop is a digital video which depicts a voyage of the Maori to nature and their ancestors, as Reihana herself is a Maori descendant. The video follows their journeys which navigate between New Zealand and Australia. It explores Maori ancestral stories, their connections to nature and the sea and their respect to spirits. Thailand also has indigenous communities in Phuket and the Andaman Sea islands, and there is a cultural diffusion among these people, particularly in areas of navigation and animism.

[image: Kannamma by George K.]
Kannamma by George K.



The National Museum Bangkok

The Sun Of The Front Palace Komkrit Tepthian

Komkrit, who is renowned for his handicraft gashapon, or capsule toys, exhibits four sculptures from his Time Machine series at The National Museum Bangkok. His creations, which look like antique pieces, are placed among ancient artefacts to reflect on questions of authenticity and how artefacts evolves over time.

Komkrit interpreted the theme "Nurture Gaia" as a reference to motherhood. Drawing on his interest in history, he envisioned history as a mother while her children represent the present. Inspired by his research, Komkrit created sculptures with the aim of making history more appealing to the public.

One of his works, The Sun Of The Front Palace, was inspired by the childhood name of the Phra Maha Uparaja, or the next in line to the throne of King Rama III. Phra Maha Uparaja had the nickname Chang, meaning elephant, and was known as Mom Arunothai, meaning the sun. Therefore, the sculpture resembles an elephant holding the sun in its hands.

[image: Solitude Of Silences by Gimhongsok.]
Solitude Of Silences by Gimhongsok.



Our Place In Their World Chitti Kasemkitvatana and Nakrob Moonmanas

Our Place In Their World is a two-channel video installation, with another set showcased at the Venice Biennale 2024. This collaborative installation presents an alternative perspective on historical events. It focuses on two key narratives: King Chulalongkorn's diplomatic journey to Europe, and the lesser-known travel experiences of ordinary people who had opportunities to travel abroad.

Nakrob gave an example of Thongkam from Phetchaburi province, who travelled to the UK and the US when he was a child. He began his journey working as an acrobat and eventually became a hotel executive. When he returned to Thailand during the reign of King Rama VI, he was called weird because he could not speak Thai fluently and did not know much about his motherland.

Kannamma George K.

George K., a self-taught Indian artist, changed his career from banking to art after surviving the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami. His artwork raised awareness about transgenderism, which is still considered taboo and carries significant societal stigma in India. Kannamma features life-size sculptures inspired by the Tamil Nadu festival where transgender people symbolically marry the god Aravan and become widowed.

[image: Transfigurations by Agi Haines.]
Transfigurations by Agi Haines.



Bangkok Art and Culture Centre

Transfigurations Agi Haines

Agi Haines, a British researcher focusing on design, science and technology, explores the idea of using surgery to modify human bodies, especially in children to solve future problems. These problems could be related to health, the environment or social issues.

Transfigurations exhibits several infant sculptures displayed in glass cases. From a distance, the display appears quite adorable. However, when visitors look closer, they will notice unusual bodily modifications in each infant such as a large stitch on one infant's neck and a missing toe. The exhibit raises questions about degradation of nature that runs counter to technological advancements, as well as ethics of using technology to modify human bodies.

[image: Die Mutter (The Mothers) by Isaac Chong Wai.]
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Solitude Of Silences Gimhongsok

Gimhongsok, a Korean artist, created a new work for his Solitude Of Silences series. Inspired by interviews with Thais about their lives and jobs, Gimhongsok created three human figures wearing animal masks -- a cat-masked motorbike delivery driver, a dinosaur-masked cleaning lady and a mouse-masked bus driver.

While the cat and mouse figures express exhaustion from working long hours, the dinosaur figure lies sideways on a platform. These figures are accompanied by descriptions from interviews that express the workers' feelings.

The artwork portrays the struggles of labourers which showcases their need for support from the government and society. The cat figure represents a delivery man who has to race against time for his income. The mouse figure is a bus driver wearing a police uniform because he dreams of having a stable and respectful job. The dinosaur-masked cleaning lady works at a hospital and dreams of sending her children to college, but it seems impossible due to her low income.

"Bangkok Art Biennale 2024" will run until Feb 25 across 11 venues. For more information, visit bkkartbiennale.com.

[image: Our Place In Their World by Chitti Kasemkitvatana and Nakrob Moonmanas.]
Our Place In Their World by Chitti Kasemkitvatana and Nakrob Moonmanas.
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									Celebrate National Children's Day in BKK and beyond

									
								

								Every kid will have a big smile on National Children's Day as it comes with fun activities and free gifts. Here are some venues that promise to make this special day even more memorable for all young souls.
								Central Kids Day 2025 at all branches of Central Shopping Centre, until Sunday.

Presented by Central Pattana, every space at all Central shopping centres is transformed into a playground packed with fun activities to prepare Thai children to be "Future Heroes".

Children are invited to engage in learning through play, upgrade their skills for the future and get free lessons by leading educational institutions. There is also a contest open to kids aged 10 and under to showcase their singing, dancing and talent.

