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        Air strikes in Gaza crush joy of ceasefire deal
        After news of a ceasefire agreement sparked mass rejoicing in Gaza, residents woke up Thursday to columns of smoke, rubble and more deaths following new Israeli air strikes.
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        The boards of Thailand-based mobile carriers Advanced Info Service (AIS) and Thaicom have asked shareholders to reject offers from controlling entities to acquire both the firms.

      

      
        Philippines raises 'serious concern' over China 'monster' ship
        The Philippines said it expressed "serious concern" over the presence of Chinese vessels near its shores during talks with China on their South China Sea dispute.
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        Thailand aims to introduce a new carbon credits market this year as Southeast Asia's second-largest economy seeks to address weak demand and low prices.
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        Thai Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul -- also the leader of the coalition party Bhumjaithai -- said on Thursday that Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's family's ownership of vast land tracts belonging to Alpine Golf and Sports Club must be revoked.

      

      
        Father of missing Chinese model seeks answers in Thailand
        The father of a Chinese male model who went missing near the Thai-Myanmar border more than two weeks ago has sought help from Thailand's police chief to find his son.

      

      
        Trauma and tragedy in the City of Angels: covering the LA fires
        PARIS - Terrified residents caught in blazing neighbourhoods, influencers ignoring the ban on drones and the frightening unpredictability of the wildfires are just some of what journalists covering the fires ravaging Los Angeles for AFP have had to manage.

      

      
        Delay urged for elephant birth control shots
        Conservationists protested on Thursday against a plan by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment to use birth control injections on wild elephants.

      

      
        Easy E-Receipt tax-deduction scheme begins
        The Easy E-Receipt programme, under which the value of eligible purchases up to 50,000 baht can be deducted against personal income tax, began on Thursday and will last until Feb 28.

      

      
        South African police lower cage into mine to check if anyone left after 78 died
        STILFONTEIN, South Africa - South African police lowered a camera down more than a mile (1.5km) underground into an illegal gold mine on Thursday to ascertain if any survivors or corpses were still there after a months-long siege by authorities in which at least 78 miners died.
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                  Air strikes in Gaza crush joy of ceasefire deal                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Celebration gave way to anguish after a night of strikes]
                                              
                          Celebration gave way to anguish after a night of strikes                        

                                          

                  

                                After news of a ceasefire agreement sparked mass rejoicing in Gaza, residents woke up Thursday to columns of smoke, rubble and more deaths following new Israeli air strikes.
"We were waiting for the truce and were happy. It was the happiest night since October 7," said Gaza resident Saeed Alloush, referring to the Hamas attack on Israel that sparked the war in 2023.

"Suddenly... we received the news of the martyrdom of 40 people," including his uncle, Alloush said.

"The whole area's joy turned to sadness, as if an earthquake struck."

The latest strikes came after Qatar and the United States announced a fragile ceasefire deal that should take effect on Sunday.

AFP has contacted the Israeli military for comment.

Mahmud Bassal, spokesman for Gaza's civil defence agency, told AFP on Thursday that at least 73 people had been killed in Israeli air strikes since the announcement on Wednesday.

Among them were 20 children and 25 women, he said, with around 200 others wounded.

As day broke, crowds gathered to inspect and clear the remains of a building reduced to rubble, where chunks of concrete lay interspersed with rebar and personal items scattered across the site.

The scenes mirrored those in other parts of the densely populated territory of 2.4 million people, most of whom have been displaced at least once since war broke out in October 2023.

At Nasser Hospital, the main medical facility of the southern city of Khan Yunis, AFP journalists saw stained metal mortuary stretchers stained in red as staff drained them of the blood of the dead in a strike.

In Gaza City's Al-Ahli hospital, where several strike casualties were taken, grieving families knelt by the white shrouds enveloping their loved ones' bodies.

Rescuer Ibrahim Abu al-Rish told AFP that "after the ceasefire was announced and people were happy and joyful, a five-storey building was targeted, with more than 50 people inside".

Wearing headlights, first responders and local residents searched through the rubble late at night in the devastated streets of Gaza City.

Abu al-Rish, an ambulance driver for Gaza's civil defence agency, said Thursday that "shelling is still continuing, targeting one house after another".

- 'Very bloody night' -

In the Al-Bureij refugee camp in central Gaza, resident Mahmud al-Qarnawi told AFP that until the agreement takes hold, Gazans would remain vulnerable.

"The shooting has not stopped, the planes are still in the air and the situation is difficult," he said.

As a result, Qarnawi and others AFP spoke to in the nearby city of Nuseirat said they were worried about what could happen next.

"We must remain cautious. And for the next three days, we are afraid of a (possible) bloodbath (worse) than before," Motaz Bakeer, a displaced Gazan, said from the market at Nuseirat.

International medical charity Doctors Without Borders (MSF) said no one could yet feel safe in Gaza.

"Last night it was a lot of cheering for 20 minutes, and then it was a very bloody night," MSF's emergency coordinator Amande Bazerolle told AFP by phone from the territory, rounds of shelling audible in the background.

The Israeli cabinet is expected to approve the Gaza deal later Thursday, though Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's office accused Hamas of backtracking on elements of the agreement.

Key mediators Qatar and the United States said Wednesday that Israel and Hamas had agreed to a ceasefire in Gaza starting on Sunday, along with a hostage and prisoner exchange.

If the fragile agreement is approved, 33 hostages should be released in a first phase, Qatar's Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman bin Jassim Al-Thani said.

The war in Gaza was sparked by Hamas's attack, which resulted in the deaths of 1,210 people in Israel, mostly civilians, according to an AFP tally of official Israeli figures.

Israel's retaliatory military offensive in Gaza has killed 46,788 people, the majority civilians, according to figures from the health ministry in the Hamas-run territory considered reliable by the United Nations.
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                                The boards of Thailand-based mobile carriers Advanced Info Service (AIS) and Thaicom have asked shareholders to reject offers from controlling entities to acquire both the firms.
In July 2024, power producer Gulf Energy Development, the largest shareholder of Thaicom, and Intouch Holdings, which controls AIS, announced their intent to merge.

A merger of Gulf and Intouch, already approved by shareholders of Thai billionaire Sarath Ratanavadi's power company, would create a new entity valued at 1.037 trillion baht ($30 billion).

As part of the restructuring, Gulf Energy, Intouch and Sarath offered to buy 58.9% of Thaicom at 11 baht apiece.

Thaicom said its rising stock price since the merger announcement is the primary reason it is asking shareholders to vote against the deal.

Its shares ended flat at 12.3 baht on Thursday.

A similar tender offer was launched for AIS, valuing the firm at 216.30 baht per share, with the offer later being lowered to 211.43 baht.

AIS said its financial adviser found the revised price to be lower than its estimated valuation range of 229.55 baht to 285.70 baht.

Shares of AIS closed 1.1% higher at 290 baht apiece on Thursday.

Gulf Energy and Intouch did not immediately respond to a Reuters request for comment. 
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                                The Philippines said it expressed "serious concern" over the presence of Chinese vessels near its shores during talks with China on their South China Sea dispute.
Philippine Foreign Affairs Undersecretary Ma. Theresa Lazaro and Chinese Vice Foreign Minister Chen Xiaodong had "frank and constructive" discussions on the disputed sea and other bilateral issues, Manila's Department of Foreign Affairs said in a statement on Thursday.

The routine talks were held amid renewed tensions in the contested waters. The Philippines early this week said it filed a diplomatic protest over the "illegal" actions by Chinese aircraft and vessels, including a 12,000-tonne coast guard ship -- known as "The Monster" -- that was patrolling near the Philippines' western shores.

Manila has called on China to withdraw the large vessel, but Beijing said its coast guard's "patrols and law enforcement activities in relevant waters in accordance with the law is beyond reproach."

Beijing has continued to lay claims over nearly the entire South China Sea, a strategic and resource-rich waterway, despite an international tribunal's ruling in 2016 that rejected those expansive claims.

Despite past bilateral talks to ease tensions, their vessels clashed on several occasions last year, as Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr, backed by the US and Japan, asserted Manila's claims, in part by sustaining a military outpost in the Second Thomas Shoal. 

During Thursday's talks in Xiamen, Philippine and Chinese officials agreed to continue efforts to de-escalate tensions in the Second Thomas Shoal and reinvigorate the platform for coast guard cooperation, according to the statement. They also identified ocean meteorology as a focus for marine scientific cooperation.

"We firmly believe that despite the unresolved challenges and differences, there is genuine space for diplomatic and pragmatic cooperation in dealing with our issues in the South China Sea," Lazaro said.

						
							
Labing isang araw nang nananatili sa karagatan ng Pilipinas ang "monster ship" ng China Coast Guard.Itinuturing naman ng Department of National Defense na paglabag sa national security ang natagpuang underwater drone sa Masbate noong Disyembre.Basahin: https://t.co/0myhwcgptx pic.twitter.com/ckPFbNqwmn

-- TV Patrol (@TVPatrol) January 15, 2025
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                  Thailand to launch new carbon credits market to boost trading                

                              

                                Thailand aims to introduce a new carbon credits market this year as Southeast Asia's second-largest economy seeks to address weak demand and low prices.
The Stock Exchange of Thailand would operate the new platform, said Pornanong Budsaratragoon, secretary-general of the nation's Securities and Exchange Commission, which is working on the proposals.

"Thailand needs a much more active carbon credit market," Ms Pornanong said Tuesday in an interview. The local "stock exchange will offer trading expertise and a wider base of investors to help it succeed," she said.

Thaksin Shinawatra, the de facto chief of Thailand's ruling party, called earlier this week for a new trading venue for carbon credits, alongside separate efforts aimed at bolstering the country's beleaguered stock market.

The kingdom's domestic trade in carbon offsets has been hampered by oversupply that's weighed on prices, BloombergNEF said in a Jan 6 report. About 3.5 million tonnes of credits were purchased between 2016 and October last year, while about 20.5 million tonnes of credits were generated over the same period.

Thailand also makes some sales into international markets, and has signed recent pacts for country-to-country trading of credits. Along with nations like Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam, it is seen as holding major potential to supply global demand as trading in carbon credits picks up. 


	Related: Thailand reaffirms green pledges
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                                Thai Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul - also the leader of the coalition party Bhumjaithai - said on Thursday that Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's family's ownership of vast land tracts belonging to Alpine Golf and Sports Club must be revoked.
Mr Anutin said Chamnanwit Terat, deputy permanent secretary for the interior, was duty-bound to carry out the ownership revocation by the end of September, before he retires in October. Mr Chamnanwit supervises the Department of Lands.

Mr Anutin said he expected Mr Chamnanwit would complete the process in time; otherwise, Mr Chamnanwit could be held responsible for dereliction of duty.

The deputy permanent secretary had no other options because the Council of State already pointed to the revocation of the land ownership by the private sector, Mr Anutin said.

If the land is revoked, the present owners must be compensated and the Department of Lands will face a heavy burden because the compensation will be based on the currently assessed price of the land, Mr Anutin said.

The Bhumjaithai Party leader said the matter did not imply any possible conflict between his party and the Pheu Thai Party of Prime Minister Paetongtarn.

A Pheu Thai minister earlier insisted that a disputed Khao Kradong land plot in Buri Ram province belonged to the State Railway of Thailand. Buri Ram is a political stronghold of Bhumjaithai.

Ownership history

The 924-rai land at Alpine Golf and Sports Club and a related housing complex in Klong Luang district of Pathum Thani had been donated by a widow, Noem Chamnanchartsakda, to Wat Dhammamikaramvoraviharn, a temple in Prachuap Khiri Khan province, in 1971.

After her death, the Mahamongkut Ratchawittayalai Foundation was appointed executor of Noem's estate. The foundation sold the land to Alpine Real Estate and Alpine Golf and Sports Club. The law prohibits the sales of temple land.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn, who took office on Aug 18 last year, used to hold 22.41 million shares in Alpine Golf and Sports Club Co. However, she had transferred those shares to her mother, Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra, as of Sept 4, according to Isra News. Khunying Potjaman is the former wife of ex-prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

A record of shareholders dated Sept 4 last year shows Khunying Potjaman, Panthongtae Shinawatra and Pinthongta Shinawatra Kunakornwong hold 29.88 million, 22.42 million and 22.41 million shares in the company respectively. Mr Panthongtae and Ms Pinthongta are Ms Paetongtarn's elder siblings.
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                Yang Zeqi last seen near Myanmar border and appeared stressed on video call
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                                The father of a Chinese male model who went missing near the Thai-Myanmar border more than two weeks ago has sought help from Thailand's police chief to find his son.
Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon on Thursday took the father of Yang Zeqi to petition Pol Gen Kittharath Punpetch to help find his son after he arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared.

The case appears very similar to the one involving Wang Xing, a Chinese actor who was trafficked to a scam centre in Myawaddy, where he spent four days before being brought back to Thailand uninjured but with his head shaved.

The huge publicity the Wang case attracted in China has put the Thai government into damage-control mode, as there are signs that some Chinese tourists are already cancelling visits because of safety concerns.

The disappearance of Yang Zeqi has also been widely reported in foreign media, said Pol Gen Thatchai Pitaneelaboot, an inspector-general with the Royal Thai Police.

Mr Ratchaphon said Yang made a video call to his mother via WeChat on Dec 29 and he looked worried and frightened.

He was seen wearing black and sitting on a chair with his hands on a table. His father said he noticed his son had injuries to his eye and was not holding a mobile phone. His father believed someone might have held it while Yang was making the video call.

During the conservation, his son did not seek any help or send any sign. His father believed someone might have been keeping a close watch on Yang as he was being detained.

His family earlier filed a complaint with the police Anti-Trafficking in Persons Division on Jan 10. However, there has been no progress so far.

[image: Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon, centre, takes the father of missing Chinese model Yang Zeqi, left, to petition national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Phanphet to help find his son after he arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)]
Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon (centre) takes the father (left) of missing Chinese model Yang Zeqi to petition national police chief Kittharath Punpetch to help find his son, who arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared near the Myanmar border. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)



Yang's last known location, based on messages sent to his girlfriend and other friends, showed that he was in Phop Phra or Mae Sot district of Tak. There were no further updates on his social media and it is not known whether he crossed the Moei River to Myanmar.

Mr Ratchaphon said he believed there were Thai, Chinese and Myanmar nationals involved in the disappearance of the Chinese model.

He said he had evidence showing that two vehicles were used to transport Yang. One picked him up at Suvarnabhumi airport and he was later put into a second vehicle. The lawyer said he has photos of the licence plates.


	Related: China vows to reunite scam victims with families
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                                PARIS - Terrified residents caught in blazing neighbourhoods, influencers ignoring the ban on drones and the frightening unpredictability of the wildfires are just some of what journalists covering the fires ravaging Los Angeles for AFP have had to manage.
The United States's second-largest city has never faced a blaze of this scale, driven by an extreme autumn drought and fierce Santa Ana winds -- the strongest since 2011 -- that have turned dry hills into kindling, fuelling a relentless inferno that has raged for more than a week.

While the appalling destruction in Pacific Palisades and Malibu in the west -- long the home of the rich and famous -- has made most of the headlines, Altadena in the east has suffered even more.

Though a lot less glamorous, it used to be seen as an affordable paradise for families looking for their slice of the California dream.

Photographer Josh Edelson and video reporter Gilles Clarenne were taken aback by the lightning pace at which the fires spread through urban areas.

"Usually it's just the media and firefighters" at the scene of these kinds of blazes, said Edelson, a specialist with 15 years experience covering fires and natural disasters.

- 'Incredibly dangerous' -

But at Altadena everything "happened so quickly, there's no way firefighters could have evacuated that many people... residents were just walking around in front of their burning homes.

"That is wild because it's incredibly dangerous for people that don't really know how to handle themselves in front of a fire," the photographer added.

"You had elderly people walking down the street in front of burning homes, and people riding around on motorcycles in the middle of an embercast. That was crazy... There were many thousands of people just wandering around in the middle of an active wildfire. It wouldn't take much for any of them to get hurt."

"Normally when we are covering fires they are in the mountains around Los Angeles," said video reporter Clarenne. The blaze may take a few houses, but never "an entire neighbourhood" like Altadena, he said.

Which is why the toll has been so great: 24 dead so far, 90,000 people still evacuated, 12,000 structures and vehicles destroyed or damaged. President Joe Biden estimates the bill could run into tens of billions of dollars.

- 'Everyone wants a piece of the fire' -

Edelson has been a familiar figure at wildfires across California for more than a decade. The veteran photographer would never dream of going into affected zones without full protective gear, "the whole shebang", including a helmet with lamp, gloves and a shroud that covers his neck and face.

