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      Breaking News

      
        Russia says NATO peacekeepers in Ukraine would cause 'uncontrollable escalation'
        MOSCOW - Russia on Thursday rejected the idea of NATO countries sending peacekeeping troops to Ukraine in the event of a ceasefire in the war with Russia, saying such a move would threaten to cause an "uncontrollable escalation".

      

      
        'Emilia Perez' tops Oscar nominations in fire-hit Hollywood
        LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Transgender cartel musical "Emilia Perez" topped this year's Oscar nominations, earning 13 nods in an announcement on Thursday postponed by the devastating Los Angeles wildfires.

      

      
        ICC prosecutor seeks arrest of Taliban leaders over persecution of women
        THE HAGUE - The International Criminal Court's chief prosecutor on Thursday said he was seeking arrest warrants against senior Taliban leaders in Afghanistan over the persecution of women, a crime against humanity.

      

      
        Palestinian official says hundreds leave Jenin as Israel presses raid
        JENIN (PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES) - A Palestinian official said hundreds of people began leaving their homes in a flashpoint area of the West Bank on Thursday as Israeli forces pressed a deadly operation there.

      

      
        7 military rangers injured in Narathiwat bomb blast
        &nbsp;NARATHIWAT: Seven military rangers were injured when a bomb exploded at a pavilion of a Buddhist monastery in Rangae district of this southern Thai border province on Thursday.

      

      
        French divorcee who stopped having sex with husband wins court appeal
        PARIS - A woman, who was blamed by French courts for her divorce because she no longer had sex with her husband, has won an appeal in Europe's top human rights court, the court said on Thursday, reigniting a debate in France over women's rights.

      

      
        100 rare birds discovered at house in Nakhon Pathom
        The National Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) has searched a house where rare birds were raised in Thailand's Nakhon Pathom province following the seizure of two red pandas worth millions of baht in Nonthaburi.

      

      
        Online TM6 form for visitors to Thailand coming on May 1
        The Ministry of Tourism and Sports is preparing to promote the online TM6 immigration form, which will be compulsory for all foreign arrivals entering Thailand as of May 1, though the government is reluctant to start collecting the 300-baht tourism fee this year.

      

      
        Kremlin ready for 'mutually respectful' Trump talks
        MOSCOW - The Kremlin said Thursday it saw nothing new in US President Donald Trump's calls for Russia to end its military offensive in Ukraine, and that Moscow was ready for "mutually respectful" dialogue with him.

      

      
        Expert says negligence led to Turkey ski resort deaths
        KARTALKAYA, Turkey - Negligence played a role in the deaths of 78 people who perished when a huge fire gutted a luxury ski resort hotel in northern Turkey this week, an expert has told AFP.
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                                MOSCOW - Russia on Thursday rejected the idea of NATO countries sending peacekeeping troops to Ukraine in the event of a ceasefire in the war with Russia, saying such a move would threaten to cause an "uncontrollable escalation".
Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova said the idea was totally unacceptable to Russia.

At a press briefing, she referred to recent statements by British Prime Minister Keir Starmer and German Defence Minister Boris Pistorius about the possibility their countries might contribute troops to a peacekeeping force in Ukraine.

Pistorius said in a Jan 18 newspaper interview that Germany, as the largest NATO partner in Europe, would "obviously have a role to play", and the matter would be discussed in due course.

Starmer said on Jan. 16 that Britain had been discussing the idea of a peacekeeping force with other allies, and that "we will play our full part".

Russia says it is open to a dialogue with US President Donald Trump, who has said he intends to bring a swift end to the war.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky, who is seeking a meeting with Trump, said on Tuesday that at least 200,000 European peacekeepers would be needed to prevent a new Russian attack after any ceasefire deal.
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									'Emilia Perez' tops Oscar nominations in fire-hit Hollywood

									
								

								LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Transgender cartel musical "Emilia Perez" topped this year's Oscar nominations, earning 13 nods in an announcement on Thursday postponed by the devastating Los Angeles wildfires.
								French director Jacques Audiard's Mexico-set musical, released by Netflix, shattered the record for the most Academy Award nominations for a non-English-language movie.

It was followed by epic immigrant saga "The Brutalist," and show-stopping musical adaptation "Wicked," which each picked up 10 nominations.

Bob Dylan biopic "A Complete Unknown" and Vatican thriller "Conclave" bagged eight nods apiece.

Voting deadlines had to be extended this month, as Los Angeles -- the US entertainment capital and home city of the Academy Awards -- was devastated by multiple blazes that have killed more than two dozen people and forced tens of thousands to flee.

Nominees were unveiled in subdued circumstances, as a town that typically fixates on the Oscars race was instead fixated on yet more new fires burning north of the city.

Even so, the glitzy Oscars ceremony itself is still set for March 2, and the stars and studios who have spent months and millions of dollars campaigning learnt if they have made the coveted final shortlists.

"Emilia Perez," in which a narco boss transitions to life as a woman and turns her back on crime, picked up nods for best picture, best director, and best international film, as well as multiple song, score and sound nods.

Its star Karla Sofia Gascon became the first openly trans acting nominee in best actress, and Zoe Saldana was nominated for best supporting actress.

Their more famous co-star, Selena Gomez, who has been criticised for her Spanish-language dialogue, missed out.

Even so, the Netflix film easily surpassed the most nominated non-English-language movie ever -- a record previously held by "Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon" and "Roma," each with 10.

- 'The Apprentice' -

In best actor, firm favorite Adrien Brody was nominated for ("The Brutalist") along with Timothee Chalamet ("A Complete Unknown"), Ralph Fiennes ("Conclave") and Colman Domingo ("Sing Sing").

But in an unexpected pick sure to ruffle a few feathers in the new White House, the fifth and final spot went to Sebastian Stan, for his unsettling transformation into a young Donald Trump in "The Apprentice."

The movie drew threats of lawsuits from Trump's attorneys, particularly for a scene in which the new US president is shown raping his wife.

In arguably the morning's biggest surprise, Jeremy Strong, who plays the youthful Trump's sinister mentor Roy Cohn, was also nominated in his supporting role.

He edged out the likes of Denzel Washington ("Gladiator II").

Meanwhile, in an intense race for best actress, A-listers Angelina Jolie and Nicole Kidman -- who went all-out with their performances in "Maria" and "Babygirl," respectively -- missed out entirely.

Instead, comeback queen Demi Moore, who charmed the industry with her Golden Globes acceptance speech for body horror-satire "The Substance," was nominated and is seen as the favorite.

Her rivals include Gascon, "Anora" star Mikey Madison, "Wicked" lead Cynthia Erivo, and Brazil's Fernanda Torres for "I'm Still Here."

- 'Lost homes' -

The Los Angeles wildfires have cast a sombre shadow on this year's Oscars.

The chaos and displacement they caused could have prevented many Academy members from voting, Pete Hammond, awards columnist for movie trade outlet Deadline, told AFP.

He predicted the upheaval at home could have increased the influence of the Academy's many overseas voters -- who often opt for more artsy fare from outside of the US-centric Hollywood orbit.

And it was indeed a strong morning for international films. Beyond "Emilia Perez," "I'm Still Here" scooped an unexpected best picture nod.
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                                THE HAGUE - The International Criminal Court's chief prosecutor on Thursday said he was seeking arrest warrants against senior Taliban leaders in Afghanistan over the persecution of women, a crime against humanity.
Karim Khan said there were reasonable grounds to suspect that Supreme Leader Haibatullah Akhundzada and chief justice Abdul Hakim Haqqani "bear criminal responsibility for the crime against humanity of persecution on gender grounds".

Khan said that Afghan women and girls, as well as the LGBTQ community, were facing "an unprecedented, unconscionable and ongoing persecution by the Taliban.

"Our action signals that the status quo for women and girls in Afghanistan is not acceptable," added Khan.

ICC judges will now consider Khan's application before deciding whether to issue an arrest warrant -- a process that could take weeks or even months.

The court, based in The Hague, was set up to rule on the world's worst crimes such as war crimes and crimes against humanity.

It has no police force of its own and relies on its 125 member states to carry out its arrest warrants -- with mixed results.

In theory this means that anyone subject to an ICC arrest warrant cannot travel to a member state for fear of being detained.

Khan warned he would soon be seeking additional applications for other Taliban officials.

The prosecutor noted other crimes against humanity were being committed as well as persecution.

"Perceived resistance or opposition to the Taliban was, and is, brutally repressed through the commission of crimes including murder, imprisonment, torture, rape and other forms of sexual violence, enforced disappearance, and other inhumane acts," he said.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) said that the prosecutor's actions should put the Taliban's exclusion of women and girls from public life back on the international community agenda.