Highlights include "Super Kidlympic: Future Skills Challenge" where children can embark on an exciting adventure through six skill-unlocking stations at CentralWorld only on Saturday and Sunday; "Deer Wonderland" filled with 30 little deer in a Japanese garden at Central Si Racha in Chon Buri; and "Kenya Safari" featuring various animals including pygmy goats, angora goats, kookaburras, macaws and over 200 other species at Central Ubon in Ubon Ratchathani.

Also, children can join the Paw Patrol team from the Canadian animated TV series of the same name, meet and greet the series' characters Chase & Marshall, enjoy interactive games and enhance skills in workshops, at Central Westgate, Central Rama II and Central Rama III.

More than 450,000 gifts are in stock for Central X members, while shopping and dining promotions are offered from top brands.

Visit centralpattana.co.th.
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The Mall Lifestore Kids Funtasia at all branches of The Mall Lifestore and The Mall Korat, from tomorrow to Sunday.

Children are invited to step into a world of imagination and discover new interests at many edutainment activities.

The Mall Lifestore Tha Phra will present a magical wonderland for little princes and princesses to enjoy an enchanting castle, fluffy knights and over 300 rabbits of 10 breeds, while The Mall Lifestore Bangkae will take young explorers to the kingdom of butterflies, insects and birds where they will learn about the life cycles and rare, endangered species of those little creatures.

At The Mall Lifestore Ngamwongwan, embark on a whimsical adventure through a magical balloon wonderland, marvel at a 4m-tall Bozo, enjoy fun game stations and collect stamps to redeem prizes.

The Mall Lifestore Bangkapi will be turned into an underwater world filled with marine animals, interactive activities and captivating storytelling with music for three days, from tomorrow to Saturday.

Meanwhile, The Mall Korat in Nakhon Ratchasima will bring adventure rides, fun games, skill-building workshops and recreational activities, as well as talented performances by local schoolchildren, only on Saturday and Sunday.

Exclusive offers will be available including up to 50% discounts at HarborLand and Joyliday and free trial classes from leading institutions like Yamaha Music School, Global Art, and KPN Music Academy.

Visit themalllifestore.com.
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Kids Funival: The Fun Factory 2025 at Em District from tomorrow to Sunday.

Emporium, EmQuartier and Emsphere will be transformed into a wonderland of joy and excitement presented through thrilling games and creative activities designed for all children.

The fun will begin at Quartier Avenue, ground floor of EmQuartier where the popular Giant Claw Machine will be back with the country's largest pit full of prizes.

Then, enjoy dazzling performances by young talents at the "Funival Stage", snap creative photos in the unique balloon capsule at "Funival Capture by Nikon", and tackle rewarding missions with games like Candy Catch and Lollipop Throw at "Funival Mission".

The Emjoy zone on the 2nd floor will present exciting games, delicious treats and captivating performances by young talented performers from leading institutions.

At Emsphere, the "Ikea Funival" at Ikea's Children Section on the 3rd floor will present fun colouring activities and soft serve ice cream, while the "Wonder Kids" at Em Market Hall on the ground floor will offer delightful sweets and immersive experiences to keep kids smiling all day long.

Also, expect special promotions and privileges from educational institutions at Emjoy zone, top dining, lifestyle and fashion outlets.

Visit facebook.com/EmporiumEmquartier.
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Jungceylon Kids Day 2025 x Giant Dog at Jungceylon Patong, Phuket, from Friday to Sunday.

The festival is calling all young dog lovers to meet big but gentle canines of various breeds including Newfoundland, Caucasian shepherd and Alaskan Malamute, at the Jungle Zone.

There will be exciting shows by talented furry friends and a dog cafe where children can hang out with over 20 adorable Pomeranians. This is also an opportunity for young fashionistas to shop for cute fashion items and accessories for their four-legged furry friends at the "Dog Cart".

Exclusively on Saturday, the "Kids Day Special" will present Puppy Games and fun workshops with exciting prizes to take home.

Visit facebook.com/JungceylonFanpage or call 076-600-111.
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Mega Kids World 2025: The Little Guardians at Megabangna on Saturday and Sunday.

The Mega Plaza and FoodWalk Plaza of Megabangna will be filled with laughter of youngsters who will enjoy educational and entertaining activities, held with the aim to enhance their development, analytical thinking, physical skills and environmental awareness.

They are invited to embark on noble missions to conquer various activity stations, set against a backdrop of intense natural disasters threatening ancient trees aged over 1,000 years old.

They will engage in simulated wildfire suppression with NERF guns at the "Wildfire Warriors" station, navigate obstacles at the "Jungle Journey", learn about waste separation at the "Recycle Quest", and cycle to pump water from the source to nourish a giant tree at the "Guardian Of The Giant Tree".

They will also have fun putting golf balls and symbolised seeds into holes at the "Seed Of Hope" and learn the critical importance of oxygen levels in water at the "Oxygen Boost". Numerous prizes will be up for grabs and registrations can be made now, free of charge.

Visit facebook.com/megabangnashoppingcenter.
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