"I'm dressed exactly the same way the firefighters are. And that's imperative because if an ember lands in your hair, your hair's on fire. Every fire that I do I learn more."

Edelson also knows to keep out of firefighters' way. "I am always yielding to them and giving them respect. I don't go in front of them."

"I'm like a fly on the wall."

Which is why the photographer has been appalled by the behaviour of members of the public, including apparent influencers and live streamers, who seemed to be everywhere in the entertainment capital of the world.

"Everybody wants the piece of the fire, so they can get more clicks and shares and likes," he said.

Some have had no compunction about stopping their cars in the middle of the road and blocking firefighters to get shots with their smartphones, he said.

"It's frustrating to do a good job when these things kind of work against us," said the photographer, who has won awards for his work on climate change.

- Dangerous drones -

"One of the most infuriating things is that many social media people have been flying drones illegally over the fires" despite flight restrictions.

"You cannot fly a drone during a fire because it endangers firefighters," Edelson said.

Last week a drone hit and damaged a water bomber, with the FBI trying to track down the owner.

Media outlets like AFP have to rent a helicopter and stick to authorised flyover zones -- even if that means giving up filming certain disaster areas, Edelson and Clarenne said.

Even so, Edelson's understanding of the way firefighters work meant that last week he was invited to go into the heart of a blaze for the first time with them at a burning middle school in Altadena.

First Edelson thought the firefighter was joking.

"A door was completely outlined in a bright orange glow. So you know there's fire behind it. He was like check it out. And he opens the door and it is just like the craziest scene -- it was like the inside of a pizza oven. I don't know how else to describe it."

However, the photographer did not feel particularly in danger, insisting that covering forest fires is more dangerous as there is often only one road to get out, while there are multiple possible escape routes in urban areas.

- 'Everything's got more extreme' -

The fires have, however, inflicted massive trauma and suffering on the people of Los Angeles. Which makes them even more difficult to cover, said Clarenne, whose own wife and daughter had to be briefly evacuated from their home.

Since journalists are allowed into evacuation zones, residents ask them to check on their homes for them.

"Sometimes it's good news, but other times it's tough because you have to send photos and videos of homes that have been reduced to ashes," he added.

You have to respect the pain people are feeling, insisted Edelson.

"I'm not going to force myself into a situation where people are uncomfortable" even if "the most emotional photos are the ones that are the most impactful."

"I'll usually say, 'Is it OK that I'm here. I'm really sorry you're going through this.' And once they give me an OK, then I feel comfortable to just do my thing."

One thing is clear for both Edelson and Clarenne -- the disaster has done away with all the old certainties about covering California fires.

"Everything's gotten more extreme and the timelines just keep breaking the rules," said Edelson, who has won awards for his climate reporting. "This is extremely rare for January -- typically, fire season starts around July and it usually goes until October."

"The fact is," echoed Clarenne, "that you can have fires now at any time, and they are more intense."

Interviews by Catherine Triomphe and Michaela Cancela-Kieffer. Edited in Paris by Catherine Triomphe and Fiachra Gibbons
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                Conservationists say research is incomplete as drug is still in testing stage
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                                Conservationists protested on Thursday against a plan by the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment to use birth control injections on wild elephants.
Members of the Soo Phua Chang (Fighting for Elephants) Network gathered at the ministry to demand that the plan be delayed until further studies are carried out, and a thorough review of the birth control shots is conducted.

They submitted their petition to minister Chalermchai Sri-on, which was accepted by Naraphat Kaewthong, the vice minister.

The ministry earlier ordered the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP) and others to study the effectiveness of birth control shots on female elephants as part of a project to regulate the wild elephant population.

The department previously collaborated with the Centre for Elephant and Wildlife Health at Chiang Mai University on a similar study that would provide contraceptive effects for up to seven years.

Andaman Adana, a member of the network, claimed the research into the efficacy of these shots on wild elephants is incomplete, as the drug is still in the testing phase.

The department should wait until after the trial period to see its effects before administering the shots to the wider elephant population, he said, adding this could take up to seven years.

Mr Andaman said he was wondering how the department would be able to effectively monitor the efficacy of the birth control jabs during a trial period as the elephants roam the forests at will.

Pattharapol Manee-on, chief of the Wildlife Health Management Department at the DNP, later met with the protesters to hear their concerns.

Mr Chalermchai said earlier that Thailand is reported to have at least 4,000 wild elephants, with a birth rate rising by 7-8% a year. The population is predicted to grow to at least 6,000 in the next four years, which is inconsistent with shrinking forest areas.

The department is due to hold a public hearing on the issue on Friday at the Royal Forest Department, as the trial is to be carried out on forest-dwelling elephants in five eastern provinces.

The findings will be shared with the Centre for Elephant and Wildlife Health.
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                  Easy E-Receipt tax-deduction scheme begins                

                Programme to stimulate spending and the economy lasts until Feb 28
              

                                The Easy E-Receipt programme, under which the value of eligible purchases up to 50,000 baht can be deducted against personal income tax, began on Thursday and will last until Feb 28.
The programme, which also ran last year from Jan 1 to Feb 15, is meant to encourage people to spend to stimulate the economy, said deputy government spokeswoman Sasikarn Watthanachan.

Electronic tax invoices or receipts obtained for selected purchases (paper receipts are not eligible) can be saved and used when calculating deductions in the 2026 tax filing period.

The value of purchases under the programme is capped at 50,000 baht per person: up to 30,000 baht worth of goods sold at shops registered for value-added tax (VAT), and up to 20,000 baht worth of goods sold at community enterprise outlets or One Tambon One Product (Otop) shops.

Purchases not eligible include liquor, beer, tobacco, cars, insurance policies, petrol and internet fees.

However, the Easy E-Receipt programme does not extend to expenses incurred from travel or purchases of package tours, as was earlier speculated.

E-receipts can be issued by non-VAT-registered shops for e-books and associated services.

Ms Sasikarn said the measure is expected to spur people into spending, raise the amount of money in circulation, as well as reduce the income tax burden on people.

At present, 12,395 businesses operating 108,873 shops nationwide have registered for the e-Tax Invoice and e-Receipt systems.

Businesses interested in registering for either system can contact the Revenue Department.

The Revenue Department is forecast to forgo around 10 billion baht in tax revenue but Ministry of Finance estimates the scheme will generate around 70 billion baht for the economy.
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                                STILFONTEIN, South Africa - South African police lowered a camera down more than a mile (1.5km) underground into an illegal gold mine on Thursday to ascertain if any survivors or corpses were still there after a months-long siege by authorities in which at least 78 miners died.
The corpses and 246 survivors, some of them emaciated and disorientated, have been brought to the surface over three days of a court-ordered rescue operation.

Police had cut off food and water supplies since August in what they said was a necessary crackdown on illegal mining.

The siege of the mine near Stilfontein, southwest of Johannesburg, is one of the deadliest on illegal miners in recent South African history.

Trade unions have called the tactics the government has used "horrific" and accused it of allowing police to starve to death desperate people trying to eke out a living.

Only two of the 78 retrieved bodies have been identified so far because many of the illegal miners were undocumented and some of the bodies had decomposed, police spokesperson Athlenda Mathe said.

Volunteers who had gone down to the mine told police on Wednesday that they could not see anyone dead or alive left in the tunnels after they inspected the whole shaft.

Police said they were seeking to verify that on Thursday using the cylindrical metal cage they have been using to retrieve miners and corpses.

"We took the decision for the cage to go down this morning again to check on whether what they (the volunteers) are telling us is indeed true," Mathe told reporters at the mine.

As the death toll has mounted, so has criticism of the authorities, though the government has defended its actions as necessary to protect the economy and combat crime. The mines minister has said the illicit precious metals trade cost South Africa more than $3 billion last year.

Mathe said police were trying to identify the kingpins behind the illegal mining at Stilfontein and hoped there would be arrests soon.

'Close the hole'

Illegal mining is common in parts of gold-rich South Africa. Typically, undocumented miners known as zama zamas - from an isiZulu expression for "taking a chance" - move into mines abandoned by commercial miners and seek to extract whatever is left. Some are under the control of violent criminal gangs.

Mathe said there would be no let-up in the government's crackdown on illegal mining, an operation called "Close the Hole".

Of the 246 survivors brought to the surface from Monday to Wednesday, nine had been hospitalised for medical treatment and were under police guard, Mathe said.

Police started besieging the Stilfontein mine in August, when they removed a pulley system that was being used to bring supplies of food and water up and down, in an attempt to force the miners to the surface.

Police say they never stopped anyone from coming out or blocked any mine shafts but that providing supplies to illegal miners would be allowing criminality to thrive. 
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                                Thai Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul - also the leader of the coalition party Bhumjaithai - said on Thursday that Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's family's ownership of vast land tracts belonging to Alpine Golf and Sports Club must be revoked.
Mr Anutin said Chamnanwit Terat, deputy permanent secretary for the interior, was duty-bound to carry out the ownership revocation by the end of September, before he retires in October. Mr Chamnanwit supervises the Department of Lands.

Mr Anutin said he expected Mr Chamnanwit would complete the process in time; otherwise, Mr Chamnanwit could be held responsible for dereliction of duty.

The deputy permanent secretary had no other options because the Council of State already pointed to the revocation of the land ownership by the private sector, Mr Anutin said.

If the land is revoked, the present owners must be compensated and the Department of Lands will face a heavy burden because the compensation will be based on the currently assessed price of the land, Mr Anutin said.

The Bhumjaithai Party leader said the matter did not imply any possible conflict between his party and the Pheu Thai Party of Prime Minister Paetongtarn.

A Pheu Thai minister earlier insisted that a disputed Khao Kradong land plot in Buri Ram province belonged to the State Railway of Thailand. Buri Ram is a political stronghold of Bhumjaithai.

Ownership history

The 924-rai land at Alpine Golf and Sports Club and a related housing complex in Klong Luang district of Pathum Thani had been donated by a widow, Noem Chamnanchartsakda, to Wat Dhammamikaramvoraviharn, a temple in Prachuap Khiri Khan province, in 1971.

After her death, the Mahamongkut Ratchawittayalai Foundation was appointed executor of Noem's estate. The foundation sold the land to Alpine Real Estate and Alpine Golf and Sports Club. The law prohibits the sales of temple land.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn, who took office on Aug 18 last year, used to hold 22.41 million shares in Alpine Golf and Sports Club Co. However, she had transferred those shares to her mother, Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra, as of Sept 4, according to Isra News. Khunying Potjaman is the former wife of ex-prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

A record of shareholders dated Sept 4 last year shows Khunying Potjaman, Panthongtae Shinawatra and Pinthongta Shinawatra Kunakornwong hold 29.88 million, 22.42 million and 22.41 million shares in the company respectively. Mr Panthongtae and Ms Pinthongta are Ms Paetongtarn's elder siblings.
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                  Father of missing Chinese model seeks answers in Thailand                

                Yang Zeqi last seen near Myanmar border and appeared stressed on video call
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                                The father of a Chinese male model who went missing near the Thai-Myanmar border more than two weeks ago has sought help from Thailand's police chief to find his son.
Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon on Thursday took the father of Yang Zeqi to petition Pol Gen Kittharath Punpetch to help find his son after he arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared.

The case appears very similar to the one involving Wang Xing, a Chinese actor who was trafficked to a scam centre in Myawaddy, where he spent four days before being brought back to Thailand uninjured but with his head shaved.

The huge publicity the Wang case attracted in China has put the Thai government into damage-control mode, as there are signs that some Chinese tourists are already cancelling visits because of safety concerns.

The disappearance of Yang Zeqi has also been widely reported in foreign media, said Pol Gen Thatchai Pitaneelaboot, an inspector-general with the Royal Thai Police.

Mr Ratchaphon said Yang made a video call to his mother via WeChat on Dec 29 and he looked worried and frightened.

He was seen wearing black and sitting on a chair with his hands on a table. His father said he noticed his son had injuries to his eye and was not holding a mobile phone. His father believed someone might have held it while Yang was making the video call.

During the conservation, his son did not seek any help or send any sign. His father believed someone might have been keeping a close watch on Yang as he was being detained.

His family earlier filed a complaint with the police Anti-Trafficking in Persons Division on Jan 10. However, there has been no progress so far.

[image: Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon, centre, takes the father of missing Chinese model Yang Zeqi, left, to petition national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Phanphet to help find his son after he arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)]
Lawyer Ratchaphon Sirisakhon (centre) takes the father (left) of missing Chinese model Yang Zeqi to petition national police chief Kittharath Punpetch to help find his son, who arrived in Thailand last month and later disappeared near the Myanmar border. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)



Yang's last known location, based on messages sent to his girlfriend and other friends, showed that he was in Phop Phra or Mae Sot district of Tak. There were no further updates on his social media and it is not known whether he crossed the Moei River to Myanmar.

Mr Ratchaphon said he believed there were Thai, Chinese and Myanmar nationals involved in the disappearance of the Chinese model.

He said he had evidence showing that two vehicles were used to transport Yang. One picked him up at Suvarnabhumi airport and he was later put into a second vehicle. The lawyer said he has photos of the licence plates.


	Related: China vows to reunite scam victims with families
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                  Trump nominee speaks up for Uyghurs in Thailand                

                Secretary of State pick Marco Rubio vows to lobby Thailand not to deport detainees to China
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                                Donald Trump's nominee for US Secretary of State has said that he would lobby Thailand against deporting 48 Uyghurs to China where they could face persecution.
Marco Rubio made the comments at his confirmation hearing in Washington on Wednesday. The Republican senator from Florida is widely expected to be confirmed as the top diplomat in the incoming Trump administration.

New reports emerged last week that the Uyghur men who have been detained in Thailand for more than a decade believe the Thai government is preparing to send them back to China, where they would be at risk of abuse and torture, say activists.

Democratic Sen Jeff Merkley, a member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, said at Wednesday's hearing that Thailand was "on the verge" of sending the Uyghurs back to China, Radio Free Asia (RFA) reported.

"Will you lobby for Thailand to not send these Uyghurs back to the horror they will face if they're returned?" he asked Rubio.

Rubio, known to take a hard line on China policy, said he would.

"Yes, and the good news is that Thailand is actually a very strong US partner -- strong historical ally as well -- so that is an area where I think diplomacy could really achieve results because of how important that relationship is and how close it is," he said.

Rubio called the situation in Thailand "one more opportunity for us to remind the world" about the persecution Uyghurs face in northwestern China's Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, where authorities have detained an estimated 1.8 million members of the ethnic minority in internment camps beginning in 2017.

Risk recedes

The World Uyghur Congress (WUC) said this week that the fresh publicity about the case of the Uyghur detainees in Thailand meant that they were no longer at immediate risk of being returned.

WUC president Turgunjan Alawdun said the council had been in contact with a Thai official who cannot be identified because of the confidential nature of their talks.

The official reportedly said Thailand's image was seriously damaged after the deportation of more than 100 Uyghurs to China in 2015, and that the country is still recovering.

For Thailand to deport Uyghurs again would be "diplomatic suicide", the Thai official was quoted as saying.

The UN High Commissioner for Refugees told RFA on Monday that, after hearing unconfirmed reports that the Uyghurs were to be deported, it checked with Thai authorities, who assured the agency to the contrary.

A decade ago, Thailand became part of a popular route for Uyghurs fleeing intensifying repression in China and seeking to reach Turkey, which has historically supported Uyghur asylum seekers.

Most of the group now detained in Bangkok were part of a larger group of around 350 who were arrested by immigration authorities near the border with Malaysia in March 2014.

In July 2015, around 170 women and children from the group were released to Turkey. About a week later, 109 -- mostly men -- were deported to China. Their whereabouts now are unknown. The rest were kept in immigration detention in Thailand. At least a dozen have escaped, and five have died in detention, including two children.

Five of the asylum seekers are serving prison sentences related to a 2020 escape attempt, while the remaining 43 are being held without charge in the Suan Phlu detention centre, amid sweltering, foul-smelling, cramped conditions. They are barred from communicating with their families, lawyers, or even other detainees.
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                  Thai durian exports to China to resume by Monday                

                Deputy agriculture minister says tests for banned colouring additive under way
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                                Thailand will resume exporting durian to China by Monday as quick contamination tests are under way, according to Deputy Agriculture Minister Itthi Sirilatthayakorn.
The Department of Agriculture and laboratory operators have nearly completed contamination test procedures for Basic Yellow 2 (BY2), a potentially carcinogenic colouring additive, to certify the safety of Thai durian fruit, he told parliament on Thursday.