"Three years after the Taliban retook power, their systematic violations of women and girls' rights... have accelerated with complete impunity," said Liz Evenson, HRW's international justice director.

- 'Vice and virtue' -

After sweeping back to power in August 2021, the Taliban authorities pledged a softer rule than their first stint in power from 1996-2001. But they quickly imposed restrictions on women and girls that the United Nations has labelled "gender apartheid".

Edicts in line with their interpretation of Islamic law handed down by Akhundzada, who rules by decree from the movement's birthplace in southern Kandahar, have squeezed women and girls from public life.

The Taliban government barred girls from secondary school and women from university in the first 18 months after they ousted the US-backed government, making Afghanistan the only country in the world to impose such bans.

Authorities imposed restrictions on women working for non-governmental groups and other employment, with thousands of women losing government jobs -- or being paid to stay at home.

Beauty salons have been closed and women blocked from visiting public parks, gyms and baths as well as travelling long distances without a male chaperone.

A "vice and virtue" law announced last summer ordered women not to sing or recite poetry in public and for their voices and bodies to be "concealed" outside the home.

The few remaining women TV presenters wear tight headscarves and face masks in line with a 2022 diktat by Akhundzada that women cover up fully in public, including their faces, ideally with a traditional burqa.

Most recently, women were suspended from attending health institutes offering courses in midwifery and nursing, where many had flocked after the university ban.

Rights groups and the international community have condemned the restrictions, which remain a key sticking point in the Taliban authorities' pursuit of official recognition, which it has not received from any state.

The Taliban authorities have consistently dismissed international criticism of their policies, saying all citizens' rights are provided for under Islamic law.
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                                JENIN (PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES) - A Palestinian official said hundreds of people began leaving their homes in a flashpoint area of the West Bank on Thursday as Israeli forces pressed a deadly operation there.
The Israeli military launched this week a raid in the Jenin area, a hotbed of Palestinian militancy, days into a ceasefire in the war with Hamas in the Gaza Strip.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has said the objective of the operation, dubbed "Iron Wall", was to "eradicate terrorism" in the area.

He linked the operation to a broader strategy of countering Iran "wherever it sends its arms -- in Gaza, Lebanon, Syria, Yemen" and the West Bank.

The Israeli government has accused Iran, which supports armed groups across the Middle East, including Hamas in Gaza, of attempting to funnel weapons and funds to militants in the occupied Palestinian territory.

"Hundreds of camp residents have begun leaving after the Israeli army, using loudspeakers on drones and military vehicles, ordered them to evacuate the camp," Jenin governor Kamal Abu al-Rub told AFP.

The Israeli army told AFP that it was "unaware of any evacuation orders for residents in Jenin as of now".

Since it began on Tuesday, the operation has killed at least 10 Palestinians and injured 40 more in the Jenin area, according to the Palestinian health ministry.

"There are dozens of camp residents who have begun to leave," Jenin resident Salim Saadi said.

"The army is in front of my house. They could enter at any moment."

Israeli forces have also detained several Palestinians from the Jenin area, with an AFP photographer seeing a row of blindfolded men in white jumpsuits being transported out of the West Bank.

- Drones -

Palestinians had already begun fleeing the Jenin area on foot on Wednesday, with AFPTV images showing a group of men, women and children making their way down a muddy road, the sound of drones buzzing above them clearly audible.

The Israeli military said Thursday it killed two Palestinian militants near Jenin during the night, accusing them of murdering three Israelis.

In a statement, the military said that Israeli forces found the two militants barricaded in a house in the village of Burqin.

"After an exchange of fire, they were eliminated by the forces," it said, adding one soldier was injured in the gunfight.

The two men were wanted for the killing of three Israelis and wounding of six others in a January 6 an attack on a bus in the West Bank.

Violence has surged throughout the occupied West Bank since the Gaza war erupted on October 7, 2023 with Hamas's attack on southern Israel.

According to the Palestinian health ministry, Israeli troops or settlers have killed at least 850 Palestinians in the West Bank since the Israel-Hamas war began.

During the same period, at least 29 Israelis, including soldiers, have been killed in Palestinian attacks or Israeli military operations in the territory, according to official Israeli figures.

The Jenin raid began days after a truce took effect in Gaza on Sunday, after 15 months of war between Israel and Hamas.

The October 7 attack, the deadliest in Israel's history, resulted in the deaths of 1,210 people, mostly civilians, according to an AFP tally of official Israeli figures.

Militants also took 251 people hostage, 91 of whom remain in Gaza, including 34 the military has said are dead.

The attack sparked a devastating war in Gaza that has killed, according to the health ministry in the Hamas-run territory, more than 47,100 people, the majority civilians, figures the UN considers reliable.

- 'Unwavering support' -

Under the fragile truce agreement, three Israeli women hostages held by militants in Gaza since 2023 returned home, in exchange for the release from Israeli jails of around 90 Palestinian prisoners.

On Sunday, the two sides should undertake a second swap.

As part of the first phase of the ceasefire, which is intended to last 42 days, Israeli forces are withdrawing from densely populated areas in the Gaza Strip.

On Wednesday, the Israeli military said it had killed a militant in Gaza from the Hamas-allied movement Islamic Jihad, the first such reported death since the start of the truce.

The military said it was abiding by the terms of the ceasefire, saying it was "determined to fully maintain the terms of the agreement in order to return the hostages".

The ceasefire followed months of fruitless negotiations mediated by Qatar, the United States and Egypt.

US President Donald Trump has taken credit for finally clinching the deal, having sent an envoy to help push through an agreement before he took office.

On Wednesday, Marco Rubio, the new top US diplomat reaffirmed his administration's "unwavering support" for Israel.

Rubio spoke to Israel's Netanyahu from Washington on Wednesday night to "underscore that maintaining the United States' steadfast support for Israel is a top priority for President Trump," State Department spokeswoman Tammy Bruce said.

In one of his first acts in office, Trump ended sanctions on extremist Israeli settlers in the West Bank imposed by Biden over their attacks on Palestinians.
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                                 NARATHIWAT: Seven military rangers were injured when a bomb exploded at a pavilion of a Buddhist monastery in Rangae district of this southern Thai border province on Thursday.
The rangers, attached to Ranger Company 4511, were patrolling the area to ensure security for local officials who were attending an tambon administrative organisation meeting, police said.

An improvised explosive device hidden in the pavilion was detonated when the rangers stopped to rest there, police said. The monastery is located in Chulabhorn Pattana 5 village in tambon Bo Ngo.

Police believed it was the work of southern insurgents targeting security forces patrolling the area.

All seven injured rangers were rushed to Rangae District Hospital for treatment.

The damaged structure was cordoned off as bomb disposal experts and forensic officers moved in to gather evidence.

Separately, in Pattani's Khok Pho district, Pol Sgt Maj Muhamad Muya Heedeen, a crime suppression officer at Khok Pho police station, was ambushed on Khok Pho-Pa Bon road as he was riding home on a motorcycle after his patrol duty on Wednesday night, police said.

Assailants hiding in bushes on the roadside fired three gunshots at him, but he managed to run for cover and escape unharmed, police said. Police are investigating.
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                                PARIS - A woman, who was blamed by French courts for her divorce because she no longer had sex with her husband, has won an appeal in Europe's top human rights court, the court said on Thursday, reigniting a debate in France over women's rights.
The French woman - identified as Ms H.W, born in 1955 - brought her case to the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) in 2021 after exhausting legal avenues in France almost a decade following the divorce.

The ECHR ruled that the French courts had violated the woman's right to respect for private and family life.

"In the present case, the Court could not identify any reason capable of justifying this interference by the public authorities in the area of sexuality," it said in a statement.

The ECHR ruling comes amid a period of soul-searching in France after the high-profile case of Gisele Pelicot, whose husband was found guilty of drugging his wife and inviting dozens of men over to their home to rape her. The case shocked the world, rekindled thorny debates about women's rights in France and turned Gisele Pelicot into a feminist icon.

In a statement released by her lawyer, Lilia Mhissen, H.W celebrated her legal victory.

"I hope this decision will mark a turning point in the fight for women's rights in France," she said. "It is now imperative that France, like other European countries, such as Portugal or Spain, take concrete measures to eradicate this rape culture and promote a true culture of consent and mutual respect."

Major legal impact

Mhissen said the ECHR ruling has no impact on H.W.'s divorce, which is definitive. However, she said it will have a major impact on French law, preventing French judges from making similar divorce rulings in the future.

"This decision marks the abolition of the marital duty and the archaic, canonical vision of the family," she said in a statement. "Courts will finally stop interpreting French law through the lens of canon law and imposing on women the obligation to have sexual relations within marriage."

France's Ministry for Europe and Foreign Affairs, which represented the French government in the case, did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

The woman, who married her husband in 1984 and had four children with him, wanted the divorce, but contested being blamed for the breakdown, arguing it was an unjust intrusion into her private life and a violation of her physical integrity.

She cited health problems and threats of violence from her husband as reasons for why she had not had intimate relations from 2004 onwards.

The fact that one of the couple's children was mentally and physically handicapped put added stress on the marriage.

H.W., who is from Le Chesnay near Paris, said she had been deeply traumatised by the ruling, which "legitimised a family environment where the privacy and dignity of women are ignored and flouted."

H.W.'s case was supported by two French women's activism groups.

Emmanuelle Piet, the head of one of them, the Feminist Collective Against Rape, said she was delighted.

"Ms. W spent fifteen years fighting this battle, and it ended in victory, bravo," she said. "When you are forced to have sexual relations in marriage, it is rape." 
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                                The National Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) has searched a house where rare birds were raised in Thailand's Nakhon Pathom province following the seizure of two red pandas worth millions of baht in Nonthaburi.
Deputy NED commander, Pol Col Arun Wachirasrisukanya, on Thursday said a court warrant was obtained to search the property in tambon Thap Luang of Muang district.

The search resulted from the seizure of two red pandas at another house belonging to Suphawat Weerawongwiwat in Nonthaburi. 

In the Nakhon Pathom property, police discovered around 100 rare cockatoos and macaws. Officials from the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP) were brought in to determine the origin of the exotic birds and assist in the investigation. 

The search was conducted in the presence of the housekeeper who was only identified as Mr Witoon.

He said he was hired by the house owner, a man named Ball, to take care of the property for him. He insisted the birds were legal and that Mr Ball would present police with the permits later. 


	Related: Police seize orangutans, exotic animals 



Police said Mr Witoon admitted the two red pandas seized from the Nonthaburi house came from the Nakhon Pathom property. The animals were sold to the Nonthaburi house owner for 4.3 million baht. 

The police added the DNP will be verifying all related documents collected in evidence.

Red pandas are native to areas that include northern Nepal, Bhutan, India, Myanmar and southwestern parts of China. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) lists them as endangered, with fewer than 10,000 remaining in the wild.

[image: Police from the National Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) search a house where rare birds were raised in Nakhon Pathom. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)]
Police from the National Resources and Environmental Crime Suppression Division (NED) search a house where rare birds were raised in Nakhon Pathom. (Photo supplied/Wassayos Ngamkham)
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                                The Ministry of Tourism and Sports is preparing to promote the online TM6 immigration form, which will be compulsory for all foreign arrivals entering Thailand as of May 1, though the government is reluctant to start collecting the 300-baht tourism fee this year.
TM6 immigration forms were temporarily suspended by the cabinet on April 15, 2024.

When the suspension period ends on April 30 this year, a digital version of the TM6 will replace the paper-based one, said Natthriya Thaweevong, the ministry's permanent secretary.

She said the online form is expected to help track tourists while they are in Thailand, increasing confidence in safety as the country combats negative perceptions.

This week the ministry held an internal meeting and invited the Immigration Bureau to demonstrate the online system.

It will also hold a meeting on Jan 31 with all stakeholders, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Tourism Authority of Thailand, airlines, hotels and tour agencies, to learn more about the online form and help to publicise the process to foreigners.

Mongkon Wimonrat, the ministry's deputy permanent secretary, said the government would prioritise the digital TM6 before adopting other types of entry screening planned earlier to prevent confusion among tourists.

He said the online TM6 applies only to foreign arrivals. The free online form will be compulsory for all arrivals by air, land and sea, said Mr Mongkon.

The cabinet is expected to approve the scheme next month to allow related parties to prepare, he said.

A source at the ministry who requested anonymity said that with the online TM6 form coming soon, there is a greater likelihood the 300-baht tourism fee will be postponed.

The government wants the TM6 process to operate without any problems, and it could take months or a even a year until the system runs smoothly, said the source.

As the country copes with news regarding illicit networks using Thailand as a transit hub to neighbouring countries, the government may believe now is an inappropriate time to start collecting the fee, added the source.

Implementing another pre-screening measure, such as an electronic travel authorisation, which some countries have used to enabled visa-free travellers to gain approval prior to arriving in the country, would also be delayed to pave the way for the online TM6 process to operate smoothly, said the source.
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                                MOSCOW - The Kremlin said Thursday it saw nothing new in US President Donald Trump's calls for Russia to end its military offensive in Ukraine, and that Moscow was ready for "mutually respectful" dialogue with him.
The US leader had on Wednesday threatened fresh sanctions on Moscow if Russia did not strike a deal to end its nearly three-year campaign against Ukraine.

Expectations are high that Russian President Vladimir Putin and Trump will soon hold a phone call to discuss the conflict, after the Republican pledged on the campaign trail to bring a swift end to the fighting.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said Russia was "ready for equal, mutually respectful dialogue."

"We are waiting for signals, which we have not yet received," he added.

Trump has not said publicly how he sees the contours of a potential peace deal between Kyiv and Moscow.

Putin has outlined maximalist demands that include the Ukrainian withdrawal from parts of its own territory still under Kyiv's control.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has meanwhile ruled out territorial concessions, though has said he would consider trying to secure the return of land captured by Russia through "diplomatic" means.

Kyiv is also demanding security guarantees from NATO and the United States along with the deployment of Western, including American, peacekeeping troops.

Sanctions threat

In a post on Truth Social, Trump on Wednesday told Putin to make a deal "now" and threatened "high levels of Taxes, Tariffs, and Sanctions" on Moscow.

Trump said he was "not looking to hurt Russia" and had "always had a very good relationship with President Putin," a leader for whom he has expressed admiration in the past.

"All of that being said, I'm going to do Russia, whose Economy is failing, and President Putin, a very big FAVOR. Settle now, and STOP this ridiculous War! IT'S ONLY GOING TO GET WORSE," he said.

Asked about the comments on Thursday, Peskov said the Kremlin did not see anything "particularly new" in Trump's threat of sanctions.

He said it was clear from Trump's first presidency that the American "liked" sanctions, adding that Moscow was "closely following" all of his statements.

The Kremlin has repeatedly dismissed the barrage of Western sanctions that it has been hit with since ordering troops into Ukraine in February 2022.

The Russian economy has largely defied Western hopes the restrictions would push it into economic collapse.

Peskov on Thursday conceded that Russia faced economic "problems" -- "as all countries" -- but said Russia had the resources to meet "all military requirements."

Russia's troops have been advancing on the battlefield in recent months, while both Moscow and Kyiv have increased their aerial attacks deep behind the frontlines.

Moscow's army on Thursday claimed to have captured another small settlement in the eastern Donetsk region, which Russia annexed in 2022.
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                  Expert says negligence led to Turkey ski resort deaths                

                No working fire alarms or sprinklers in wood-clad hotel where 78 people died
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                                KARTALKAYA, Turkey - Negligence played a role in the deaths of 78 people who perished when a huge fire gutted a luxury ski resort hotel in northern Turkey this week, an expert has told AFP.
There were safety failures on multiple levels at the Grand Kartal Hotel in the ski resort of Kartalkaya, the head of the Ankara Chamber of Architects told AFP late on Wednesday.

"We can't single out just one culprit, unfortunately. Many people weren't doing their jobs properly," Derya Basyilmaz said.

She is in Kartalkaya with a delegation of experts to prepare a report on the tragedy.

Anger has grown in Turkey -- which observed a day of mourning on Wednesday -- amid mounting evidence that negligence may have contributed to the high death toll from the fire, which swept through the hotel early on Tuesday.

Allegations of safety failings have dominated Turkey's front pages.

So far, 11 people have been arrested, including the hotel's owner, its general manager, director and chief electrician, and the fire chief in the nearby town of Bolu, the justice ministry has said.

Many survivors told the same story -- there were no fire alarms, no safety exits and no fire doors in the 12-storey hotel, leaving scores of people trapped inside.

No working alarms, no sprinklers

Although the Grand Kartal had a fire alarm system, it was not functioning and there were no sprinklers, Basyilmaz told AFP.

"There is an alarm system but we know it was not working. There should also have been a sprinkler system activated by the alarm to help the fire extinguishing process," she said.

It was crucial to check such systems regularly, she said.

"The fact the alarm systems and emergency exit lights couldn't be activated increased the scale of the tragedy."

Although Tourism Minister Nuri Ersoy has said the hotel had two fire escapes, Basyilmaz noted that there was only one protected fire staircase.