"Laboratories will be ready to check China-bound durian within 48 hours," he said, adding that shipments could resume on Monday if the fruit is cleared. Export standard certification should benefit the expected sale of durian from southern Thailand to China during the Lunar New Year period, Mr Itthi said.

He also confirmed that the organisations concerned including the Department of Agriculture would ensure that the durian rejected by China would not be marketed in Thailand.

The Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives in September last year discovered the illegal use of Basic Yellow 2, which had been brought into Thailand from China and was not registered with the Thai Food and Drug Administration.

The additive was used by durian packing plants for export, which were financed by a Chinese investment group in the southern province of Chumphon. They were ordered to cease using the unregistered substance.

However, during a follow-up visit a month later, inspectors found the packing houses were continuing to use the substance and they issued warning letters.

On Saturday, the ministry was informed about durian exports being rejected at the Nanning airport in China due to a lack of documents to certify that the products were free of Basic Yellow 2.

Thai durian is highly popular with Chinese consumers, who are willing to pay a premium for high-quality fruit. Thai durian exports in 2023 were worth 90 billion baht, an 82% increase from the year before, according to data from the Department of Foreign Trade. Shipments to China accounted for 70% of Thailand's total durian exports.


	Related: Thailand seeks talks with Beijing to lift sugar syrup ban
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                  Thai airports preparing for Chinese New Year traffic                

                Arrivals from China expected to be 22% higher than in same period last year
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                                Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit has ordered Airports of Thailand (AoT) to prepare for a rising number for tourists during the Chinese New Year holiday.
Mr Suriya said that about 4 million foreign arrivals were expected during the 10-day holiday period between Jan 24 and Feb 2. Chinese New Year will be celebrated on Jan 29.

Of the passengers flying into Thailand, 770,000 were expected to be from China, which would be an increase of 22.6% compared to the same period last year.

The Lunar New Year period will be a major test of Thailand's ability to reassure Chinese visitors about safety. The recent abduction in Thailand of a Chinese actor by a Myanmar-based scam gang was widely publicised in China and was said to have led to many tour cancellations.

Mr Suriya said he had asked all agencies to facilitate travel in all dimensions, especially safety and timely services using modern technology.

He has asked AoT to coordinate with other agencies to increase manpower to provide services at all venues for both inbound and outbound passengers.

AoT president Kirati Kijmanawat said the company was prepared to handle the rise in flight and passenger numbers at its six international airports: Suvarnabhumi, Don Mueang, Chiang Mai, Mae Fah Luang Chiang Rai, Phuket and Hat Yai.

He said 24,599 flights, or 2,460 a day on average, were expected during the period at the six airports. international airports between Jan 24 and Feb 2 are expected to total 4.03 million, or 403,182 people a day on average.
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                  China vows to reunite scam victims with families                

                Authorities plan stiffer crackdown on cross-border criminal gangs
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                                BEIJING - China will make every effort to rescue Chinese nationals who have fallen foul of scam operations luring them to countries including Myanmar, the public security ministry said late on Wednesday.
Overseas fraud syndicates have duped Chinese citizens with promises of high-paying jobs, food, accommodation and airfares, and trapped them in telecoms fraud dens in towns such as Myawaddy in Myanmar, across the Thai border from Mae Sot in Tak province, the ministry said in a report by the state broadcaster CCTV.

The CCTV report follows a high-profile case involving a Chinese actor who was found safe after going missing earlier this month in Tak province. Thai police said they believed Wang Xing was a victim of human trafficking.

China intends to step up efforts with other countries' law enforcement agencies to coordinate the rescue of citizens trapped overseas and dismantle the telecoms fraud dens, the CCTV report said.

It made reference to a 2023 campaign with Myanmar authorities to bring down the Kokang "Four Families", an ethnically Chinese mafia group operating along the Myanmar border with Yunnan province in China.

For nearby Southeast Asian countries, Chinese visitors are a lucrative business, having spent billions of dollars annually across the region prior to the Covid-19 pandemic.

But concerns about trafficking and stories circulating on Chinese social media of travellers being held up by gangs could deter them from choosing to spend on holidaying there.

Thai policymakers have agreed to "speed up the resolution of the problems impacting Thailand's image as a safe tourism destination" during a cabinet meeting on Monday, China's state-run Xinhua news agency reported on Wednesday.

Thailand last year helped facilitate the transfer of some 900 Chinese nationals who had been trapped in scam centres in Myawaddy, while in 2023, Myanmar handed over 31,000 telecom fraud suspects to China.

Chinese state media said at the time that more than 1,000 scam centres had been set up in Myanmar, engaging over 100,000 people in telecom fraud daily.

China's Premier Li Qiang, in a meeting with the Myanmar junta leader in November, called for joint efforts to combat cross-border crimes, including online gambling and telecom fraud.

The Myanmar Embassy in China did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

"The general public must be vigilant, strengthen their own safety precautions, and avoid blindly trusting offers of high-paying jobs overseas to avoid falling into scams and telecom fraud traps," China's Ministry of Public Security said.

A Hong Kong task force met Thai police and tourism officials in Bangkok on Tuesday as part of efforts to recover a dozen city residents lured into working at scam factories in Southeast Asia, with the chief executive commending the delegation's progress.


	Commentary: Cry for help from 'scam city'
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                  Lands Department denies Alpine title deeds nullified                

                Nullification would restore monastic land status and make Shinawatra family eligible for compensation
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                                The Department of Lands (DoL) on Wednesday insisted the title deeds for the controversial monastic plot in Pathum Thani province, which houses the Alpine Golf Club and a residential complex, have yet to be nullified as reported by the media.
Any nullification of the private ownership of the Alpine land would result in the plot reverting to monastic property. If so, residents in the housing complex and Alpine Golf & Sports Club Co would have been entitled to appropriate compensation, according to an article published on Tuesday by the Isra News agency.

The company's shares are currently held by the Shinawatra family.

"No, no. Not yet. The deputy permanent secretary for the interior, who has the authority to sign the nullification of Alpine's title deeds, has not signed it yet," said DoL director-general Pornpoth Penpas, responding to the news report.

Citing a source in the Ministry of Interior, the news agency said Chada Thaised, a senior Bhumjaithai Party member, on Sept 3 last year signed the order to have the Alpine land title deeds nullified shortly before leaving office as deputy interior minister.

Mr Chada, who at the time oversaw the DoL, might simply have been making a point with the department about being cautious when dealing with the controversial issue, said Mr Pornpoth.

"However, the authority to sign a nullification order rests with Chamnanwit Terat, the current deputy permanent secretary for Interior who is supervising [the DoL] at present," said Mr Pornpoth.

Also, Anutin Charnvirakul, the Bhumjaithai leader and interior minister, has not issued an order pertaining to the Alpine land matter, said Mr Pornpoth.

The land in Klong Luang district of Pathum Thani had been donated by a widow, Noem Chamnanchartsakda, to Wat Dhammamikaramvoraviharn, a temple in Prachuap Khiri Khan province, in 1971.

After her death, the Mahamongkut Ratchawittayalai Foundation was appointed executor of Noem's estate. The foundation sold the land to Alpine Real Estate and Alpine Golf and Sports Club.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, who took office on Aug 18 last year, used to hold 22.41 million shares in Alpine Golf & Sports Club Co. However, she had transferred those shares to her mother, Khunying Potjaman na Pombejra, as of Sept 4, according to the Isra News report.

A record of shareholders dated Sept 4, 2024 shows Khunying Potjaman, Panthongtae Shinawatra and Pinthongta Shinawatra Kunakornwong hold 29.88 million, 22.42 million and 22.41 million shares in the company.
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                  Phuket grapples with growing garbage crisis                

                Daily trash pile exceeds capacity of sole landfill and incinerator while recycling lags
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                                PHUKET - Plastic bottles and empty beer cans roll on the sea floor in the waters around Phuket in southern Thailand, while ever more garbage piles up on the island itself, a tourist hotspot better known for its pristine beaches and stunning sunsets.
In one corner of the island, trucks and tractors trundle back and forth moving piles of trash around a sprawling landfill, the final destination for much of the more than 1,000 tonnes of waste collected on Phuket every day.

The number is up from 742 tonnes in 2022 and 961 tonnes in 2023, according to figures from the provincial statistics office and the Pollution Control Department.

In a matter of months, the landfill has grown so large it has replaced the previous serene mountain view from Vassana Toyou's home.

"There is no life outside the house, (we) just stay at home," she said. "The smell is very strong, you have to wear a mask."

To cope with the stench, Vassana said she keeps her air conditioner and air purifiers switched on all the time, doubling her electricity bill. (Story continues below)

[image: A drone view shows a landfill next to the Saphan Hin community in Muang district of Phuket. (Photo: Reuters)]
A drone view shows a landfill next to the Saphan Hin community in Muang district of Phuket. (Photo: Reuters)



Phuket has undergone rapid development due to its tourism sector, a major driver of the Thai economy as a whole. Of the country's 35.5 million foreign arrivals in 2024, about 13 million headed to the island. That compares with about 6 million two decades ago.

"The growth of (Phuket) city has been much more rapid than it should be," said Suppachoke Laongphet, deputy mayor of the main municipality, explaining how a tourism and construction boom has pushed trash volumes above pre-Covid levels.

By the end of this year, the island could be producing up to 1,400 tonnes of trash a day, overwhelming its sole landfill at Saphan Hin, he said.

Authorities are pushing ahead with plans to cut waste generation by 15% in six months, expand the landfill and build a new incinerator, he said, as the island strives to become a more sustainable tourist destination.

The permanent resident population of Phuket was 418,000 as of 2021. The figure does not include people from outside the province and other countries working on the island.

The province has only one incinerator operated by the Phuket municipality which can handle only about 900 tonnes of garbage daily. The rest is sent to dump sites. Only 10% of the trash in Phuket is recycled and 60% is organic waste, the Pollution Control Department says.

But increasing capacity and incinerators is only part of the solution, experts say.

"If you just keep expanding more waste incinerators, I don't think that would be just the solution," said Panate Manomaivibool, an assistant professor in waste management at Burapha University.

"They need to focus on waste reduction and separation."

The municipality began a trial of a "garbage bank" in the Samakkee Samkong community in Muang district last year to recycle waste and trash. If successful, it will be rolled out to other locations.


	Related: Phuket looks to tackle food waste
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                                Thai Lion Air estimates the Chinese market will remain stagnant this year based on declining safety confidence in Thailand over the short term and a stagnant mainland economy throughout 2025, prompting the airline to pivot to India and domestic demand.
Aswin Yangkirativorn, chief executive of Thai Lion Air, said safety concerns during the upcoming Lunar New Year would cause the Chinese market to plunge 20%, though the impact is expected to be temporary.

As of Jan 15, at least 40 charter flights from China had been cancelled during the holiday starting later this month, while new bookings from independent tourists also slowed.

However, the greater long-term impact for this market is economic stagnation continuing from last year, resulting in an average load factor of only 50% -- lower than the average load factor of all international routes of 70% in 2024.

Nuntaporn Komonsittivate, head of commercial at Thai Lion Air, said prior to the pandemic, flights bound for China were dominated by Chinese passengers, but the market share of Thai passengers last year increased to 50% after the permanent visa scheme between the two countries was initiated in March.

"We will try to maintain the frequencies of our six routes to China, banking on Thai passengers as a driver. We will also pivot to other routes with high potential, particularly India which the airline has aggressively expanded to seven cities since 2024 -- already exceeding China," she said.

Thai Lion Air has a plan to add 14 aircraft this year, comprising Boeing 737-800 and Boeing 737-900.

During the first quarter, it will import at least four aircraft to cater to high demand during the Songkran holiday period, as well as new routes planned for the first half, such as direct flights to Bali, Okinawa via Kaohsiung, and Nagoya via Taipei -- each with four flights per week.

Mrs Nuntaporn said it would also strengthen existing routes with more services, increasing flights to Jakarta to double daily from once daily, along with adding seats for some domestic routes, which have problems of expensive airfares due to limited capacity against high demand, in order to help lower average airfares.

In 2025, she said the average airfare for domestic routes would remain unchanged at around 1,200-1,500 baht.

She said all low-cost carriers in the country might not increase their airfares as an acceptable rate for domestic passengers is restricted at no more than 1,500 baht.

Mrs Nuntaporn said Thai Lion Air this year expects to gain an average load factor of international routes at 57% and domestic routes at 85%.

Last year, the airline carried 6 million passengers, which remained lower than half the 13 million passengers gained in 2019.

"For Thai aviation, we've started to see a strong recovery in 2023, but the momentum has shifted positively with a more established market in 2024, paving the way for us to plan a large fleet increase this year," said Mrs Nuntaporn.
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                                Auto loan providers are optimistic about recording growth in consumer loan products this year, bolstered by improvements in the automotive sector.
According to Sakchai Peechapat, chief executive of Tisco Financial Group, the group aims for 15% growth in auto loans this year, focusing on new car loans to align with rising new car sales.

Tisco anticipates Thailand's new car sales will reach 600,000 units this year, up from 570,000 units last year.

Tisco Bank, a subsidiary of the group, is prioritising expansion of its new car loan portfolio this year.

The group also expects used car loans to rise this year, while car title loans, motorcycle loans and other vehicle-related loan products are projected to maintain a positive growth trajectory.

"Given the recovery in the automotive industry, we set a double-digit growth target for auto loans this year, despite recording a 10% contraction last year," said Mr Sakchai.

Auto loans are a core business for Tisco Bank, comprising 43% of its total loan portfolio. At the end of 2024, the bank's total outstanding loans tallied 232 billion baht, with auto hire-purchase loans accounting for 100 billion.

Despite the contraction in auto loans last year, he said the bank's total outstanding loans decreased only 1.1% year-on-year thanks to the diversification of its loan portfolio.

For 2025, the bank set a total loan growth target of 0-5%.

Tisco reported net profit of 6.90 billion baht for 2024, a 5.5% year-on-year decline, driven by an increase in expected credit loss.

Aphinant Klewpatinond, chief executive of Kiatnakin Phatra Financial Group (KKP), said the group targets single-digit growth in auto loans this year, rebounding from last year's contraction.

In the first nine months of 2024, KKP's car loan portfolio shrank by 8.5%. The bank's auto hire-purchase loans totalled 171 billion baht, comprising 45.8% of its total loan portfolio for the period.

KKP is finalising its 2024 financial results for submission to the Stock Exchange of Thailand.

Mr Aphinant said the bank plans to focus on used car loans this year, which offer better yields amid a recovering used car market and reduced pricing competition.

KKP will continue to emphasise loans for internal combustion engine vehicles, he said.

TMBThanachart Bank (ttb), another key player in Thailand's auto loan market, also expects modest loan growth this year compared with a 10% contraction last year.

The positive outlook for 2025 is attributed to the ongoing recovery of the auto industry, according to ttb.
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                                The boards of Thailand-based mobile carriers Advanced Info Service (AIS) and Thaicom have asked shareholders to reject offers from controlling entities to acquire both the firms.
In July 2024, power producer Gulf Energy Development, the largest shareholder of Thaicom, and Intouch Holdings, which controls AIS, announced their intent to merge.

A merger of Gulf and Intouch, already approved by shareholders of Thai billionaire Sarath Ratanavadi's power company, would create a new entity valued at 1.037 trillion baht ($30 billion).

As part of the restructuring, Gulf Energy, Intouch and Sarath offered to buy 58.9% of Thaicom at 11 baht apiece.

Thaicom said its rising stock price since the merger announcement is the primary reason it is asking shareholders to vote against the deal.

Its shares ended flat at 12.3 baht on Thursday.

A similar tender offer was launched for AIS, valuing the firm at 216.30 baht per share, with the offer later being lowered to 211.43 baht.

AIS said its financial adviser found the revised price to be lower than its estimated valuation range of 229.55 baht to 285.70 baht.

Shares of AIS closed 1.1% higher at 290 baht apiece on Thursday.

Gulf Energy and Intouch did not immediately respond to a Reuters request for comment. 
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                  Thailand to launch new carbon credits market to boost trading                

                              

                                Thailand aims to introduce a new carbon credits market this year as Southeast Asia's second-largest economy seeks to address weak demand and low prices.
The Stock Exchange of Thailand would operate the new platform, said Pornanong Budsaratragoon, secretary-general of the nation's Securities and Exchange Commission, which is working on the proposals.

"Thailand needs a much more active carbon credit market," Ms Pornanong said Tuesday in an interview. The local "stock exchange will offer trading expertise and a wider base of investors to help it succeed," she said.

Thaksin Shinawatra, the de facto chief of Thailand's ruling party, called earlier this week for a new trading venue for carbon credits, alongside separate efforts aimed at bolstering the country's beleaguered stock market.