That was "insufficient" for a 12-storey hotel where 238 guests were staying.

"There should have been at least two escape staircases to evacuate the building safely, with fire-resistant doors to keep out the smoke," she said.

"The fact the building didn't have sufficient safety measures in place led to the high number of deaths."

Ersoy said on Tuesday the hotel had passed two safety inspections "in 2021 and 2024".

But Basyilmaz said she was only aware of a fire safety report issued by the local fire department in 2007 and did not know whether it had been updated.

"Regulations change over time and a fire compliance report is not valid forever. The main problem here is that the inspection was not carried out regularly," she said.

Wooden cladding

The fire is thought to have started in the fourth-floor restaurant area.

Basyilmaz pointed out that commercial kitchens were legally obliged to adhere to strict safety regulations and must have sprinkler systems, which was not the case at the Grand Kartal.

The hotel's picturesque location on the mountain top edge of a ski slope also complicated rescue efforts, she said.

Firefighters were "unable to reach the back facade" to quench the flames and rescue those trapped inside.

"Fire engines must be able to easily reach all four sides of a building," she said.

Her team, which included engineers, architects and other experts, is drafting a report on the fire which would be shared with the public, she said.

The hotel was covered with wooden cladding, through which the flames spread at speed, leaving only the building's concrete shell and blackened interior.

After the February 2022 earthquake in southern Turkey, experts in architecture, engineering and other areas moved swiftly to inspect the worst-hit towns.

Their work was essential for documenting widespread evidence of property developers' failings to build in compliance with Turkey's regularly updated earthquake regulations.
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                  Online TM6 form for visitors to Thailand coming on May 1                

                Tourism ministry ready to promote new system but 300-baht tourism fee might be delayed
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                                The Ministry of Tourism and Sports is preparing to promote the online TM6 immigration form, which will be compulsory for all foreign arrivals entering Thailand as of May 1, though the government is reluctant to start collecting the 300-baht tourism fee this year.
TM6 immigration forms were temporarily suspended by the cabinet on April 15, 2024.

When the suspension period ends on April 30 this year, a digital version of the TM6 will replace the paper-based one, said Natthriya Thaweevong, the ministry's permanent secretary.

She said the online form is expected to help track tourists while they are in Thailand, increasing confidence in safety as the country combats negative perceptions.

This week the ministry held an internal meeting and invited the Immigration Bureau to demonstrate the online system.

It will also hold a meeting on Jan 31 with all stakeholders, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Tourism Authority of Thailand, airlines, hotels and tour agencies, to learn more about the online form and help to publicise the process to foreigners.

Mongkon Wimonrat, the ministry's deputy permanent secretary, said the government would prioritise the digital TM6 before adopting other types of entry screening planned earlier to prevent confusion among tourists.

He said the online TM6 applies only to foreign arrivals. The free online form will be compulsory for all arrivals by air, land and sea, said Mr Mongkon.

The cabinet is expected to approve the scheme next month to allow related parties to prepare, he said.

A source at the ministry who requested anonymity said that with the online TM6 form coming soon, there is a greater likelihood the 300-baht tourism fee will be postponed.

The government wants the TM6 process to operate without any problems, and it could take months or a even a year until the system runs smoothly, said the source.

As the country copes with news regarding illicit networks using Thailand as a transit hub to neighbouring countries, the government may believe now is an inappropriate time to start collecting the fee, added the source.

Implementing another pre-screening measure, such as an electronic travel authorisation, which some countries have used to enabled visa-free travellers to gain approval prior to arriving in the country, would also be delayed to pave the way for the online TM6 process to operate smoothly, said the source.
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                                Rock singer Manaswin "Tik Shiro" Nuntasane and his family insist they are ready to take responsibility for his drink-driving by giving 4-5 million baht to the family of two people killed in a van accident in Bangkok three months ago, saying the 24 million baht demanded by the family of the victims is too much.
The 63-year-old singer told reporters on Thursday that he wanted to explain what really happened in the road crash late last year that led to the loss of two lives. The incident inflicted wounds to both two families involved, said Manaswin during a press conference.

Manaswin, better known as "Tik Shiro", was driving a van on Oct 10 when he hit a motorcycle driven by Thianporn Siwapornpitak, 28, on a bridge over Theparak Road in the Sukhaphiban 5 area of Bangkok's Sai Mai district. Thianporn's brother, Chakkrapat, 21, was her passenger.

Thianporn was found dead at the scene while her brother was seriously injured and sent to Bhumibol Adulyadej Hospital.  

Chakkrapat was hospitalised for over 70 days before being transferred to a rehabilitation centre on Dec 22. He died on Jan 18.

On Jan 19, Jeerawat Siwapornpitak, father of the victims, visited the hospital to receive Chakkrapat's body before going to the office of the Sai Mai Tong Rod Facebook page to seek justice for his deceased daughter and son.

Mr Jeerawat has urged the singer to re-evaluate the amount of compensation since the family has now lost two children, saying the death of his daughter was already devastating and now his son has succumbed to his injuries as well.

The singer said he had held talks with the family of the two victims about compensation and would compose a song for them over the incident. If the song is released, the income would be given to the victims' family, he said.

Ms Ae, a younger sister of the singer's wife, said on Thursday that her brother-in-law had given his side of story about the incident on that day and had never changed his statement.  

She denied claims that the singer had never held talks with the victims' family about compensation. 

The woman, whose real name was disclosed, said the singer's family had paid 100,000 baht in financial assistance to the family of Thianporn, who was the first person killed in the crash.

After being discharged from the hospital, Manaswin attended funeral rites for Thianporn every day and provided financial assistance of another 75,530 baht to the father of the deceased.

On Oct 12 last year, the singer and the family of the deceased held the first round of talks about compensation. The family wanted 9 million baht in compensation, but at the time it was not yet clear whether the amount of compensation covered only Thianporn, because her brother was still in an intensive care unit, said Ms Ae. 

She later learned that the amount covered only Thianporn.

She said the singer had offered a plot of land in Nakhon Ratchasima to the family of the deceased. The land was worth about 4-5 million baht, said the sister of the singer's wife. On Jan 13, negotiations were held between the two families. The victims' family demanded compensation of 24 million baht.

Ms Ae said the singer and his family could afford only 4-5 million baht.

Lawyer Kanthamet Janophas said police had pressed a new charge of drink-driving causing deaths against the singer.
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                  Russia eyes long-stalled Dawei megaproject in Myanmar                

                China and India also see more opportunities in war-torn country
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                                Russia has joined China and India in promoting its interests in war-ravaged Myanmar, in particular the possibility of investing in the moribund Dawei Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in which Thailand used to be a major player, according to local media reports.
Iskander Azizov, the Russian ambassador to Myanmar, on Tuesday visited Dawei to discuss the project with Myat Ko, the junta-appointed chief minister of Tanintharyi Region and chairman of the Dawei SEZ management committee, the independent news site The Irrawaddy reported.

In March last year, junta chief Min Aung Hlaing told Russia's ITAR-Tass news agency that his regime was seeking Moscow's help to kickstart the port project in Dawei, which would have capacity for vessels exceeding 200,000 tons.

The Irrawaddy said the Russian ambassador's visit to followed a recent flurry of meetings in which regime officials called for work to be speeded up at the China-backed SEZ and deep-sea port projects in Kyaukphyu in Rakhine state, as well as the India-backed Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport project.

Ma Jia, the Chinese ambassador to Myanmar, met Myat Ko earlier this month to exchange views on promoting cooperation in investment, fisheries, electricity, tourism, education and other fields, according to the Chinese embassy.

The Russian ambassador also expressed Moscow's interest in the investment and tourism sectors in Tanintharyi, inquiring about tourist hotspots in Myeik District like beaches and islands, and local and foreign investment in hotel projects in the Myeik Archipelago.

The Dawei SEZ sits on the Andaman Sea and is linked to the Gulf of Thailand by road via Thailand. It could potentially connect the Indian and Pacific oceans, linking Southeast Asia with South Asia and beyond.

The 196-square-kilometre project includes a deep-sea port and is expected to help companies that need to transport goods, as it would be part of an envisioned transport network bypassing the crowded Malacca Strait. The planned project also includes high-tech industrial zones, information technology zones, export-processing, transport hubs, business services and other infrastructure.

The project was launched with a 2008 memo of understanding between Thailand and Myanmar's previous junta, which granted SET-listed Italian-Thai Development (ITD) a 75-year concession to construct the port-SEZ and attract investment.

Another agreement was signed in July 2012 and the two countries agreed later that year to complete the project by 2015.