The kingdom's domestic trade in carbon offsets has been hampered by oversupply that's weighed on prices, BloombergNEF said in a Jan 6 report. About 3.5 million tonnes of credits were purchased between 2016 and October last year, while about 20.5 million tonnes of credits were generated over the same period.

Thailand also makes some sales into international markets, and has signed recent pacts for country-to-country trading of credits. Along with nations like Indonesia, Malaysia and Vietnam, it is seen as holding major potential to supply global demand as trading in carbon credits picks up. 


	Related: Thailand reaffirms green pledges
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                  Indonesia garment sector faces massive layoffs on China dumping                

                              

                                Indonesia's fragile garment industry may have to lay off hundreds of thousands of workers this year if the government is unable to rein in persistent dumping from China, an industry association official warned.
Redma Gita Wirawasta, chairman of the Indonesian Filament Yarn and Fiber Producers Association, said on Wednesday that dozens of factories are at risk of shutting down as they struggle to compete with cheap Chinese-made clothing that has flooded the market in recent years.

"We are getting information that some companies are starting to close their factories," he said in an interview. Redma said he raised the concern with trade officials during a meeting on Tuesday in which industry leaders lobbied for raising non-tariff barriers including new labelling requirements and raising safety standards.

"If the government doesn't do anything to halt Chinese products into Indonesia, I think another 500,000 people will lose their jobs this year," he said, offering an estimate nearly double that of the government's.

One of the nation's biggest employers, Indonesia's textile industry has struggled to compete with its regional neighbours, shedding some 80,000 jobs last year alone, according to one official estimate. 

Any widespread layoffs would further weigh on Indonesia's economic momentum and derail President Prabowo Subianto's target of pushing growth to 8% within his five-year term. Gross domestic product likely expanded 5% in 2024, according to a Bloomberg survey, below the government's 5.2% goal.

Part of the problem for textiles, Redma said, is the Southeast Asian nation's ability to effectively restrict illegal products from entering at the ports. Prabowo last month went said his government might sink ships smuggling textiles onshore "if needed" as authorities try to help the ailing domestic textile industry.

Indonesia has to contend with an extensive illegal market from China that Redma estimates averaged to about 1,000 containers reaching its shores every month. Much of the smuggled products are then sold sold on online platforms and in local markets. That, he said, has forced prices below production costs.

These woes, alongside weaker global demand and stiffer competition, have seen listed textile maker PT Sri Rejeki Isman furlough 3,000 workers, while PT Pan Brothers had to enter a deal to restructure more than $530 million in debt.

Redma is also worried that any tariffs administered by the incoming Trump government could exacerbate the inflow of Chinese goods, further adding pressure to local companies. 

Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs Airlangga Hartarto was quoted by a local media this week saying he hopes to strike a deal with the incoming Trump administration to lower tariffs for Indonesian goods.

The closures "are happening from upstream to downstream -- in the garment weaving sector, in spinning and also in the fibre sector," Redma said. "It's been very challenging."
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                  Easy E-Receipt tax-deduction scheme begins                

                Programme to stimulate spending and the economy lasts until Feb 28
              

                                The Easy E-Receipt programme, under which the value of eligible purchases up to 50,000 baht can be deducted against personal income tax, began on Thursday and will last until Feb 28.
The programme, which also ran last year from Jan 1 to Feb 15, is meant to encourage people to spend to stimulate the economy, said deputy government spokeswoman Sasikarn Watthanachan.

Electronic tax invoices or receipts obtained for selected purchases (paper receipts are not eligible) can be saved and used when calculating deductions in the 2026 tax filing period.

The value of purchases under the programme is capped at 50,000 baht per person: up to 30,000 baht worth of goods sold at shops registered for value-added tax (VAT), and up to 20,000 baht worth of goods sold at community enterprise outlets or One Tambon One Product (Otop) shops.

Purchases not eligible include liquor, beer, tobacco, cars, insurance policies, petrol and internet fees.

However, the Easy E-Receipt programme does not extend to expenses incurred from travel or purchases of package tours, as was earlier speculated.

E-receipts can be issued by non-VAT-registered shops for e-books and associated services.

Ms Sasikarn said the measure is expected to spur people into spending, raise the amount of money in circulation, as well as reduce the income tax burden on people.

At present, 12,395 businesses operating 108,873 shops nationwide have registered for the e-Tax Invoice and e-Receipt systems.

Businesses interested in registering for either system can contact the Revenue Department.

The Revenue Department is forecast to forgo around 10 billion baht in tax revenue but Ministry of Finance estimates the scheme will generate around 70 billion baht for the economy.
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                Deputy agriculture minister says tests for banned colouring additive under way
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                                Thailand will resume exporting durian to China by Monday as quick contamination tests are under way, according to Deputy Agriculture Minister Itthi Sirilatthayakorn.
The Department of Agriculture and laboratory operators have nearly completed contamination test procedures for Basic Yellow 2 (BY2), a potentially carcinogenic colouring additive, to certify the safety of Thai durian fruit, he told parliament on Thursday.

"Laboratories will be ready to check China-bound durian within 48 hours," he said, adding that shipments could resume on Monday if the fruit is cleared. Export standard certification should benefit the expected sale of durian from southern Thailand to China during the Lunar New Year period, Mr Itthi said.

He also confirmed that the organisations concerned including the Department of Agriculture would ensure that the durian rejected by China would not be marketed in Thailand.

The Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives in September last year discovered the illegal use of Basic Yellow 2, which had been brought into Thailand from China and was not registered with the Thai Food and Drug Administration.

The additive was used by durian packing plants for export, which were financed by a Chinese investment group in the southern province of Chumphon. They were ordered to cease using the unregistered substance.

However, during a follow-up visit a month later, inspectors found the packing houses were continuing to use the substance and they issued warning letters.

On Saturday, the ministry was informed about durian exports being rejected at the Nanning airport in China due to a lack of documents to certify that the products were free of Basic Yellow 2.

Thai durian is highly popular with Chinese consumers, who are willing to pay a premium for high-quality fruit. Thai durian exports in 2023 were worth 90 billion baht, an 82% increase from the year before, according to data from the Department of Foreign Trade. Shipments to China accounted for 70% of Thailand's total durian exports.


	Related: Thailand seeks talks with Beijing to lift sugar syrup ban
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                                Bitcoin hovered near $100,000 after notching its biggest gain of the new year on reassuring US inflation data that lifted global markets by reviving bets on further Federal Reserve interest-rate cuts.
The digital asset blipped around the six-figure level as of 6am Thursday in London, holding a more than 3% jump sparked by the Bureau of Labor Statistics figures a day earlier. Tokens such as Ether and XRP consolidated sharper rallies.

The report pointing to cooling core consumer prices reignited bets on another Fed rate reduction by July, boosting stocks and bonds. The spotlight now turns to the policy blitz expected in the wake of President-elect Donald Trump's inauguration on Jan 20, potentially including steps to bolster the crypto sector.

Speculators are weighing up the risk of inflationary tariff and immigration policies against Trump's vow to make the US the global home of digital assets. The Republican has also backed the idea of creating a national Bitcoin stockpile.

One key question is whether the 50% advance in Bitcoin sparked by Trump's election victory on Nov 5 -- the token hit a record $108,316 last month -- will give way to "sell-the-news" profit-taking when he actually assumes power.

In the Bitcoin options market, the pattern of recent trades "reflects a market still not ready to fully commit" to the latest move higher, said Sean McNulty, head of APAC derivatives at liquidity provider FalconX. "Trump's inauguration has the potential to disappoint the market," he said.

Cosmo Jiang, portfolio manager at Pantera Capital, said "our understanding is that Trump has a large number of executive orders ready to go soon after inauguration next week, some of which are specifically positive for digital assets. In the short term we could see some sell-the-news, but those who do are missing the forest for the trees."
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                B400 million worth of shipments stranded pending Thai factory inspections
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                                Chinese authorities have asked Thailand to inspect dozens of factories before opening negotiations to lift a ban imposed last month on sugar syrup and premixed powder exports from the country, Thai officials say.
China had asked for a review of 78 sugar factories in Thailand before talks can begin, said Virit Viseshsindh, deputy permanent secretary at the Ministry of Industry, adding that inspections were being carried out.

"The GACC wants our inspections of standards to be more rigorous," he said, referring to the General Administration of Customs of China.

Thailand, the world's second-largest sugar exporter, was China's main supplier of liquid sugar last year with shipments of more than 1.2 million tonnes, according to the supply chain services company Czarnikow.

In December, China suspended imports of Thai syrup and premixed powder, a mixture of sugar and other food ingredients, because of concerns over factory hygiene, said Arada Fuangtong, director-general of the Department of Foreign Trade.

"Thai authorities want to negotiate ending the suspension," she said.

According to Citi analyst Arkady Gevorkyan, the China ban has left Thai syrup and premixes worth about 400 million baht stranded on ships at present.

"China is the largest importer of Thailand's sugar syrup," he noted.

An industry source said authorities in Thailand have grown concerned about the ban as they realise it could weigh on the price that sugar cane farmers in Thailand, a significant voting bloc, receive for their produce.

He added that the amount of sugar that might need to be redirected is significant and the issue is therefore weighing heavily on global prices, with white sugar futures trading on the ICE exchange at their lowest in three years.

Czarnikow analyst Rosa Li said she expects Thai factories and Chinese importers will eventually work to resolve the matter and get the ban lifted, "but it remains to be seen how long this process will last".
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                                KASIKORN Business-Technology Group (KBTG), the technology arm of KASIKORNBANK (KBank), is stepping up its digital transformation with its "Human-First x AI-First Transformation" strategy, with a goal to generate a 10-billion-baht business impact by 2029.
The organization achieved its first phase of digital transformation over the past three years, surpassing its five-year target and established itself as a leading tech organization in Southeast Asia.

KBTG is focusing on harnessing generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) to unlock greater value from its data, streamline operations and amplify technology investments by commercialising innovative solutions and boosting internal productivity. 

"At KBTG, AI transformation is not just about embracing new technology; it's about enhancing the human experience and staying ahead in an increasingly competitive market," Voranuch Dejakaisaya, executive chairman of KBTG, told the Bangkok Post.

In 2023, KBTG made significant investments in data platforms, mobile banking and core banking systems as well as cybersecurity, said Ms Voranuch.

"Our technology strategy focuses on being customer-centric, ensuring resilience, implementing robust backups, preventing data loss and minimising cybersecurity risks," she said.

This year, KBTG's vision is centred on leveraging AI by utilising cleansed data stored in the cloud, tapping into its scalability, flexibility and advanced tools. With the integration of GenAI, KBTG aims to unlock greater utility, improve efficiency and maximise the returns on its technology investments, said Ms Voranuch.

A key component of KBTG's strategy is agentic AI -- an AI model that operates autonomously and coordinates with other AI systems to carry out more complex tasks.

"Looking ahead, KBTG will focus on fostering collaboration between humans and AI while maintaining a human-centric approach."

[image: ]

COMMERCIALISE AI

KBTG's AI initiatives for this year are guided by two main objectives: commercialisation of AI from KBTG Labs, its own laboratory -- such as eKYC (Know Your Customer) processes, chatbot automation and image recognition -- in order to deliver innovative solutions.

It will use GenAI to boost employee productivity across various functions.

In terms of human resources, AI can enhance knowledge sharing and streamline repetitive tasks, replacing manual processes where appropriate.

By adopting these approaches, KBTG aims to increase efficiency, reduce time spent on mundane tasks and enable employees to focus on higher-value activities. This strategy will also allow the organisation to scale operations efficiently.

[image: ]

AI AND HUMAN TOUCH

To effectively leverage data, Ms Voranuch said it is essential to establish a strong foundation in governance, compliance, personally identifiable information, security, access control and analytics.

KBTG emphasises the importance of balancing AI with the human touch. Expertise, judgment and empathy -- qualities unique to people -- should complement AI, rather than relying solely on technology, Ms Voranuch said.

"This year, we are piloting several AI use cases to determine which ones will be maximised in their their usefulness. The bottom line is that customers deserve exceptional service, with timely and accurate responses to their needs."

The foundation for this lies in data accuracy, which allows GenAI to assist humans in summarising vast amounts of data and generating scripts.

This requires a redesign of the KBTG infrastructure for scalability and resilience, with the ability to integrate external data for analysis and reduce dependency on IT personnel.

Ms Voranuch said in some cases, data science expertise will still be needed, and KBTG will develop smaller language models.

Ultimately, every employee must be trained to maximise the use of data to improve outcomes, she added.

In the coming year, KBTG will focus on fostering collaboration between humans and AI while maintaining a human-centric approach.

3+1 STRATEGY

Ms Voranuch said this year KBTG set a strategic IT budget of 8-9 billion baht. The focus lies in re-architecting end-to-end credit systems, upgrading wealth management platforms and using AI.

KBTG is ready to advance KBank's Strategy 3+1. This involves utilising robust innovations and technologies to deliver IT excellence, reinforced by the K PLUS application, which boasts a service availability of up to 99.9%.

Moreover, KBank is focusing on improving the quality of loans by utilising GenAI to analyse credit quality, risk management, customer behaviours, non-performing loans and portfolio analysis.

"We will not only analyse internal customer data but also gather external data -- such as global trends, climate change, fuel prices and gold prices -- to gain deeper insights into risks and opportunities," Ms Voranuch said.

GenAI plays a crucial role in understanding customers better. By analysing various data points, AI helps staff in wealth management services by providing valuable advisory tools.
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Through data grouping, AI identifies sales opportunities, helping advisors tailor their approach to individual customers. This personalised advisory service is powered by AI, enabling more accurate customer profiling and helping financial advisors craft better solutions for wealth management and retail customers.

AI is also transforming customer interaction by generating sales scripts for advisors. These AI-generated scripts assist in wealth management and retail banking, ensuring that staff can approach customers with tailored, data-backed conversations.

With 23 million mobile banking customers, KBank is focused on enhancing channel efficiency by enabling self-service transactions, streamlining banking for retail customers, small and medium enterprises and corporate clients.

For regional expansion where it already has a presence such as in China, Vietnam and Indonesia, KBTG will bring its tech to explore opportunities and co-develop with its international human resources in these overseas markets.

Ms Voranuch said the tech strategy must align with the business to fill any gaps and enhance competitiveness.

"AI is a crucial turning point for the banking industry and technology within banks. It helps automate over 80% of tasks and enables senior-level programmers to review and validate codes. As a result, we need to upskill our workforce to keep pace with these advancements."

TECH PARTNERS

KBTG utilises Huawei's innovative storage, software defined networking and cloud services, while KBank gains access to Huawei's customer network, particularly those using Huawei's solar panel systems, who may be interested in KBank's green loan offerings.

KBTG's cloud policy embraces a multi-cloud approach, selecting applications and tools that can handle heavy, scalable workloads in the cloud.

Furthermore, technology procurement now requires a long-term vision, with a one-year outlook for preparedness.

"We select cloud providers based on standards, desired outcomes, compliance requirements and compatibility with our existing systems," Ms Voranuch said.

AI-READY INFRASTRUCTURE

Sheldon Wang, senior vice president of enterprise business at Huawei Technologies (Thailand), said the company focuses on providing banks with AI-ready infrastructure designed to meet the security, resilience and high-performance needs of AI technologies.

Huawei's emphasis on storage, networking and cloud platforms ensures the security and performance of data, critical for AI applications.

"AI-ready infrastructure supports the unique demands of AI by enabling data security, network resilience and high processing performance."

"Our data management platform integrates data from various sources for efficient use. It allows banks to view data as a valuable asset for insights, analytics and AI, providing real-time dashboards to maximise data utilisation," said Mr Wang.
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                  US bans Chinese and Russian tech in smart cars                

                'Targeted approach' meant to ensure foreign adversaries' software and hardware are kept off American roads, US official says
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                                WASHINGTON -- The Joe Biden administration has finalised rules effectively barring the sale of smart cars containing Chinese or Russian technology in the US market, a last push by the outgoing American president to address national security concerns tied to the auto industry.
As announced by the Commerce Department on Tuesday, the prohibition on sales applies to connected vehicles for model year 2027 by manufacturers with a sufficient nexus to China or Russia, even if they were manufactured in the United States.

Software bans would take effect for model year 2027 as well, while hardware restrictions would come into play for model year 2030. Curbs on those without a model year would start on Jan 1, 2029.

Yet currently the final rule only applies to passenger vehicles weighing less than 10,001 pounds (4,536 kilogrammes) "given the complexity of the commercial vehicle supply chain", the Commerce Department said.

As for technologies in smart commercial vehicles like trucks and buses, the department has plans to issue a separate rule "in the near future".