However, after numerous delays, the Dawei SEZ management committee announced the cancellation of contracts with Italian-Thai in January 2021, just one month before the coup in Myanmar.

ITD is currently trying to resolve its debt problems and has been looking to sell assets to raise funds. A Thai-Chinese consortium has expressed interest in taking over infrastructure it invested in at Dawei, executives said recently. 

In November 2022, junta boss Min Aung Hlaing visited Dawei and called for development to continue. In early 2024, deputy junta chief Soe Win declared that Myanmar must cooperate with the Thai government, which has reportedly shown renewed interest in the project.

[image: Russia has also expressed interest in the tourism potential of Dawei, which boasts a number of beaches. (Photo: Go-Myanmar via Wikimedia Commons)]
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                  Thailand's first Olympic gold medallist gets jail for attempted rape                

                Former boxer Somluck Kamsing appealing court ruling in case involving 17-year-old girl
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                                KHON KAEN: Olympic boxing gold medallist Somluck Kamsing has been sentenced to three years, one month and 10 days in jail on charges including attempted rape of a teenager just over a year ago.
Somluck, 52, said he would appeal the convictions. The Khon Kaen provincial court approved his release on bail of 300,000 baht.

The court made its ruling on Thursday in connection with an incident involving a 17-year-old girl whom he met at a night spot in the northeastern province in December 2023.

The court said it believed the accusations made by the teenager based on traces of bruising on her breast and near her vagina.

The teenager, a native of Kalasin, earlier told the court that Somluck tried to rape her but could not get an erection, so he rubbed himself roughly against her.

The court dismissed his claim that he had the teenager's consent. It also said that although the girl had followed him to a hotel, it did not mean that she was willing to have sex with him.

As well, it said, the defence was unable to prove any intention to commit prostitution because there was no request for money.

The incident happened on the night of Dec 9, 2023, and Somluck reported to police for questioning on Dec 15. At the time he told reporters that he had not known the age of the woman until he later asked her in the hotel room. Then he stopped making advances, he said.

The court also ordered Somluck to pay 120,000 baht in compensation to the teenager and 50,000 baht to her relatives. His friend Pichet Chinehantha was acquitted in the case.

Somluck told reporters briefly on Thursday that he would continue with his defence. His lawyer Itthisak Atthakornwikrom said more facts had yet to be considered.

Somluck, a Khon Kaen native, was a Muay Thai fighter before turning to boxing. He earned a bronze medal at the 1989 King's Cup and a gold medal in the 1995 edition. At the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta, he won a gold medal in the men's featherweight division. He was the first Thai athlete to win a gold medal at the Olympics.

In 2018, Somluck was declared bankrupt after running up debts of around 4 million baht from a failed petrol station business. However, the Thailand Boxing Association helped him resolve his financial troubles.

Somluck expressed gratitude for the help and said he intended to avoid risky business ventures and would focus instead on his acting career. He has made numerous appearances in Thai movies and TV series.

[image: Somluck Kamsing, right, arrives at the Khon Kaen provincial court on Thursday morning. (Photo: Chakkrapan Natanri)]
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                                PHETCHABUN - Four boys were injured by sparks while they were watching a teacher's science experiment using engine oil that had accidentally been mixed with gasoline. 
The incident occurred on Tuesday at Na Chaliang Pittayakom School in Nong Phai district, a Petchabun online news Facebook page reported.

The teacher in charge of the experiment, identified as Lerkchai, said he had used engine oil in a stove that was typical DIY equipment. Engine oil typically does not catch fire.

Mr Lerkchai believed that the oil container had previously been used to store flammable petrol, causing sparks to be emitted when he poured the liquid into the equipment.

Four students standing close to the activity suffered burns to their faces and bodies. They were rushed to Nong Phai hospital for treatment and later released as their conditions were not serious, online media reported.

The incident was shared online, drawing many comments from netizens wishing the boys to recover soon. Several other students present during the experiment commented beneath the post, saying it was an accident and not the teacher's fault.

The school director, Supitchaya Lekdaeng, later stated that the incident happened during a science class for Grade 8 students. The teacher took immediate action to assist the injured students and informed their parents. He later visited them to follow up on their recovery. The school has launched an investigation into the cause of the accident and emphasised the importance of safety protocols during experiments to prevent future occurrences.

[image: Teachers show the equipment used in the activity.]
Teachers show the equipment used in the activity. (screenshot)
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                  Hundreds wed as Thai same-sex marriage law takes effect                

                Celebrations and ceremonies mark first day of Marriage Equality Act
              

                                  
                    
                      [image: Pawan Iamwet, 35, and Kamonchanok Chumruan, 38, celebrate the official registration of their wedding during a ceremony at Siam Paragon in Bangkok on Thursday as the Marriage Equality Act took effect. (Photo: Chinnawat Singha)]
                                              
                          Pawan Iamwet, 35, and Kamonchanok Chumruan, 38, celebrate the official registration of their wedding during a ceremony at Siam Paragon in Bangkok on Thursday as the Marriage Equality Act took effect. (Photo: Chinnawat Singha)                        

                                          

                  

                                Same-sex couples across Thailand tied the knot at district offices and shopping malls amid smiles, tears and celebrations as the long-awaited Marriage Equality Act officially took effect on Thursday.
"Today, the rainbow flag is proudly flying over Thailand," Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra said in post with a rainbow-framed video on the social media platform X.

A mass LGBTQ wedding in the capital, organised by the campaign group Bangkok Pride with city authorities, was staged at Siam Paragon with hundreds of marriage registrations expected.

Other weddings were planned around the country, and organisers say they expected at least 1,000 couples to marry on the first day.

Ploynaphas Jirasukhon, 33, and Khwanphorn Kongphet, 32, were the first to arrive at Paragon Hall on the fifth floor of the shopping centre at 6.15am on Thursday. They received their certificate when the event began at 8am.

"Today we feel secure and safe and happy," Ms Ploynaphas told The New York Times. "We are happy that we have played a part in the equal marriage law reaching this point."

Transgender woman Ariya "Jin" Milintanapa, who has waited two decades for this moment, told AFP she was "psyched".

"This day is important not just for us, but for our kids as well. Our family will finally become one," she said.

Another couple at the Siam Paragon event, Rungtiwa Thangkanopast and Phanlavee Chongtangsattam, recalled their first attempt to register their marriage, 12 years ago at a mass wedding staged on Valentine's Day by Bangkok authorities.

Officials welcomed them. But when they reached the registrar's desk and presented their identity cards, which show each to be female, they were turned away. Marriage between two women, they were told, was not permitted.

On Thursday, they finally had the chance to wed.

"I am delighted and excited because we have been waiting for this day for a very long time," Rungtiwa said. "For 20 years, we have loved each other and have had to hide from society's disapproval. But now we can stand proudly." (Story continues below)

[image: LGBTQ+ Couples celebrate their special day at Siam Paragon in Bangkok on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)]
LGBTQ+ couples celebrate their special day at Siam Paragon in Bangkok on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)



[image: LGBTQ+ Couples wait to receive their marriage certificates at a special event organised by Bangkok Pride at Siam Paragon in Bangkok on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)]
Couples wait to receive their marriage certificates at Siam Paragon. (Photo: Reuters)



Southeast Asian pioneer

Thailand ranks highly in surveys of LGBTQ legal and living conditions, and public attitudes, and Thursday's milestone makes it the first Southeast Asian country to allow equal marriage.

The kingdom's same-sex marriage bill was passed in a historic parliamentary vote last June, making it the third place in Asia to do so after Taiwan and Nepal.

The law was ratified by His Majesty the King in October and officially took effect on Jan 23.

The law on marriage now uses gender-neutral terms in place of "men", "women", "husbands" and "wives", and also grants adoption and inheritance rights to same-sex couples.

More than 30 countries around the world have legalised marriage for all since the Netherlands became the first to allow same-sex unions in 2001.
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-- Ing Shin (@ingshin) January 23, 2025

						

In Phitsanulok, four couples arrived at the Muang district office amid well-wishes from participants.

Vachiraphong Ployngarm, 33, and Ratthanon Raksasat, 40, were the first couple to register their marriage after having been partners for 18 years.

"We are very happy today. Last night, we could not sleep as we were so excited. Both of us have been waiting for today to register our marriage for a long time. We thank the government and concerned agencies to pass the same-sex marriage law," said Mr Vachiraphong.

In Trat, Thaweesak Kaewkate, 55, and Boonchana Kaewkate, 35, who own Le Jaojom Cafe Bistro & Bar on the tourist island of Koh Chang, registered their marriage after living together for 11 years.