Tuesday's news followed months of regulatory review including meetings with industrial experts and the gathering of public opinion.

It came after the Biden administration in March suggested it was considering a phased approach to ban the use of Chinese and Russian technologies for automated driving systems and vehicle communications systems.

And it marked the administration's latest effort to limit the reach of technologies from rivals like Beijing owing to national security concerns.

That included a sweeping rule unveiled on Monday to restrict the export of US-developed computer chips that empower artificial intelligence (AI) systems.

Earlier this month, the Commerce Department said it was soliciting the views of private companies regarding a rule that could restrict or ban Chinese drones in the US.

In response, the Chinese embassy in Washington said the restrictions would undermine global supply chains and affect the interests of the US industries and customers.

"We urge the US side to ... respect market economy laws, stop turning economic and trade issues into political, security or ideological issues, and provide an open, fair, just and non-discriminatory environment for the investment and operation of businesses from all countries, including China," Liu Pengyu, the embassy's spokesman, said in an email to the Post.

Elaborating on the move, Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo said the new rules announced on Tuesday were needed to protect US national security and keep foreign adversaries from manipulating technologies to access drivers' and owners' sensitive or personal information.

Vehicles now had cameras, microphones, Global Positioning System (GPS) tracking and other technologies connecting to the internet that could leave large swathes of the US population vulnerable, she explained.

"This is a targeted approach to ensure we keep PRC and Russian-manufactured technologies off American roads and protect our nation's connected vehicle supply chains," she added, referring to China by its official abbreviation.

Speaking at an event hosted by the Washington-based think tank Centre for Strategic and International Studies on Tuesday, undersecretary of commerce for industry and security Alan Estevez said the measures were necessary to curb the amount of data that could potentially be exploited by Beijing.

"Your car knows probably more about you than your spouse or your friends know, because your car knows where you go all the time. As long as you're in your car, that little GPS device knows where it's going, and it's keeping track of that," he said.

Estevez added that a software update could render a vehicle unusable, which amounted to "a risk to the critical infrastructure of the United States".

At present, Chinese electric vehicle manufacturer Build Your Dreams (BYD) has a factory in California producing buses and other vehicles, while a handful of car brands owned by mainland companies, such as Lotus and Volvo, also have facilities stateside.

The bid to blunt rival countries' technologies comes as Washington seeks to boost America's car industry and as it tries to cut reliance on Beijing's supply chain.

The US has imposed a 100% tariff on electric vehicles (EVs) from China, which now leads the world in their production.

On Tuesday, Biden issued an executive order to accelerate the pace of infrastructure development for AI, a technology he said would "define the future".

But the impact of those plans depends on president-elect Donald Trump, who is to be inaugurated on Monday, and whether he carries the Biden administration efforts forward.
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                  Yellen warns against extending Trump's first-term US tax cuts                
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                                WASHINGTON - US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen warned Wednesday that plans to extend President-elect Donald Trump's 2017 tax cuts -- which remained in place under Joe Biden but are set to expire -- will add to unsustainable deficits.
"The projected fiscal path under current budgetary policies is simply not sustainable," she said, in what is likely to be her final major speech in office.

"The consequences of inaction, or action that exacerbates projected deficits, could be dire," she added in remarks at the New York Association for Business Economics, just days before Trump returns to the White House.

On the campaign trail, Trump pledged tax reductions with benefits across income levels.

The 2017 cuts, enacted by Trump in his first term, lowered rates for businesses and individuals. But some provisions are set to expire at the end of the year.

Yellen pointed to estimates that extending provisions of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act could add around $4 trillion to deficits through 2034.

While the act lowered income taxes for many in the United States, they have been criticized for being more beneficial to the wealthy.

Yellen cautioned that policies like extending the cuts "could undermine our country's strength, from the resilience of the Treasury market to the value of the dollar, even provoking a debt crisis in the future."

"Misguided economic policymaking," she added, would weigh on the next generation.

Looking ahead, she urged for the US government to "give more weight to fiscal sustainability concerns when determining both tax and spending priorities."

In her speech, Yellen also said that it was critical for the United States to sustain investments in cutting-edge industries and research and development.

She defended policy decisions of the Biden administration in the period of the Covid-19 pandemic as well, saying its "fiscal policy choices saved millions of jobs."

Although she acknowledged that "the prices of many everyday goods soared," she argued that government support helped avert significant hardship, allowing Americans to return to work quickly.

She also stressed that inflation in the world's biggest economy fell earlier than in its major peers.

"All policy choices entailed trade-offs, but the Biden administration made sound decisions that set the economy on a strong course," she said.

Cost of living concerns were a major voter concern during November's presidential election, which propelled Trump to victory.
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																With a series of delays, the bid to amend the constitution is in a predicament despite being an election campaign policy for all parties.
Parliament decided to put off deliberation of charter amendment proposals, aimed at paving the way for setting up a charter drafting assembly (CDA), from this week to next month so that each party will reach a consensus.

The setting up of a CDA, which is responsible for writing a new constitution, is stipulated under Section 256 of the charter.

The 2017 junta-sponsored charter was written by a now-dissolved CDA under law guru Meechai Ruchuphan in a way that makes any amendments near impossible. A referendum for a new charter is one of the hurdles.

Parliament must sort out how many referendum rounds are necessary to give the charter amendment bid the all-clear. There is a division over the charter court's 2021 ruling, which suggested three rounds.

The People's Party (PP) insists two are sufficient, citing budget concerns as each referendum costs at least three billion baht and results in more delays for a charter rewrite.

Last month, parliament argued over a plan to fix the referendum for the charter, with the ruling party and PP pushing for a simple majority against a double majority -- over 50% of eligible voters must participate in the process, and over 50% of those participating agree.

The double majority is favoured by the Senate, which is closely affiliated with Bhumjaithai, a coalition partner. Critics see the double majority as a foot-dragging tactic.

Even though the House of Representatives eventually won the referendum tussle on Dec 18 last year, it still has to wait another 180 days before the referendum law governing a simple majority takes effect. With the 180-day suspension period, the formation of CDA is delayed further.

Several key figures in Pheu Thai are cautious about whether amending the entire charter can be done by the next election in 2027. There are signs the ruling party may want to backtrack on its charter amendment mission as it gets along with the old guard. It's no exaggeration to say the party hardly had a firm stance on the matter from the beginning.

So, with several hurdles to the wholesale charter rewrite, House President Wan Muhamad Noor Matha has proposed that parliament return to the section-by-section amendment.

He said there are 17 charter rewrite proposals and the PP's wholesale amendment focussing on the Section 256 revamp. This will be up for further debate.

As the ruling party, Pheu Thai needs to do more to assure the public the new charter is not just a political pie in the sky but fulfilling its poll promises and being instrumental in creating a more democratic charter. The government should consider having three referendums if need be, and then proceed with the amendment process to ensure a better charter with a view to better politics.
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																On Feb 1, Provincial Administration Organisation (PAO) elections will be held in 47 out of 77 provinces. Late last year, there were elections in 29 provinces, where the PAO presidents resigned before their terms ended.
The forthcoming local election cycle is of paramount importance for the governance of the country.

Historically, the public has paid little attention to PAOs, despite the fact that this form of local administration plays a vital role in delivering public services to communities.

From a political perspective, PAOs serve as a robust foundation for political development. However, it appears the public perceives PAOs as underutilised entities that have not yet realised their full potential.

Notably, the upcoming election on Feb 1 has prompted parties to focus on local elections with unprecedented intensity.

For the first time, the leaders of Thailand's two major parties -- Pheu Thai and the People's Party (a faction of the Move Forward Party) -- are directly competing and actively campaigning for the positions of PAO presidents and council members.

This development raises a significant question: Will the heightened political activity contribute to enhancing the effectiveness of PAOs in serving the public, or is the current campaign by prominent political figures merely a transient phenomenon?

There are concerns the Feb 1 election may not result in fundamental changes within PAOs. This article will explore these challenges and discuss the necessary reforms to empower PAOs as engines of local development and governance.

To substantiate my less-than-optimistic projection, it is necessary to revisit the historical context of the Provincial Administrative Organisation (PAO) Act, which was enacted in 1955.

Initially, this local administration was overseen by the Ministry of the Interior through provincial governors.

The PAOs functioned as a quasi-local administrative entity managing public affairs across all provinces. Their policies and budgets were controlled by the Ministry of the Interior, which appointed governors -- state officials responsible for supervising the PAOs.

A significant transformation occurred in 1997 when an amendment to the PAO Act introduced substantial reforms. This update facilitated the election of provincial councillors, who in turn would elect the chief executive of the PAO.

This fundamental change diminished the roles of provincial governors and the Ministry of the Interior, effectively transitioning PAOs from a form of pseudo-local administration to quasi-local government.

Subsequent legal revisions further empowered PAOs. For instance, the 2003 amendment mandated the president and all councillors of the PAO be directly elected by voters, rather than being appointed by elected councillors.

In terms of political administration, this reform brought the status of PAOs closer to that of local governments.

However, this is largely theoretical. In practice, provincial governors continue to overshadow the roles of PAO presidents and the heads of various local government entities.

This dynamic undermines the legitimacy and effectiveness of PAOs and other local governments in Thailand.

Despite their evolution, PAOs remain neither fully-fledged local governments nor autonomous bodies, and they continue to encounter numerous challenges.

Firstly, the authority of provincial administrative organisations (PAOs) remains ambiguous, as they operate concurrently with central, provincial, and local governments.

This overlap leads to duplication and redundancy in public services. Furthermore, local administrative bodies within provinces often engage in competition with one another.

For instance, smaller municipalities and tambon administrative organisations vie with PAOs for control over budgets and responsibilities, resulting in inefficiencies and conflicts.

Secondly, the operations of PAOs are subject to oversight by the central government or provincial governors, which constrains their ability to respond effectively to local needs or emergencies, such as floods or natural disasters.

Additionally, political influences emanating from coalitions and parliamentary bodies frequently affect decision-making within PAOs. Consequently, some decisions are motivated by political considerations rather than the actual needs of the public.

Thirdly, PAOs are unable to undertake large-scale development projects independently. They are required to allocate expenditures according to programmes designated by the central government, which are sometimes influenced by members of parliament who provide directives or guidelines to the PAOs within their respective provinces.

Often, budget disbursement is driven by political negotiations, leading to uneven development, inequality, and inequity. Some PAOs face challenges in balancing development needs between urban centres and rural areas, frequently directing resources towards more populous or politically significant regions.

Fourthly, in this context, PAOs across the nation experience minimal public participation.

Local citizens are frequently underrepresented in decision-making processes, resulting in a disconnect between the priorities of PAOs and the needs of the community.

Opportunities for residents to express their concerns or contribute to policy and project formulation are limited. Moreover, inadequate oversight by higher authorities or civil society organisations hampers accountability, further eroding public trust.

It is evident the performance of PAOs in Thailand has long been impeded by a lack of transparency, weak public participation, and the dominance of provincial governors.

While digital technology has the potential to enhance public service delivery, increase citizen engagement, and facilitate monitoring of budget expenditures and procurement, some politicians resist change or impose additional constraints.

The pressing question is how to rectify this situation.

Incremental steps in the right direction can pave the way for meaningful reform.

To begin with, digital tools should be employed to enhance transparency and citizen engagement. However, the introduction of digital initiatives must be gradual and subtle to avoid outright rejection.

For example, the development of user-friendly, citizen-focused platforms for sharing non-sensitive information, such as project updates and essential budget summaries, can help build trust over time.

Similarly, simple online forums for citizen input can enable communities to articulate their needs, thereby aligning PAO priorities more closely with public concerns.

The adoption of digital technologies can facilitate PAO reform and improve public services, creating a ripple effect on local governments and public institutions.

As transparency and accountability become standard practices, these changes can propel Thailand towards governance standards akin to those of high-income nations.

Estonia has already demonstrated how digital governance can transform a country, and Thailand, too, can follow this path to achieve sustainable development and equitable prosperity for all.

Such reforms are a crucial step towards a high-income future for Thailand.
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																'This does not mean the international +1.5oC target has been broken because that refers to a long-term average over decades." If those carefully chosen words don't set your alarm bells ringing, you have not travelled much in the land of lawyers.
This statement was published on Friday in the annual report of Europe's Copernicus Climate Change Service, the EU's main climate science centre. Yet elsewhere in the same document it admitted that the world's average temperature did indeed exceed 1.5 degrees Celsius higher than the pre-industrial level (+1.5oC) in 2024.

And here's United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, peddling the same story on the same day: "Individual years pushing past the 1.5-degree limit do not mean the long-term goal is shot."

You'll find similar mantras on the websites of Nasa and NOAA in the US, the Hadley Centre in the UK, the Potsdam Centre for Climate Impact Studies in Germany, and the Japan Meteorological Agency. None of them is actually lying, but they are definitely seeking to mislead.

The problem is that our scientists and politicians have been telling us for 10 years that we must never exceed that "aspirational" +1.5oC target, or very bad things would follow (as indeed they will). Nobody listened; we have now passed that target, and some of that hell is breaking loose. Los Angeles is this week's example. So now they need to reassure us that it is still worth trying to hold the warming down (as indeed it is).

This requires playing down the importance of passing +1.5oC, which is why we have just had a coordinated effort by politicians and scientists telling us we really didn't go there. How did things get so tangled?

The "aspirational" +1.5oC target was adopted by the 2015 climate conference partly because the hard target of "never more than +2oC or the heavens will fall" was seen as too far away to motivate people properly. The other reason was that a group of scientists centred around the Potsdam Institute had been working on "feedbacks".

The feedbacks are the real killers. Our emissions heat the planet, and then wildfires, floods and mudslides, hurricanes and cyclones, rising sea levels and half a dozen other feedbacks wreak mayhem.

The scientists also knew that there were almost certainly other feedbacks lurking in wait for us, so staying below +1.5oC really did matter. However, it's gone now, and the bitter truth is that we probably won't see it again in this century (if ever).

We stumbled across the first big "unknown" feedback in June 2023, when the average global temperature jumped by more than two-tenths of a degree in a single month.

It has never fallen back, and it took scientists more than a year even to figure out (tentatively) what is causing it: less low-level marine cloud, which therefore reflects less incoming sunlight.

Average global temperature for 2024 has been +1.55oC, and the past three months have been +1.6oC, so why are the Great and the Good telling us that we haven't "really" passed +1.5oC? What's all this nonsense about waiting a couple of decades to be sure?

Requiring a 20-year run of data when calculating average global temperature made sense when temperatures fluctuated up and down in the familiar old way.

It makes no sense to use that method to calculate the headline number for average global temperature, incorporating data from as long ago as 2005, when the only way it has gone each year is up.

So why do they do it? Partly because they have always done it that way, but there is also a belief among both scientists and politicians that the public cannot be trusted with the brutal truth.

They might riot in the streets demanding huge immediate emissions cuts -- or, (more likely) they might retreat into paranoid fantasies and deny climate change exists.

It's pointless. Scientists can use the old method among themselves if they wish, but don't try to foist it on the public. It just undermines trust. Give them straight information in terms they can understand, and let the chips fall where they may.
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																Predictions about 2025 come with flashing caveats: no one can know what US President-elect Donald Trump will do, let alone how the rest of the world will respond. But one can speculate. Imagine it is January 2026.
As 2025 began, the mood of the American business community shifted. Some businesspeople had long harboured private doubts about Mr Trump's anti-globalisation campaign. But overall confidence began to fall when they came face to face with the possible consequences of cutting the US economy off from international trade and migration: sharply higher prices of imported products and labour shortages in some sectors.

Public anxieties multiplied as mysterious cyber-attacks caused a series of failures affecting US power infrastructure and water and sanitation systems. Some childhood diseases like measles returned. From Inauguration Day, social media hesitated to highlight efforts by public-health and information-technology professionals to correct the accompanying misinformation.

Most dramatic in the first half of 2025 was the correction in the US stock market, with the S&P 500 index down by around 35%. To be sure, the market had been ripe for a correction. The S&P 500 had increased sevenfold between January 2009 and the 2024 election, fuelled by stronger-than-expected growth in US output and employment in 2021-24. By the end of President Joe Biden's term, stocks had entered bubble territory. Whether evaluated relative to earnings, dividends, capital stock replacement value, or GDP, share prices had reached levels reminiscent of 1929 and other pre-crash episodes.

But it took a needle to prick the bubble. Having gained majorities in the Senate and the House of Representatives, the Republicans also gained responsibility for producing a federal budget. But they were split: while they agreed that the US was on an unsustainable fiscal path, they disagreed on the solution. One faction touted lower taxes as the key to fiscal virtue (dismissing the "experts' view" that this would worsen the budget balance rather than improve it), and the other, spurred by Elon Musk, emphasised spending cuts. (The much-hyped Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) -- headed by Mr Musk and former Republican presidential candidate Vivek Ramaswamy -- had little impact in 2025.)

Budget negotiations devolved into an all-too-familiar game of chicken. When neither side flinched, the US faced a fiery collision, in the form of a month-long government shutdown and credit downgrades by all three major ratings agencies, which in turn crashed stock and bond markets.

As the year drew to a close, some observers argued that the US is in recession. In any case, rising inflation -- fuelled by Trump's tariffs and his attacks on the US Federal Reserve's independence -- augurs the return of 1970s-style stagflation.

At the same time, there was a vast divergence between what Mr Trump's supporters and opponents expected and what they got in 2025. As it turned out, the business community unexpectedly prevailed on him for higher caps on the number of H-1B visas (for high-skilled workers) and expansion of other legal immigration channels. Mr Trump also re-reversed himself on TikTok. He made big changes to his cabinet, firing Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert Kennedy, Jr, who sought tougher regulations for pharmaceutical companies. Beyond the economy, Mr Trump took other unexpected steps. His most startling volte-face was his support of states guaranteeing a woman's right to abortion. He insisted he has always believed the matter should be decided at the state level.

In terms of foreign policy, one big shock was the first armed US incursion into Mexico in over a century. Before that, Mr Trump withdrew support from Ukraine, as expected, effectively surrendering to Russia and fatally undermining US credibility in the eyes of potential adversaries, not least Russian President Vladimir Putin himself. Russian troops moved into parts of Georgia and ominously popped up along its 2,400km border with Nato, tying down their Western counterparts throughout the year.

With the US distracted, and a new precedent set regarding respect -- or the lack thereof -- for national borders, Venezuela invaded Guyana, Ethiopia invaded Somalia, and Indonesia invaded Timor Leste. Unencumbered by the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, from which Mr Trump withdrew in 2018, and weakened by the decimation of its proxies in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria, the Iranian regime completed its development of nuclear weapons.

Most alarming, however, were naval actions by China, whether a reaction to its economic downturn, which Mr Trump's tariffs have exacerbated, or an effort to exploit America's current weakness. Throughout the year, Chinese forces were active in the waters around Taiwan and on newly fortified islands that it claims in the South China Sea. With Mr Trump's tough-guy reputation roundly questioned, he surprised everyone when he responded to a ship collision, in which several US sailors were killed, by sending a joint US-Philippine naval force to retake Scarborough Shoal and the Spratly Islands. In a pattern familiar from modern history, the Trump administration carried out a threat of military intervention that it had neglected to signal in advance.

At year end, China's coast guard appeared to be installing a "quarantine" of Taiwan. Mr Trump has now sent all naval forces the US can spare to break the blockade if necessary. As 2026 gets underway, fears of a hot war between the two nuclear superpowers seem all too real. Throughout 2025, Mr Trump's opponents consoled themselves with thoughts of a silver lining: their fellow Americans would finally see the consequences of having such a president. Before long, his influence would plummet, both in Congress and among the electorate, as he spent more time playing golf at Mar-a-Lago. No such luck. As usual, Mr Trump blames the disruptions and disasters of 2025 on anyone or anything other than himself. Likewise, his supporters do not see the adverse developments of 2025 as his fault. Why should they, when they never have before? True, Mr Trump's supporters are unable to distill the appropriate lessons from history. But in predicting that they will, his opponents are ignoring history as well. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Jeffrey Frankel is Professor of Capital Formation and Growth at Harvard University.
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																Thailand's waterways and seas both face ecological crises that could devastate ecosystems, food security, and millions of livelihoods if left unchecked. Two protests this week reflect the urgency of these issues. Small-scale fishermen and environmentalists have gathered at the Senate to oppose an amendment to the Fisheries Act allowing trawlers to sweep clean the sea. Meanwhile, fishermen and aquaculture farmers from 19 provinces have rallied at Government House, demanding the government address the spread of the invasive blackchin tilapia, or pla mor khang dam in Thai, a fish wreaking havoc in river ecosystems across the country.
Both of their demands are valid.

Strict rules to curb illegal, unreported, and unregulated fishing and the use of slave labour by Thai trawlers have saved the country from a European Union seafood ban and helped restore Thai seas. The trawler industry, however, wants to end this to exploit the seas more freely. The proposed amendment would loosen sustainable fishing rules and allow vessels to use massive fine-meshed nets at night. These nets would scoop up baby fish before they could mature, causing a huge economic loss as such juvenile fish are sold cheaply as "trash fish" for the animal feed industry. This destructive practice risks another seafood ban while destroying marine ecosystems. The Federation of Small-scale Fishermen wants this clause removed from the bill to avert this disaster.

At the same time, fishermen, aquafarmers, and environmentalists have joined forces to fight in court over what they claimed was the country's biggest environmental crime. In 2010, Charoen Pokphand Foods (CPF) brought blackchin tilapia to Thailand for research at a facility in Samut Songkhram province. The agro-industry giant claimed all these alien fish died, but by 2011, farmers near the research centre had discovered the invasive species in their waterways. The tilapia were killing off native fish species and severely damaging prawn farms. CPF claimed it had handed over the last 50 dead specimens to fisheries authorities when the project was shut down, but officials said they never received them.

No matter the truth, the ecology and local fishermen have suffered. Due to their rapid breeding and adaptability, blackchin tilapia have now overrun the country's waterways, aggressively feeding on native fish and pushing many species towards extinction.

The tilapia invasion shows how unregulated biodiversity can wreak havoc on the environment and livelihoods. The proposed fisheries law puts short-term profits over long-term ecological health. Both issues highlight a troubling reality: the government care about economic revenue and big business.

The stakes couldn't be higher because rivers and seas are not just capital. They are vital for supporting local communities and the national economy. The blackchin tilapia destroys freshwater ecosystems, threatening biodiversity and food security. Meanwhile, the proposed fisheries law risks depleting fish stocks, harming small-scale fishers, and deepening inequality.

What needs to be done? To tackle the tilapia invasion, the government should launch large-scale eradication efforts, survey the actual ecological impact, find out the real culprits, and have them penalised and responsible for compensation. For the fisheries law, the Senate must reject the amendments and create laws that protect marine biodiversity and promote sustainable fishing.

Thailand's rivers and seas are at a tipping point. Government must decide whether to back big businesses or protect the country's ecological and economic future.
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																The professional future of today's and tomorrow's students will be defined by adaptability and openness to change. A core element of success is that theory and practice mutually inform each other.
AI has long been a part of everyday life. It is ingrained in how we find information on the internet, use our mobile phones, or discover music and movies that fit our tastes.

And yet, we have barely begun to tap into AI's greatest potential for value creation: Companies and their employees can make tremendous leaps ahead in terms of competitiveness and productivity by infusing AI in business processes -- in the thousands of decisions and transactions that create value every day.

Beyond boosting the performance of individual companies, embedding AI in business processes at scale can boost the performance of entire economies. The potential from AI implementation is particularly great in countries with significant transformation agendas, such as Thailand -- given its openness to digitalisation and its young, aspiring population.

Every time I travel to Southeast Asia, I am delighted to meet the growing number of young people passionate about (and capable of!) putting digital technologies to the best possible use for their community and country. It's clear that great opportunities are waiting to be unlocked by systematically equipping these young, ambitious people with the core skills of the AI age.

In my experience, the most successful approach to modern technology education is to bring theory and practice as closely together as possible.

Gamified learning is one such method. In sophisticated computer simulations, students can steer imaginary companies using real-world business software tools. As they advance through the "game", participants gain hands-on experience in solving business challenges, such as sustainability, supply chain resilience, and international business expansion. And they develop critical competencies for their success in the economy of the future, including analytical thinking, data storytelling, and decision-making skills.

Gamified learning tools are already available free of charge today for universities around the world. Thanks to their fun factor, they speak to a generation that has grown up with digital entertainment and simulation technologies.

A complementary approach is to let students work on elaborate case studies with the same advanced business software and AI tools deployed in the world's leading companies. Singapore Management University, for example, gives students the opportunity to use real-life business AI tools to solve sustainability challenges -- eg, resource efficiency in agriculture -- as part of their curriculum.

Once students are familiar with the basics of modern enterprise software and business AI, the "training wheels" should be taken off. Students profit from getting to know the complex practical challenges faced by industry as early and as often as possible -- to learn "on the fly" about pain points that can be addressed through AI innovation.

Companies, for their part, should seek close contact with universities to keep up with the latest developments. Companies can actively approach universities and offer case studies and practical problems for students to work on. The goal is for theory and practice to mutually inform each other: Students work on practical problems, professors stay up to date on the latest trends in industry, and industry professionals continue their learning journeys through continuous collaboration with educational environments.

Technology campuses -- where professors and students research side by side (and in close physical proximity) with established companies as well as startups -- are fast becoming a key factor in the modern innovation equation. On the new campus of the Technical University of Munich, for instance, software and AI developers work in the same building and in close cooperation with professors and researchers. And they are just a stone's throw away from key industrial companies where the latest innovations can be tested in practice.

Bringing theory and practice together is, in so many ways, the key ingredient to success in the innovation age. When asked about the secret to his career, Hasso Plattner, one of the five individuals who founded SAP, famously replied that he initially had "no clue" about accounting processes but was open to learning from industry practitioners who did. And that's how he, together with his partners, programmed the first enterprise software systems. I firmly believe that the core lesson from his words holds true ever more in the age of AI: Educating the next generation in the latest technologies is the first step, but truly great things happen when we let talented young minds hone their skills against the challenges of economic reality.

Christian Klein, is CEO and Member of the Executive Board, SAP SE, Walldorf, Germany.
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																Late last year, Australia's parliament, reacting to concerns about the effect of social media on children's mental health, amended the Online Safety Act to require users to be at least 16 years old to open an account on social media platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, and X. The amendment is expected to come into effect by the end of 2025.
The law received widespread support in Australia, but it has also been criticised. Some dispute the link between social media use and mental-health problems in teenagers. Others see a violation of the right to freedom of expression. Even those who support the effort wonder how it can be enforced.

There is little doubt that the mental health of teenagers, especially girls, has deteriorated sharply since the introduction of smartphones and the emergence of social media. The digital platforms targeted by the law design algorithms to keep people on their sites, because more clicks mean more advertising revenue. The result? A Gallup survey showed that US teenagers spend an average of 4.8 hours per day on social media. That is a big slice of a teenager's free time, which could otherwise be spent interacting with friends and the real world. Jonathan Haidt, a social psychologist, has said that social media platforms have "rewired childhood and changed human development on an almost unimaginable scale".

Heavy teenage social media use and higher levels of depression and anxiety go together; what is disputed is whether this is a correlation or a causal relationship. Good studies that test whether sufficiently long periods of reduction in social media use reduce depression and anxiety are difficult to carry out because trials in which individual teenagers leave a platform while their friends remain on it can be expected to produce less benefit -- and could even cause harm to the children who are now isolated from their friends.

It is important that groups of teenagers all go off social media together, so that social media use is replaced by real-world interaction. In addition, one would need other, randomly selected control groups whose members do not reduce social-media use.

So, Australia may be doing a world service by effectively running a national experiment. This assumes, of course, that Australia does substantially reduce the time young teenagers spend on social media. Policymakers plan to achieve their goal by imposing heavy fines on companies that operate the newly age-restricted social media platforms if they fail to take "reasonable steps" to prevent those under 16 from opening accounts.

WhatsApp and similar messaging apps, as well as some online health and educational services, will be exempted from the legislation. Young people will continue to be able to view YouTube videos or pages on social media, such as business landing pages on Facebook, without an account. On the other hand, the government has announced its intention to introduce further legislation creating a "Digital Duty of Care" that will put the onus on digital platforms to prevent known or foreseeable harms.

Paradoxically, the Australian law may benefit social media executives and programmers who are sufficiently aware of what they may be doing to children's mental health to be uneasy about it. Given the current lack of regulation, any social media platform that gets serious about ensuring children are not opening accounts will simply lose business to less scrupulous rivals. The law creates a level playing field for all platforms, thus overcoming the collective-action problem.

The Australian constitution does not make sweeping statements about basic rights. In general, and in contrast to the US, courts accept the supremacy of the elected legislature. The High Court of Australia has, however, ruled that the provisions of the constitution establishing representative and responsible government imply that parliament should not place an undue burden on political communication.

One possible response to those who have suggested that Australia's legislation violates this principle is that children under 16 do not vote and hence have less need for political communication. Moreover, it could be argued that the burden is not disproportionate because the harm caused by social media is sufficiently serious to justify the modest restriction contained in the legislation. The Australian government could also exempt social media platforms limited to political communications, although that would require someone in government to determine which communications are political and which are not. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Peter Singer, Emeritus Professor of Bioethics at Princeton University and Visiting Professor at the Centre for Biomedical Ethics at the National University of Singapore, is co-host of the podcast Lives Well Lived, Co-founder of the charity The Life You Can Save, and the author of 'Animal Liberation', 'Practical Ethics', 'The Life You Can Save', and, 'Consider the Turkey'.
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																The Year of the Snake will be a challenging one for most countries as it will be filled with uncertainties and risks as geopolitical tensions intensify and deglobalisation accelerates. With President Donald Trump resuming the US presidency, the rise of trade and technology wars will disrupt trade and growth in many countries. Moreover, the geopolitical tensions in several key world hotspots may heighten the chance of wars. Nevertheless, amid the economic challenges, there are opportunities for the relocation of investments, which can be achieved if Thailand proves ready for them.
The Thai economy this year will continue to recover, while many risks to the recovery loom. The Thai economy will continue to grow at 2.5-3.0% this year, similar to its expansion of around 2.8% in 2024. Inflation is forecast by the Bank of Thailand to be around 1%. Given the low inflation, the policy rate may be reduced by 0.25% to 2.0% this year. The baht may weaken slightly to 35 to the US dollar on average but will be volatile through the year.

Nevertheless, growth will be uneven among different industries. The exporting industries, as well as tourism and domestic manufacturing, may face slower growth this year, while those related to investments, both private and public, will likely speed up.

Exports, which were at a record high last year, will grow slower this year compared to last year. In 2024, export value in US dollar terms expanded by over 4% year-on-year reaching US$300 billion. Major exports ranged from computers and parts, cars, vehicle parts, food products, air-conditioners, jewellery, iron and steel, chemical and petrochemical products, and apparel and textiles. Exports have expanded most rapidly in double digits to the United States, Thailand's largest export market.

This is partly due to the ongoing trade war between the US and China, which has enabled Thai exports to replace Chinese products and raise their market share in the US since 2018. In anticipation of a heightened US trade war and higher import tariffs in 2025, US importers also increased orders for Thai exports in the second half of 2024.

Thai exports in 2025 will most likely grow by 1-2% as trade wars increase globally. As the new US administration embarks on a trade war with trading partners that have trade surpluses with the US, Thailand will be one of the countries that the US may target. Thailand's trade surplus with the US ranks in the top 15 among US trading partners. Should US tariffs on Thai exports be raised, export growth to the US could slow down this year. However, if tariff rates that will be levied on China or Vietnam are much higher than those on Thailand, Thai exports may still be able to compete in the US market. Thai exports to other major markets -- China, Japan, and Europe -- may also slow down this year as the global trade wars affect their economies.

Tourism will continue to grow this year but at a slower rate than last year. In 2024, there were 35.5 million tourist arrivals compared to 26 million in 2023. However, spending per tourist is below that of the pre-Covid period. This year, tourist arrivals, mostly from China, Europe, and Malaysia, are expected to reach the pre-Covid level of 40 million, with spending per tourist rising closer to pre-Covid levels.

Investment by the business sector should grow more than last year, supported by the relocation of foreign direct investment amid the trade war. Investment last year was below that of 2023 as pickup truck purchases and construction contracted with a slump in the property sector. This year, investments by firms should pick up as the approval of investments by the Board of Investment (BOI) since 2023 starts to translate into investments this year. In 2024, BOI approvals reached Bt800 billion, a ten-year high. The top three sectors that have the highest approvals are electrical appliances and electronics, including printed circuit boards, electric vehicles and machinery, and food and biotechnology products such as bio-fuels and bio-plastics.

Government spending will be more than last year as the budget is disbursed on schedule. In FY2024, the budget was delayed by eight months from October 2023 to May 2024, reducing public investments in the first five months of last year. In FY2025, the budget has capital expenditure of Bt9.8 billion, rising by 28% from that in FY2024. Coupled with no delays in disbursements in 2025, public investment could rise by more than 30% compared to 2024. The second and third tranches of the Bt10,000 Digital Wallet Scheme, amounting to around Bt300 billion, will also be transferred to around 30 million Thais above 16 years old this year, after the first tranche of Bt140 billion last year.