"We are extremely happy today to see our love have a place in society. Many thanks to everyone joining our marriage registration event with honour," said Mr Thaweesak.

The couple exchanged wedding rings to each other and received red roses from guests. Booncherd Phimsorn, chief of Koh Chang district, presided over the ceremony.

Thursday's events mark the culmination of years of campaigning and thwarted attempts to pass equal marriage laws.

Siritata Ninlapruek, an LGBTQ activist, described the journey as a challenging, bittersweet battle, adding that more work lies ahead.

"I am extremely happy, but my fight for the community continues," she said.

She emphasised the need for gender identity recognition beyond biological sex.

"Whether male, female or non-binary, people should have the right to identify as they wish."


	Commentary: What's next after same-sex marriage?
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Thaweesak Kaewkate and Boonchana Kaewkate show off their marriage certificates after registering their marriage on Koh Chang in Trat. (Photo: Jakkrit Waewkhraihong)
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Vachiraphong Ployngarm, 33, and Ratthanon Raksasat, 40, are the first couple to register their marriage at the Muang district office in Phitsanulok on Thursday, after having been partners for 18 years. (Photo: Chinnawat Singha)
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                  Most of Thailand still faces red levels of smog                
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                                Ultrafine dust levels were in the red (hazardous-to-health) in 44 out of Thailand's 77 provinces on Thursday morning, with only six provinces reporting moderate to good air quality.
The Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency (Gistda) reported at 8am that particulate matter 2.5 micrometres and less in diameter (PM2.5) was at red levels in 44 provinces and at orange (starting to affect health) levels in 27 provinces.

Nineteen provinces were shrouded with three-digit red levels of PM2.5. The government-set safe threshold is 37.5 microgrammes per cubic metre of air (mg/m3).

[image: Smog shrouds different locations of Bangkok on Thursday. (Photos: Jetjaras Na Ranong)]
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The highest level of PM2.5 recorded over the preceding 24 hours was 139.6mg/m3 in Saraburi province, followed by 127.7 in Lop Buri and Sing Buri, 127 in Chai Nat, 125.5 in Rayong, 124.6 in Samut Sakhon, 121.6 in Chon Buri, 119.9 in Chachoengsao, 117.3 in Ayutthaya, 113.9 in Ang Thong, 113.4 in Sa Kaeo, 111.5 in Prachin Buri, 110.6 in Pathum Thani, 103.1 in Nakhon Sawan, 102.4 in Uthai Thani, 102 in Samut Songkhram, 101.8 in Nakhon Ratchasima, 100.7 in Bangkok and 100.2 in Phetchaburi.

Twenty-five other provinces were at two-digit red levels of PM2.5, ranging from 77 to 99.2mg/m3.

[image: ]

In descending order, they were Maha Sarakham, Nonthaburi, Nakhon Nayok, Samut Prakan, Suphan Buri, Kalasin, Nong Khai, Ratchaburi, Khon Kaen, Chanthaburi, Phetchabun, Chaiyaphum, Buri Ram, Kamphaeng Phet, Sukhothai, Udon Thani, Phitsanulok, Phichit, Loei, Kanchanaburi, Roi Et, Nakhon Pathom, Nong Bua Lum Phu, Prachuap Khiri Khan and Surin.

Safe levels of PM2.5 were recorded in six northern and southern provinces.

Five of them had moderate air quality with yellow levels of PM2.5 ranging from 25.6 to 36.7mg/m3. In descending order, they were Ranong, Surat Thani, Chiang Rai, Chumphon and Chiang Mai.

[image: ]

Mae Hong Son was the only province with good air quality with the green level of PM2.5 at 17.8mg/m3.

Twenty-seven provinces faced orange levels (starting to affect health) ranging from 44 to 72.6mg/m3.
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                  Trump effect mixed for Thailand                

                Study finds sectors that may benefit
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                                Trump 2.0 policies, referring to strategies utilised by the US president in his second term, are expected to impact products such as computers, equipment and components, electronic devices, rubber products, and agricultural goods.
However, sectors likely to benefit include semiconductors, steel and aluminium, according to a Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) study.

Pornchai Thiraveja, director-general of the FPO, said Donald Trump's inauguration speech included a proclamation of the start of a "Golden Age of America", emphasising an "America First" approach through policies that focus on protecting US trade interests, seeking to increase national revenue through tariffs and import taxes on goods from China.

A goal of these policies is to protect domestic manufacturing and agriculture by imposing higher tariffs on imports from various countries.

Trump said he wants to address trade imbalances and renegotiate trade agreements to create advantages and fairness for domestic labour and industries, encourage companies to relocate production bases back to the US to stimulate the economy, lift domestic employment, and reduce reliance on foreign imports in key industries.

In terms of energy and the economy, he vowed to repeal environmental and economic policies aimed at addressing climate change (such as the Green New Deal), eliminate electric vehicle (EV) regulations to promote energy self-sufficiency, and stimulate domestic production, especially in the oil industry.

TRADE

Mr Pornchai said the FPO anticipates Trump 2.0 policies could lead to changes in global supply chains, trade, and the economies of various countries, including Thailand.

Protectionist trade policies and increased US tariffs may affect Thailand's exports to the country, including computers, components, electronic devices, rubber products, and agricultural goods.

Higher US tariffs on Chinese goods could potentially slow China's economy, which could lead to decreased demand for goods from Thailand, significantly increasing the likelihood of China offloading its products into Asian markets, including Thailand, according to the FPO.

As a result, Thai products may face heightened competition, particularly in sectors such as automotive, chemicals, construction materials and textiles, he said.

To mitigate the impact of changing trade policies between the US and China, Mr Pornchai suggests several approaches, including diversifying export markets and import sources, as well as expanding negotiations for free trade agreements with the European Union and the European Free Trade Association.

The manufacturing sector is encouraged to adapt by focusing on high-value, complex products such as electronic components, smartphone parts, industrial agricultural goods, and clean energy solutions.

He said efforts should be directed towards labour development and the promotion of R&D to enhance production capabilities and meet global market demand.

Thailand has an opportunity to expand exports to the US of substitute goods from Chinese producers, including semiconductors, steel, aluminium, rubber products and agricultural goods, said Mr Pornchai. These products have the potential to capture a larger market share in the US, while meeting the evolving demands of a global supply chain in transition, he said.

INVESTMENT

According to Mr Pornchai, Thailand also needs to accelerate investment as the Trump administration's policies are likely to have a limited impact on US investments in Thailand, which account for 18.3% of total foreign investments.

He said higher import tariffs in the US may encourage the relocation of production bases from various countries to Thailand, particularly in the electronics and automotive industries. This presents an opportunity to promote investment in high-tech industries such as semiconductors, EVs and data centres.

Moreover, the development of specialised labour and infrastructure, such as special economic zones, high-speed railways, and ports, as well as regulatory improvements to facilitate investment, including streamlining approval processes and offering tax incentives for clean energy industries, will enhance the country's ability to attract investment and boost its competitive potential, said Mr Pornchai.

TOURISM

He said the impact of US policies on Thailand's tourism sector should be relatively limited as American visitors accounted for only 2.9% of foreign arrivals in 2024.

The majority of visitors to Thailand come from China, Japan and Europe. However, the revived US economy could encourage more American tourists to travel to Thailand.

Meanwhile, efforts to develop facilities such as digital payment systems and to upgrade infrastructure, including airports and transport systems, as well as integrating investment promotion in tourism and digital infrastructure, including high-speed internet networks and cybersecurity systems, should help attract tourists from key markets, said Mr Pornchai.

These initiatives should increase confidence among both investors and tourists, supporting Thailand's long-term economic growth, he said.

Mr Pornchai said in addition to policies addressing uncertainty, the effective implementation of fiscal policies can promote economic expansion and enhance long-term economic stability.

The government is also encouraging foreign investment by implementing initiatives to elevate Thailand as a regional and global financial hub, he said.
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                  Airports ready for festival spike in passengers                

                Services, safety at all airports checked
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                                The Department of Airport (DoA) is ready to service an expected influx of passengers over the Chinese New Year, with visitors to tier-two cities due to jump by at least 14.3% from last year, the government said on Wednesday.
Deputy Transport Minister Manaporn Charoensri said the ministry ordered the DoA to conduct a service assessment and safety inspection on all airports under its wing to ensure smooth services around the Luna New Year holiday on Jan 29.

She said some airports in secondary cities, including those in Lampang, Udon Thani, Khon Kaen, Sakhon Nakorn, and Surat Thani, are hosting large-scale celebrations for the event. Ms Manaporn said these can help promote tourism in nearby provinces.

As it anticipates increased demand, Thai LionAir has requested to increase its charter flights for the Taipei-Surat Thani-Don Mueang route on Jan 29 and the Don Mueang-Surat Thani-Taipei route on Feb 2.

Ms Manaporn said those extra routes would use a Boeing B738 with 189 seats as the city of Surat Thani would be welcoming more passengers during this period.

She said the DoA would implement more of the Common Use Passenger Processing System (CUPPS) at its airports as soon as possible because the system can speed up the checking-in process, the receipt of boarding passes, and checking-in luggage. CUPPS is in use at Surat Thani, Ubon Ratchathani, Khon Kaen, Nakhon Si Thammarat, and Phitsanulok airports.

Ms Manaporn said the system will help airports and airlines reduce management costs and resource usage. The DoA also has its Thai Flight Info application, which provides information about DoA airports and services, such as flight schedules, flight status and more. It was also expected to work with the ministry on assisting tourists with smooth and seamless transport in response to the order on a similar matter by Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit and was required to follow the safety standards of the Civil Aviation Authority of Thailand (CAAT), said Ms Manaporn.

DoA director-general Danai Raungsorn said 1,380 flights will land at 26 airports under DoA surveillance from Jan 27 to 31, a 4.62% increase from last year. They are expected to welcome 221,005 passengers, up 14.32% year-on-year.

DoA has promised to work on service assistance and safety inspection as per the international aviation safety measures and the International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO) standards, said Mr Danai.
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                  Parties trade barbs over pollution                

                Premier has priorities wrong: critics
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                                The government and opposition parties are locked in a war of words over the worsening microdust situation with the crisis now expected to last until Friday.
The argument started with opposition leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut posting a sarcastic message on his Facebook urging Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra to give Thais a chance to breathe fresh air before going to Switzerland in pursuit of more opportunities for the country.

"While the PM is breathing in deeply the fresh air in Davos, Switzerland, and trying to attract more investors to Thailand in the hope of making this year a year of opportunities for the country, millions of Thais are inhaling extremely polluted air here into their lungs," said Mr Natthaphong, also leader of the opposition People's Party (PP).

The PM is in Davos-Klosters, Switzerland for the annual World Economic Forum (WEF).

Mr Natthaphong also questioned Ms Paetongtarn's ability to ensure the government curbs PM2.5 pollution, saying the government's promise to offer sugar cane farmers an incentive if they agree to avoid burning sugar cane leaves when harvesting had yet to make its way to cabinet.

As a result, many farmers had already opted for the cheaper means of harvesting their sugar cane -- burning their leaves first, said Mr Natthaphong.

The government's attempt to ban burned sugar cane from being sold to sugar factories won't help either, as many farmers had already conducted burning and added more pollution to the air, he said.

"Let me call on the PM and cabinet to take this problem more seriously. The PM in particular had better stop dodging this problem," he said.

The government should have communicated more clearly to sugar farmers about the incentive for them to harvest their products without burning their leaves long before the harvest season, he said.

Even parts of Bangkok are being affected by air pollution caused by biomass burning in the agriculture sector, which is actually easy to detect by using satellite images of hotspots, he said.

"They [the government] have all the equipment and resources to do so while lacking clarity as to how they want these tools to be used," he said.

"Before [the PM] goes to find more opportunities, maybe all we need is a clear and practical action plan [from the government," he said.

Responding to Mr Natthaphong's remarks, government spokesman Jirayu Houngsub said he couldn't believe the amount of sarcasm coming from the opposition leader.

Mr Natthaphong was well aware the PM was representing Thailand at the overseas conference, meeting world businessmen and encouraging them to invest in Thailand, said Mr Jirayu.

"Maybe Mr Natthaphong might want to learn what a good opposition leader is like. He might want to learn how to behave like a gentleman in politics," said Mr Jirayu.

As of 10am Wednesday, 103 schools in Bangkok had suspended onsite classes and switched to online learning, due to the PM2.5 pollution crisis, which is forecast to last until Friday, said Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt. It was originally expected to last just two days.

All 50 districts of Bangkok on Wednesday had a serious air quality problem, with five in a critical situation, said AirBKK, City Hall's air quality monitoring agency.

The governor blamed the situation on poor air ventilation in the capital which was coupled with high traffic emissions resulting from factors such as more congestion on inner Bangkok roads where flyovers are now closed as part of the Orange Line electric train project.

The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration on Thursday will begin banning trucks which have not registered for permission to enter Bangkok's low-emission zones.

A total of 259 security cameras equipped with AI technology will be used to keep an eye out for trucks flouting the ban. Those who flout it face the prospect of legal action.
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        Russia eyes long-stalled Dawei megaproject in Myanmar
        Russia has joined China and India in promoting its interests in war-ravaged Myanmar, in particular the possibility of investing in the moribund Dawei Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in which Thailand used to be a major player, according to local media reports.
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                  Russia eyes long-stalled Dawei megaproject in Myanmar                

                China and India also see more opportunities in war-torn country
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                                Russia has joined China and India in promoting its interests in war-ravaged Myanmar, in particular the possibility of investing in the moribund Dawei Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in which Thailand used to be a major player, according to local media reports.
Iskander Azizov, the Russian ambassador to Myanmar, on Tuesday visited Dawei to discuss the project with Myat Ko, the junta-appointed chief minister of Tanintharyi Region and chairman of the Dawei SEZ management committee, the independent news site The Irrawaddy reported.

In March last year, junta chief Min Aung Hlaing told Russia's ITAR-Tass news agency that his regime was seeking Moscow's help to kickstart the port project in Dawei, which would have capacity for vessels exceeding 200,000 tons.

The Irrawaddy said the Russian ambassador's visit to followed a recent flurry of meetings in which regime officials called for work to be speeded up at the China-backed SEZ and deep-sea port projects in Kyaukphyu in Rakhine state, as well as the India-backed Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport project.

Ma Jia, the Chinese ambassador to Myanmar, met Myat Ko earlier this month to exchange views on promoting cooperation in investment, fisheries, electricity, tourism, education and other fields, according to the Chinese embassy.

The Russian ambassador also expressed Moscow's interest in the investment and tourism sectors in Tanintharyi, inquiring about tourist hotspots in Myeik District like beaches and islands, and local and foreign investment in hotel projects in the Myeik Archipelago.

The Dawei SEZ sits on the Andaman Sea and is linked to the Gulf of Thailand by road via Thailand. It could potentially connect the Indian and Pacific oceans, linking Southeast Asia with South Asia and beyond.

The 196-square-kilometre project includes a deep-sea port and is expected to help companies that need to transport goods, as it would be part of an envisioned transport network bypassing the crowded Malacca Strait. The planned project also includes high-tech industrial zones, information technology zones, export-processing, transport hubs, business services and other infrastructure.

The project was launched with a 2008 memo of understanding between Thailand and Myanmar's previous junta, which granted SET-listed Italian-Thai Development (ITD) a 75-year concession to construct the port-SEZ and attract investment.

Another agreement was signed in July 2012 and the two countries agreed later that year to complete the project by 2015.

However, after numerous delays, the Dawei SEZ management committee announced the cancellation of contracts with Italian-Thai in January 2021, just one month before the coup in Myanmar.

ITD is currently trying to resolve its debt problems and has been looking to sell assets to raise funds. A Thai-Chinese consortium has expressed interest in taking over infrastructure it invested in at Dawei, executives said recently. 

In November 2022, junta boss Min Aung Hlaing visited Dawei and called for development to continue. In early 2024, deputy junta chief Soe Win declared that Myanmar must cooperate with the Thai government, which has reportedly shown renewed interest in the project.

[image: Russia has also expressed interest in the tourism potential of Dawei, which boasts a number of beaches. (Photo: Go-Myanmar via Wikimedia Commons)]
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                  Meta, WhatsApp win relief as India tribunal suspends data sharing ban                

                Meta's appeal against the antitrust order will be heard in March
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                                NEW DELHI - An Indian tribunal temporarily suspended a five-year data sharing ban between WhatsApp and owner Meta Platforms, a major relief for the US giant which had warned its advertising business will be affected.
Meta had challenged the Competition Commission of India's (CCI) directive issued in November that imposed a ban on data sharing between WhatsApp and other Meta entities for advertising purposes, warning it may have to roll back some features. Meta also criticised the CCI for not having the "technical expertise" to understand the ramifications of its order.

On Thursday, India's National Company Law Appellate Tribunal ordered a suspension of the data sharing ban while it continues to hear Meta's challenge to the antitrust ruling.

The ban "may lead to a collapse" of WhatsApp's business model, the tribunal noted.

India is the biggest market for Meta where it has more than 350 million Facebook users and over 500 million people using WhatsApp.