Consumption by Thai households this year will be supported by the continued gradual recovery of incomes and government transfers through the Digital Wallet Scheme. However, household debt of almost 90% of GDP coupled with being an "ageing" society will continue to slow down consumption purchases of Thai households. Hence, consumption growth this year will be slower than last year.

There are many risks this year that may slow down Thailand's growth, namely, the flood of Chinese imports, geopolitical tensions in the Middle East, and domestic political uncertainties. Chinese exports to Thailand have accelerated since 2022, mainly in raw materials, parts, and capital equipment. They will continue to rise as the US-China trade war escalates and Chinese investment in Thailand grows. This presents opportunities for cost reduction for users of the imports but will be a greater threat to firms that are their competitors in Thailand.

Geopolitical tensions in the Middle East could lead to energy disruptions and higher prices. This would raise energy prices in Thailand but also overall prices or inflation. Lastly, in addition to uncertainties in the global economy, uncertainty surrounding the stability of the Thai government can reduce confidence among new investors and new industries.

Thus, in this Snake Year of uncertainties and risks, individuals and companies must raise their resilience to shocks and disruptions.



Kirida Bhaopichitr, PhD, is a Research Director for International Economics and Development Policy and Director for the TDRI Economic Intelligence Service (TDRI EIS).
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																Apologies alone ring hollow. The violations of personal privacy by mobile phone makers Oppo and Realme demand more than words. Only an honest admission about what happened and concrete corrective measures to ensure such errors do not recur will restore public trust.
Equally culpable are the state regulators who have remained conspicuously silent. Not a single one has stepped forward to acknowledge the allegations, let alone propose measures to safeguard consumers.

The smartphone maker Oppo, and its spinoff Realme, issued an apology last week for preinstalling a loan application, "Fineasy", on their products.

The statements followed an uproar by consumers, who claimed the money-lending app had been installed without their permission.

They also raised concerns that the app, which can send notifications, may have access to sensitive personal information stored in their phones. The app can also not be removed by normal methods or by less advanced users.

In the statement, Oppo apologised for the "issue", while Realme expressed regret for the "inconvenience" caused. Both brands pledged to cooperate with relevant agencies to investigate the matter concerning the loan software and resolve the issue as quickly as possible.

The smartphone makers also stated that Fineasy had removed all the data involving money-lending from its application, leaving only features for daily-life services.

This action is less than reassuring. There is no clear explanation of what these daily-life service features are or whether they, too, require user consent for installation. The ambiguity raises concerns about whether personal data is still being accessed or retained without user knowledge.

The vague details surrounding the app's removal are unsettling. Oppo and Realme promised to expedite an update that would allow users to delete the app themselves, but they failed to provide any specific deadlines.

The option to contact their service centres seems to add another layer of inconvenience for users, highlighting a lack of control over their devices and apps.

Both smartphone makers vowed not to install loan apps in the next batch of their mobile phones or recommend them on their app markets.

Despite the promises, the crucial question remains: Why did they install such apps in the first place? Who exactly was behind the agreement? If Oppo and Realme genuinely value user privacy and experience, as described in the statements, should they not have thoroughly vetted the app before preinstalling them?

So far, it is reported that both Oppo and Realme have yet to receive official permission from the Bank of Thailand to operate financial services offering loans.

Following the scandal, the Thai Consumers Council is the first, and so far only organisation to have voiced concern that the installation of software without user consent could be a violation of consumer rights.

Financial losses from call centre scams and online frauds amount to billions of baht and are a growing problem for authorities to deal with.

Thus, the council's focus on data protection is particularly timely and highlights the need for regulation and oversight in the tech and financial sectors, especially when it comes to protecting personal data and preventing exploitation.

Without clear directives and decisive action, more rebooted apologies may be called for from phone makers, while consumers remain vulnerable to unwanted pre-sale installations on their devices.
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																Indonesia has scooped Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand to become the first Asean country to join the Brics bloc of developing economies as a full member. Brazil, the new Brics rotational chair, announced Indonesia's admission was timely with strategic significance.
As the world's largest Muslim-majority nation and Southeast Asia's biggest economy, Indonesia's nine-week transition from a Brics partner to a full member demonstrates its growing diplomatic weight in a contested geopolitical landscape.

Under President Prabowo Subianto, Indonesia has pursued a "bolder free and active diplomacy", leveraging its historical legacy, economic potential, and regional leadership. Several attributes underpin Jakarta's decision to join Brics.

First and foremost, Indonesia's membership in Brics coincides with the 70th anniversary of the Bandung Conference of 1955. This landmark event placed Jakarta at the forefront of the developing world, popularly known as the Global South.

During the post-colonial era, 29 newly decolonised nations in Asia and Africa met in Bandung and expressed solidarity to assert their sovereignty and independence in the international arena.

Indonesia's participation in Brics has inevitably refreshed the "Spirit of Bandung," emphasising mutual respect, cooperation, and non-alignment as front and centre of its foreign policy.

In a nutshell, with Mr Prabowo at the helm, Indonesia emphasises active involvement in international affairs, promoting Asean centrality, peace, social justice, and cooperation among nations while respecting sovereignty.

By joining Brics, Mr Prabowo is keen to shape the trajectory of the Global South. As an emerging economy and non-security alliance country, he wants to be recognised as a new champion to protect the interests of developing nations and mitigate geopolitical tensions.

Moreover, Brics offers significant economic potential for Indonesia, given that over 40% of the world's population, before it was granted full membership, lives in Brics member countries. It is also being projected to become the largest economic group by 2030. As such, Indonesia can gain access to new financial sources and investment opportunities and expand export markets.

Indonesia also has rich natural resources, particularly in renewable energy and minerals, especially its vast nickel reserves, which augments its strategic value as a pivotal player in the global energy transition.

Indonesia's membership has further created a formidable non-Western bloc that can challenge existing power structures.

As a member of G20, Jakarta has often found its influence overshadowed by developed nations with their agendas. During its G20 presidency in 2022, Jakarta demonstrated diplomatic finesse by mediating tensions between members over divisive issues such as the war in Ukraine. Furthermore, on the sideline of the summit, Bali was also the venue for the leaders of the US and China to hold talks.

Brics can also enhance Indonesia's voice and capacity to negotiate on global issues, such as reforming global governance, creating a more inclusive world order, dealing with climate change, sustainable development, and fair-trade practices in the emerging multipolar world order.

Indirectly, Brics could accelerate Jakarta's accession to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). It has long aspired to join this Paris-based organisation, which sets international standards for economic policies. The country could achieve OECD membership within three years, boosting its global standing and economic influence.

As stated by Foreign Minister Sugiono over the weekend, with its growing economic and diplomatic clout, Indonesia can be a bridge builder between the Global South and established global institutions such as Apec and the G20.

Moreover, Indonesia's identity as a secular Muslim-majority nation with a non-aligned foreign policy adds more dynamism to Brics. Among the bloc's new members, Indonesia stands out as a heavyweight capable of representing broader Global South interests. Its ability to mediate and advocate for inclusive growth and equitable development positions it as a vital contributor to the bloc's agenda.

Within the region, its membership will pave the way for three other Brics partners -- Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand -- to follow suit. Each country has shown interest in full membership, albeit with a different timeframe. They also want an additional platform to strengthen their economic security and strategic autonomy.

When Bangkok applied to join Brics in June 2024, the government of Srettha Thavisin was confident that it would be admitted as a full member at the Kazan summit in October. But more than Thai officials would like to admit, the country still faces political uncertainty at home and diplomatic hurdles, making its path to membership unpredictable.

The prospects of Malaysia and Vietnam being the next two Asean members to join Brics are higher due to their consistent diplomacy and strong economic aspirations. Such a trend could boost the bloc's regional and global influence.

With more Asean members joining Brics, the bloc could integrate Southeast Asia's economic dynamism into its broader agenda. In May, Asean will launch its new vision for the next two decades, with the aim of making it a more integrated single market. Meanwhile, the world's largest free trade bloc, the Asean-led Regional Comprehensive Economic Cooperation, has begun admitting new members -- Chile, Sri Lanka and Hong Kong.

Like most countries in the Global South, Indonesia's pivot to Brics reflects a broader disillusionment with Western policies, particularly the "America First" approach under the incoming second Trump administration. They perceive such policies as detrimental to their economic growth and stability.

Developing countries want to see economic inclusivity and a more equitable global order.
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        New movies out this week: Jan 16-22
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.&nbsp;

      

      
        Brad Pitt isn't messaging you, rep warns, after adoring fan scammed
        LOS ANGELES - A representative for Brad Pitt has warned fans to be wary of impersonation scams after a French woman lost her life savings to fraudsters posing as the Hollywood star.

      

      
        New art house opens in Ratchathewi
        Leaving Ratchathewi station on the skytrain to Siam takes you past a small park on the left, whose walls host an outdoor gallery of vibrant graffiti. The small public space is called Chaloem La, a name echoed by a new art house set to open right next to the park.

      

      
        Jobsdb hosts free career workshop
        Wishing to develop essential skills and build confidence before you embark on your dream career path? Jobsdb by Seek is holding the career workshop "U Seek Kub Jobsdb Phuen Si Thuk Gen" at its office at Gaysorn Tower, Phloenchit Road, on Jan 23 from 1pm to 5pm.

      

      
        Explore Phuket property with Nestopa
        Nestopa, a cutting-edge property portal that connects developers and agents, invites all Bangkok-based real estate agents to discover Phuket's luxury property market at an exclusive event, at the Grande Centre Point Terminal 21, Sukhumvit Road, on Jan 21 at 2.30pm.

      

      
        Enjoy rustic luxury at Roukh Kiri Khaoyai boutique retreat
        Khao Yai is an enchanting destination where travellers can escape the heat of Bangkok and unwind amid fresh, mountain air. Just three hours' drive from the Thai capital, this lush landscape is home to vineyards, 18-hole golf courses and the natural landscapes of Khao Yai National Park, a Unesco World Heritage site where wild elephants roam.

      

      
        Centara Hotels & Resorts launches The Centara Collection
        Centara Hotels &amp; Resorts has rebranded The Centara Boutique Collection. Now called The Centara Collection, the portfolio features one-of-a-kind properties emphasising individuality, authenticity and creativity.

      

      
        New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 15-21
        Looking for a title to binge-watch this weekend? Here's our pick!

      

      
        Is obesity a disease? Sometimes but not always, experts decide
        PARIS - Do people with obesity have an illness? A panel of global health experts looking at this controversial question announced Wednesday that the definition of obesity should be split into two categories -- and diagnosed using more accurate measurements.

      

      
        Made By Legacy moves to WHARF 38
        The renowned Made By Legacy Flea Market is back for its highly anticipated 17th edition, promising an unforgettable experience from Jan 24 until Jan 26. This year, the event moves to a stunning new venue -- WHARF 38 (Thai Watsadu, Rama III Road) -- a riverside warehouse along the Chao Phraya River in the vibrant Phra Ram 3 area.
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									New movies out this week: Jan 16-22

									'Panor' serves as a prequel to the 'Art Of The Devil' horror franchise
								

								New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week. 
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Wolf Man 

Directed by Leigh Whannell.

Who's in it?

Julia Garner, Christopher Abbott and Sam Jaeger.

What's it about? 

A family at a remote farmhouse is attacked by an unseen animal, but as the night stretches on, the father begins to transform into something unrecognisable.

Why watch it? 

Christopher Abbott replaced Ryan Gosling in late development of the film.
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Babygirl

Directed by Halina Reijn.

Who's in it?

Nicole Kidman, Harris Dickinson and Antonio Banderas.

What's it about? 

A high-powered CEO puts her career and family on the line when she begins a torrid affair with her much-younger intern.

Why watch it? 

Kidman won the Volpi Cup for Best Actress at The Venice Festival in 2024.



[image: ]

Consecration

Directed by Christopher Smith.

Who's in it?

Jena Malone, Danny Huston and Will Keen.

What's it about? 

After the alleged suicide of her priest brother, Grace travels to the remote Scottish convent where he fell to his death. Distrusting the Church's account, she uncovers murder, sacrilege and a disturbing truth about herself. 

Why watch it?

Near the beginning of the movie and in a clear nod to the "Movie Contact" (1997) where Malone starred as Young Ellie, her character Grace walks into her apartment only to reveal that the camera followed her reflection on a mirror, recreating the famous "mirror effect" of the Robert Zemeckis' film.



[image: ]

Panor 

Directed by Putthipong Saisrikaew.

Who's in it?

Cherprang Areekul, Saifah Thanthana, Pijika Jittaputta, Rattanawadi Wongthong, Sahaschai Chumrum, Chalita Suansane, Jakarin Kangwankiatchai, Nattawat Thantaweeprasert and Kritchayos Lertprapai.

What's it about? 

The story of a young girl born on a fateful day when a village ritual unleashed a mysterious curse. Feared and shunned by her community, Panor is branded as a harbinger of misfortune. Those near her often fell victim to sinister black magic. By chance, Panor uncovered the dark truth: a powerful curse had been cast upon her from birth, chaining her to a life of supernatural torment. But what exactly is the malevolent destiny that has followed her since her first breath?

Why watch it?

A harrowing tale of sorcery, secrets and terror. 



[image: ]

Ive The 1St World Tour In Cinema: Show What I Have 

Directed by Jo Yoon-soo.

Who's in it?

Gaeul, Yujin, Rei, Wonyoung, Liz and Leeseo. 

What's it about?

The first concert film by Ive. It took place during the encore Seoul concerts of the group's "Show What I Have" world tour at KSPO Dome on Aug 10-11, 2024.

Why watch it?

For their "jewel-like charm and unrivalled performances".



[image: ]

Tomorrow X Together: Hyperfocus In Cinemas

Who's in it?

K-pop boy group Tomorrow X Together (TXT), which has Soobin, Yeonjun, Beomgyu, Taehyun and Huening Ka.

What's it about?

Feel the adrenaline with stunning visuals, surround sound, and 4DX effects.

Why watch it?

In 2023, the quintet was one of four K-pop acts to be listed among the 10 biggest-selling recording artists of the year, according to the International Federation of the Phonographic Industry.
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									Brad Pitt isn't messaging you, rep warns, after adoring fan scammed

									
								

								LOS ANGELES - A representative for Brad Pitt has warned fans to be wary of impersonation scams after a French woman lost her life savings to fraudsters posing as the Hollywood star.
								The 53-year-old victim told France's TF1 channel she believed she was in a romantic relationship with Pitt, leading her to divorce her husband and transfer 830,000 euros ($850,000) to the scammers.

"It's awful that scammers take advantage of fans' strong connection with celebrities," a spokesperson for the "Fight Club" actor told US outlet Entertainment Weekly on Tuesday.

The spokesperson added it was "an important reminder to not respond to unsolicited online outreach, especially from actors who have no social media presence," such as Pitt.

The scammers used fake social media and WhatsApp accounts, as well as AI image-creating technology to send the woman what appeared to be selfies and messages from the Oscar-winning actor.

To extract money, they pretended that the 61-year-old actor needed money to pay for kidney treatment, with his bank accounts supposedly frozen because of divorce proceedings with his ex-wife Angelina Jolie.

The woman, named only as Anne, spent a year and a half believing she was communicating with Pitt and only realized she had been scammed when news emerged of his real-life relationship with girlfriend Ines de Ramon.

She was subjected to online harassment after her interview went viral on Monday -- leading TF1 to withdraw it "for the protection of victims."

Some online critics accused TF1 of failing to protect a vulnerable individual who might not have been unaware of the consequences of going public.

Romantic scams have been a feature of the internet since the advent of email, but experts say artificial intelligence has increased the risk of identity theft, hoaxes and fraud online.

Spanish police arrested five people in September accused of scamming two women out of EU325,000 ($335,000) by posing as Pitt via online and WhatsApp messages.

The suspects made contact with the women on an internet page for his fans, authorities said.

Pitt made headlines last month when he and actress Angelina Jolie signed off on a divorce settlement, marking a turning point in the eight-year legal saga.

Once Hollywood's highest-profile couple, Jolie filed to dissolve their marriage in September 2016.
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									New art house opens in Ratchathewi

									
								

								Leaving Ratchathewi station on the skytrain to Siam takes you past a small park on the left, whose walls host an outdoor gallery of vibrant graffiti. The small public space is called Chaloem La, a name echoed by a new art house set to open right next to the park.
								The old neighbourhood of Ratchathewi is developing into a hip destination, with vintage clothing stores taking up residence in century-old houses and baristas decking out their back-alley shophouses with vinyl records and retro knick-knacks.

After living in the neighbourhood for two years, art-loving Brit Paul Wilkinson, together with his wife Pumarin, decided it's the perfect area to open their new contemporary art space, Chaloem La Art House.

[image: Photo courtesy of Chaloem La Art House]
(Photo courtesy of Chaloem La Art House)



"We wanted to open a place that gives unknown artists and emerging artists quality exhibition space, where we can promote them and help their careers," Wilkinson says. "We're not a sterile white box like a lot of galleries, we want to have some kind of street art personality. We're coming from the grassroots up, from the artists rather than collectors."

Wilkinson's mission is to discover emerging artists at the start of their career and to give art lovers a chance to snap up their early works before prices go stratospheric.

Rather than austere white walls, the gallery has murals from Thai, Balinese and British artists sitting alongside the exhibition pieces and Wilkinson isn't limiting the space to only fine art. Future plans include installations alongside poetry and music performances, all rooted in a punk sensibility.

For the opening, Chaloem La has chosen a group of young Silpakorn University Fine Arts students, including Phatnaree Boonmee, recent winner of Thailand's Most Promising Artist Award. The work has a diverse and interesting range of styles, taking viewers on a journey from rainy urban portraits to gothic rural landscapes and ending with the outer space meditations of the most well-known of the artists, Siwakorn Srikampa, aka Mr. Lone Cloud.

[image: Photo courtesy of Chaloem La Art House]
(Photo courtesy of Chaloem La Art House)



The opening night of the exhibition is this Saturday. Chaloem La Art House is a one-minute walk from Ratchathewi BTS station, Exit 2, or less than five minutes from Siam Discovery. Turn down the side of the graffiti park onto Soi Phetchaburi 18 and the art house is opposite the park entrance.

For more details, visit Chaloem La's pages on Facebook and Instagram.
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									Jobsdb hosts free career workshop

									
								

								Wishing to develop essential skills and build confidence before you embark on your dream career path? Jobsdb by Seek is holding the career workshop "U Seek Kub Jobsdb Phuen Si Thuk Gen" at its office at Gaysorn Tower, Phloenchit Road, on Jan 23 from 1pm to 5pm.
								Designed to enhance interview skills and prepare participants to take the next step towards achieving success in their careers, this dynamic and engaging event series comes with English skills training for all generations.

Participants will gain valuable insights and practical techniques to impress HR professionals from the first step -- starting with job applications, crafting outstanding resumes and mastering interviews.

The event's highlights include two focused sessions. The first is "Mastering Resumes and Interview Techniques to Impress HR", featuring in-depth guidance from Jobsdb experts. Their tips and strategies will empower participants to leave a strong impression from the moment they walk into an interview room, thereby increasing their chance of landing their desired job.

The second session "Workshop: English for Job Interviews" aims to enhance English skills through the expertise of the Inspire English teaching team. As a specialised English communication training institute for adult learners and corporate professionals, Inspire English employs its innovative "Situation-Based Learning" method which integrates practical scenarios with an active learning approach.

Launched last October, the workshop series is held monthly. It's open to professionals, job seekers and fresh graduates who are eager to enhance their skills and prepare themselves for today's competitive job market.

There is no admission fee but seats are limited. To register, visit bit.ly/4g0D2To.
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									Explore Phuket property with Nestopa

									
								

								Nestopa, a cutting-edge property portal that connects developers and agents, invites all Bangkok-based real estate agents to discover Phuket's luxury property market at an exclusive event, at the Grande Centre Point Terminal 21, Sukhumvit Road, on Jan 21 at 2.30pm.
								The event is hosted by Sudara, a premier Phuket residential development with a team known for its luxury projects and it promises to be an invaluable opportunity to explore the rapidly growing Phuket property market.

This gathering is designed to connect Bangkok agents with Phuket's leading developers and provide essential insights into the region's booming real estate opportunities. Agents will not only learn about the latest market trends but also be introduced to Sudara, a flagship development by award-winning Princess Villa and Lan Kwai Fong Group, managed by Andara Resort & Villas.

Sudara features 1, 2 and 3-bedroom resort-style residences and recently won awards for Best Luxury Condo Development (Phuket) and Best Sales Gallery Architectural Design at the PropertyGuru Thailand Property Awards.

[image: Jason Thelen. Sudara]
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The event will feature a keynote presentation by Jason Thelen, senior sales and marketing director of Sudara, who will share his expertise on the aggressive growth of Phuket's real estate market and how agents can position themselves to take advantage of the island's expanding opportunities.

They will also connect with top developers and gain first-hand insights into the high-potential Sudara Residences project.

Whether you're looking to expand your portfolio or tap into new markets, this gathering is a must-attend event for any agent serious about staying ahead of the curve in one of Southeast Asia's most exciting real estate hubs.

Seats are limited. For reservations, visit contact.nestopa.com.
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									Enjoy rustic luxury at Roukh Kiri Khaoyai boutique retreat

									
								

								Khao Yai is an enchanting destination where travellers can escape the heat of Bangkok and unwind amid fresh, mountain air. Just three hours' drive from the Thai capital, this lush landscape is home to vineyards, 18-hole golf courses and the natural landscapes of Khao Yai National Park, a Unesco World Heritage site where wild elephants roam.
								Nestled amid this scenic region, Roukh Kiri Khaoyai blends luxury hospitality with an organic concept for guests to unwind in nature. Managed by Centara Hotels & Resorts, this 5-star boutique retreat was crafted by Onion, the award-winning architecture company, to bring about an upscale country village with a collection of low-rise barns, gardens, terraces and pools, all set against the beautiful backdrop of Khao Yai's misty mountains.

Guests can stay in a choice of tranquil, barn-style accommodation ranging from the 80m2 Mountain View Villas and Pool Villas to the stunning 434m2, two-bedroom Grand Residence, all of which blend characteristic interior and natural elements with luxurious furnishings. With semi-outdoor bathrooms featuring outdoor bathtubs and organic amenities, plus spacious al fresco dining terraces and stone-clad private pools in most of the villas, each visitor will feel a deep connection with the Earth.

In December 2024, Roukh Kiri Khaoyai unveiled new accommodation categories -- two breathtaking Barn Residences, Chan and Tawan. Each offers over 270m2 of indoor and outdoor space with two bedrooms, a private pool, exclusive services and plenty of room for families and friends to relax and reconnect with each other in comfort and style.

[image: Roukh Kiri Khaoyai gardens. Centara Hotels & Resorts]
Roukh Kiri Khaoyai gardens. Centara Hotels & Resorts



Throughout their stay at Roukh Kiri Khaoyai, guests can discover the bounty of nature at the hotel's own organic farm. This eco oasis produces an abundant crop of seasonal Thai produce, as well as more experimental ingredients such as lemons, rosemary and avocados, which are used to craft the innovative dishes at Roukh Cuisine, a farm-to-table restaurant. In the winter months, guests can comfortably warm up next to an impressive fireplace at the open living area and in the warm summer months, an outdoor saltwater pool provides the perfect place to cool off with a scenic swim, overlooking the tranquil landscape.

The resort features an intimate cluster of just 13 villas and residences. Business escapes are provided with a meeting space designed for 20 delegates and complemented with a separate breakout room.

Roukh Kiri Khaoyai's contemporary concept and stylish design has been recognised with a series of prestigious awards, including Conde Nast Traveller's Readers' Choice Award in 2020 and a place on the 2021 Hot List. Most recently, it was named as the Best Upcountry Hotel in Thailand at the Travel + Leisure Luxury Awards Asia Pacific in 2023 and 2024.

[image: Elephants in Khao Yai National Park. Photo Courtesy of HS0YSW]
Elephants in Khao Yai National Park. Photo Courtesy of HS0YSW
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									Centara Hotels & Resorts launches The Centara Collection

									The collection focuses on one-of-a-kind properties
								

								Centara Hotels & Resorts has rebranded The Centara Boutique Collection. Now called The Centara Collection, the portfolio features one-of-a-kind properties emphasising individuality, authenticity and creativity.
								[image: ]

The Centara Collection is centred around the "Inspiring Individuality" motto and comes with a refreshed visual identity and a refined roster of member hotels. It aims to appeal to travellers who seek bespoke and unique experiences.

Each member shares common traits such as distinctive design -- through eye-catching interiors, innovative architecture, or artistic expression -- immersive local experiences that reflect the culture and heritage of their locale, and curated creativity. 

[image: ]

The acclaimed Centara Grand Island Resort & Spa Maldives will be renamed Machchafushi Island Resort & Spa Maldives, as it becomes the first international member of The Centara Collection. It boasts overwater and beachfront villas, one of the Maldives' finest house reefs, diving experiences and aquatic adventures in the Indian Ocean. 

[image: ]

It is joined by two Thai hotels. Roukh Kiri Khao Yai, nestled amid the rolling hills, overlooks the Unesco World Heritage-listed rainforest of Khao Yai National Park. It features 13 rustic, barn-inspired villas with private outdoor bathtubs or plunge pools, sweeping mountain vistas and organic gardens.

[image: ]

Varivana Resort Koh Phangan is where the mountains meet the sea. The resort offers an island retreat with 39 rooms, private balconies and a 28-metre rooftop saltwater infinity pool.

Centara plans to expand The Centara Collection with more original properties in extraordinary locations, in Thailand and around the world. Visit the Centara website. 
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 15-21

									6 new titles from Apple TV+, Netflix and Prime Video
								

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

[image: ]

Severance: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 17

Mark Scout manages a department at Lumon Industries. There, employees have undergone a surgical procedure called severance that separates their memories at work from their personal ones. As a result, each person has two distinct identities: an "innie", who only remembers what happens at the office, and an "outie", who is oblivious to their professional life. Mark and his co-workers' innies discover bizarre facts about Lumon and eventually cross the severance barrier and interact with the outside world. Season 2 will deal with the fallout of their actions and Lumon's true motives.



NETFLIX

[image: ]

XO, Kitty: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 16

Kitty returns to Seoul ready for a fresh start, but her plan for a drama-free semester fizzles fast amid new faces, messy crushes and family secrets.

[image: ]

Back In Action

Premieres on Jan 17

Years after giving up life as CIA spies to start a family, Matt and Emily find themselves dragged back into the world of espionage when their cover is blown.



PRIME VIDEO

[image: ]

Unstoppable

Premieres on Jan 16

Unstoppable is the inspiring true story of Anthony Robles who was born with one leg but whose indomitable spirit and unbreakable resolve empowered him to defy the odds and pursue his dreams. With the unwavering love and support of his devoted mother Judy and the encouragement of his coaches, Anthony fights through adversity to earn a spot on the Arizona State Wrestling team. But it will demand everything he has, physically and mentally, to achieve his ultimate quest to become an NCAA Champion. 

[image: ]

The Calendar Killer

Premieres on Jan 16

It is Friday night. Jules Tannberg, a volunteer for a telephone hotline for women who seek a calming voice on the other end of the line to accompany them as they make their way home late at night or who call for help in an emergency. None of the calls have ever been a really serious case. Until today, when Jules speaks with Kara. The young woman is terrified. She believes she is being followed by a man who had already attacked her once before. And who drew a date on her bedroom wall in blood, announcing the date of her death. And that day is just around the corner...

[image: ]

Molly-Mae: Behind It All

Premieres on Jan 17

The new docuseries that takes us behind the scenes and follows social media start Molly-Mae's journey after her highly publicised break-up. Viewers will see Molly-Mae adapt to the challenges of motherhood while preparing to launch her biggest venture to date: "Maebe". The first three episodes of Molly-Mae: Behind It All will launch on 17 January and the remaining three episodes will drop in Spring 2025.
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									Is obesity a disease? Sometimes but not always, experts decide

									
								

								PARIS - Do people with obesity have an illness? A panel of global health experts looking at this controversial question announced Wednesday that the definition of obesity should be split into two categories -- and diagnosed using more accurate measurements.
								The recommendations hoped to move past the blame and discrimination that often revolve around obesity, which is estimated to affect more than a billion people worldwide.

"The idea of obesity as a disease is at the centre of one of the most controversial and polarising debates in modern medicine," said a paper by the 56-expert commission in the Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology journal.

On one hand, obesity is known to lead to an increased risk of Type 2 diabetes, heart disease, some cancers and other health problems. This is why the World Health Organization among others consider it to be a "chronic complex disease".

On the other hand, there are also plenty of people defined as obese who have few or no underlying health problems and lead active, healthy lives. Activists campaigning against fat shaming, for example, do not want people with obesity to automatically be considered unwell.

At the same time, some patients and doctors believe obesity needs to be considered a disease so that it receives the attention -- and ambitious policy -- required for such a major public health issue.

Francesco Rubino, a bariatric surgeon and professor at King's College London who chaired the expert commission, told a press conference that the "controversy derives from the fact that perhaps not everybody is entirely right and not everybody is entirely wrong".

Introducing 'clinical obesity'

After years of debate, the commission sought a middle road, introducing two new categories for people with obesity.

When obesity affects the functions of people's organs, it should be considered a distinct illness called "clinical obesity," the commission said.

The criteria for diagnosing clinical obesity included heart, liver or breathing problems, high cholesterol, sleep apnoea, hip, knee or feet pain or other problems that affect people's daily lives.

People with obesity who do not have such problems should be considered to have "pre-clinical obesity", which merits monitoring but not medical intervention, therefore avoiding the risk of "overdiagnosis", the commission said.

To diagnose obesity in the first place, the experts also recommended healthcare workers move beyond body mass index (BMI), which measures the ratio between weight and height and is widely considered inadequate.

They urged other measurements including waist circumference, waist-to-hip ratio or even bone density scans to get a more accurate diagnosis.

The experts emphasised that more research was needed to find out what percentage of people fell into their two new categories.

They also made no recommendations about the new generation of weight loss drugs such as Wegovy that have exploded in popularity since the commission was formed.

Not everyone convinced

Some researchers not involved in the commission welcomed the recommendations.

Tom Sanders, professor emeritus of nutrition and dietetics at King's College London, said that an official recognition of clinical obesity "would hopefully persuade lawmakers to regard it as a disability".

"This would have implications in terms of discrimination particularly in employment as well as the social stigma associated with the condition," he added.

While the nuanced recommendations aimed for consensus, they also risked satisfying neither side of the long-running debate.

Some groups that represent patients did not want to hear that obesity is not always a disease.

Anne-Sophie Joly, founder of France's National Collective of Obese Associations, called the recommendations "counterproductive", telling AFP the experts were disconnected from the "reality on the ground" in which patients with obesity do not receive adequate care.

Sceptics that obesity is ever a disease were also not satisfied.

Sylvie Benkemoun, a psychologist who leads France's Reflection Group on Obesity and being Overweight, told AFP the recommendations were "not enough, even if they have the merit of starting a discussion".

She expressed concern that the experts said little about the care given to patients with obesity -- and that the recommendations were unlikely to change much about the attitude of caregivers.
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									Made By Legacy moves to WHARF 38

									
								

								The renowned Made By Legacy Flea Market is back for its highly anticipated 17th edition, promising an unforgettable experience from Jan 24 until Jan 26. This year, the event moves to a stunning new venue -- WHARF 38 (Thai Watsadu, Rama III Road) -- a riverside warehouse along the Chao Phraya River in the vibrant Phra Ram 3 area.
								Immerse yourself in a nostalgic world where vintage charm meets modern creativity. The spacious industrial setting of WHARF 38 offers the perfect backdrop for a weekend celebrating craftsmanship, community and shared passions -- all framed by breathtaking views of the iconic Rama IX Bridge.

With over 200 curated vendors, the flea market is a haven for collectors and creatives alike. Discover an eclectic mix of vintage apparel, accessories, handcrafted goods, rare books, retro furniture, vinyl records and more. This vibrant marketplace brings together vintage enthusiasts, art and craft communities, design aficionados, Japanese collectors and music lovers all under one roof.

Beyond shopping, indulge in a feast for the senses. The market will feature an enticing array of gourmet food, refreshing beverages and handcrafted cocktails. Savour diverse cuisines and local delicacies while soaking in the energetic atmosphere amplified by live music performances and eclectic beats from talented DJs.

The 17th Made By Legacy Flea Market will be held from Jan 24 until Jan 26, from 1pm to 11pm at WHARF 38 (Thai Watsadu, Rama III Road), BRT Wat Dorkmai Station (via BTS Chong Nonsi). Tickets are 150 baht per person per day at the door. Children under 13 years old get in for free and pets are allowed.
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