Meta earlier told the appeals tribunal that it may have to "roll back or pause" some features such as those that would allow an Indian fashion business, for example, to personalise ads on Facebook or Instagram based on their interaction with a WhatsApp user.

Facebook's registered entity engaged in selling advertising in India - Facebook India Online Services - reported revenue of $351 million in 2023-24, the highest in at least five years.

A Meta spokesperson said it welcomed the ruling and "will evaluate next steps." The CCI did not immediately respond to a request for comment on the ruling, although the watchdog can challenge the decision in the Supreme Court if it wants to.

In 2021, WhatsApp was accused of violating European Union laws by failing to clarify changes to its policy in plain and intelligible language. It later agreed to explain the changes to EU users.

The Indian case started in 2021 amid criticism of WhatsApp's privacy policy changes. The CCI's ruling in November found WhatsApp's policy pushed users to accept the change or risk losing access to the service.

Meta has argued the changes were only to provide information about how optional business messaging features work and did not expand its data collection and sharing ability.

The watchdog however ordered in November that WhatsApp must allow users to decide whether they want the messaging service to share data with Meta or not. 
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                  China breaks durian import record                

                Upstarts Vietnam and Malaysia are eyeing Thailand's top spot
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                                LONDON -- With China's durian imports breaking records in 2024 - reaching nearly US$7 billion in value - competition for its market, the world's largest, has intensified as Vietnam and Malaysia ramp up their efforts to dethrone Thailand as chief provider of the beloved tropical fruit.
According to customs data, China imported a record 15.6 billion kilogrammes of durian in 2024, up 9.4% year on year. Import value rose 4.1% to an all-time high of $6.99 billion - though this was slow compared to the explosive 66% growth rate observed in 2023 after Vietnam entered the market in earnest.

In December, China brought in almost $160 million worth of the fruit for its domestic supply - still sourced almost entirely from abroad - for a 12% year-on-year increase.

Imports of the fruit from Thailand saw a 7.6% increase year-on-year in December, despite a 12% decline last year overall for a total value of $4 billion.

Thailand has long dominated China's durian market, accounting for 68% of imports in 2023. However, its market share in China dropped to 57% last year, a fall attributed to quality issues from the overuse of industrial plantations and a decline in production following a bout of extreme heat.

China's General Administration of Customs mandated Thailand and Vietnam provide test reports for their durian crops after detecting excessive levels of the chemical dye Basic Yellow 2 - a known carcinogen - according to a report by Thai media outlet Bangkok Insight earlier this month. Since Jan 10, Chinese authorities have inspected random samples of the fruits at all border crossings.

Another Thai media outlet, Vision Thai, reported last week that Chinese customs had returned around 100 containers of durians shipped to the country before Jan 10, resulting in losses of 500 million baht ($14.6 million) for producers.

On Monday, Thailand resumed durian exports to China following a temporary ban on the fruit.
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In contrast, China's durian imports from Vietnam - its second-largest supplier - increased by 14.6% year on year last month and 37.56% for all of 2024, amounting to $2.9 billion in value.

Despite tightening their wallets as part of a general decline in domestic demand, China's middle class has continued to indulge in the pungent fruit, sparking competition among several Southeast Asian countries for a slice of the country's lucrative market.

After receiving import approval for fresh durians last June and shipping its first batch to China in August, Malaysia's exports of the fruit hit $5.7 million in value over the last five months of 2024.

China began accepting fresh durian shipments from the Philippines in April 2023. Imports from the country last year $32.5 million last year, an increase of 144.4% year on year.

[image: ]

Indonesia has also been lobbying for permission to export its fresh durians directly to China, aiming for its own share of a market officials estimate could reach 128.7 trillion rupiah ($7.88 billion) in size, Radio Republik Indonesia said last month.

The country's near-feverish affection for durian has led to an explosion of promotions, themed meals and by-products to satisfy its voracious consumer base. One buffet restaurant in Shenzhen received widespread attention for a menu featuring more than 200 dishes incorporating the fruit, and particularly high-quality specimens have been given as wedding gifts.

While China has begun growing its own crop in the southern island province of Hainan to fulfil some of the demand - and keep a portion of the sizeable revenue stream within its borders - initial yields have been small, as durian trees take several years to reach full maturity.

Concerns have also been raised over the nutritional value of the home-grown product, after a recent study found a typically abundant antioxidant was missing from the domestic strain.
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                                SINGAPORE -- BYD (Build Your Dreams) Company has beaten out Toyota Motor Corporation to take the title of most popular car brand in Singapore for the first time.
The Chinese electric vehicle (EV) giant saw sales more than quadruple last year to 6,191 cars, surpassing the 5,736 cars sold by Toyota -- the world's biggest carmaker.

BYD, which won 14% of the tightly controlled Singaporean market, also outsold Tesla Incorporated, Mercedes-Benz Group AG (Aktiengesellschaft) and BMW (Bavarian Motor Works) AG.

BYD's surging popularity in Singapore is emblematic of the seismic shift taking place across Southeast Asia. Facing push back in Europe and North America, Chinese carmakers are looking to make inroads elsewhere and their tech-laden offerings are toppling long-time legacy favourites.

The booming sales for a Chinese EV is particularly notable in Singapore, where heavy regulation and high taxes make owning a car a major status symbol. BYD has benefited from the city-state's generous incentives, including rebates on EV purchases and plans for more charging infrastructure, as part of the government's net zero ambitions.
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                Growth of 8.7% brings full-year expansion to 5.4%, with trade deficit of $6.3 billion
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                                The value of Thailand's customs-cleared exports rose 8.7% in December from a year earlier, the Ministry of Commerce said on Thursday, slightly higher than analysts' forecasts.
The reading compared with a forecast 8.15% increase year-on-year for December in a Reuters poll, and followed November's 8.2% rise. The ministry is maintaining its export growth target of 2% to 3% for 2025.

The US dollar value of exports, a key driver of Southeast Asia's second-largest economy, increased 5.4% in 2024 to a record $301 billion, the ministry said in a statement.

Imports rose 14.9% in December from a year earlier, above a forecast rise of 13.65%. That led to a trade deficit of $10.6 million, compared with a forecast surplus of $290 million.

For all of 2024, imports rose 6.3% from 2023, with a trade deficit at $6.3 billion.

Rice export volumes dropped 7.1% in December from a year earlier, but rose 13.4% to 9.95 million tonnes in the whole of 2024.

Thailand, the world's biggest rice exporter after India, expects rice shipments to drop to about 7.5 million tonnes in 2025 due to more competition from India and less demand from Indonesia, according to the Thai Rice Exporters Association.


	Special Report: Trump effect on trade mixed for Thailand
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                                Only 21% of organisations in Thailand are fully prepared to deploy and leverage artificial intelligence (AI)-powered technologies, up slightly from 20% last year.
This underscores the challenges they face in adopting, deploying and fully leveraging AI, according to the Cisco 2024 AI Readiness Index.

The index is based on a double-blind survey of 3,660 senior business leaders from organisations with 500 or more employees across 14 markets in Asia-Pacific.

However, when compared with other surveyed countries, full AI readiness in Thailand exceeds the Asia-Pacific average of 15% and global tally of 13%.

Weera Areeratanasak, managing director of Cisco Thailand, said the index indicates that companies need a modern digital infrastructure capable of meeting evolving power needs, supported with the right visibility to achieve their business objectives.

Companies are tackling challenges in infrastructure readiness, with gaps in computing, data centre network performance and cybersecurity, according to the index.

Only 33% of organisations have the necessary graphics processing units to meet current and future AI demands, while 47% have the capabilities to protect data in AI models with end-to-end encryption, security audits, continuous monitoring, and instant threat response.

Mr Weera said that in Thailand he sees enthusiasm for AI investment in education and the financial services industry.

Companies are investing in AI, but gains have fallen short of expectations, noted the survey. Over the past year, AI was a priority expense for organisations in Thailand, with 53% allocating 10-30% of their IT budgets to AI projects.

AI investments have focused on three strategic areas: IT infrastructure, cybersecurity, and marketing and sales management.

Despite increased investments, 40% of respondents said they have either seen no gains or the gains have fallen short of their expectations in augmenting, assisting, or automating current processes or operations.

There is mounting pressure and urgency from top leadership to implement AI technologies. Over half (59%) of companies report that the chief executive and the leadership team are driving AI deployment, closely followed by middle management (49%) and the board of directors (44%).

Roughly 23% of organisations plan to allocate more than 40% of their IT budget to AI investments in the next four to five years, a steep climb from 5% of companies who said they are currently allocating a similar portion of their IT budget to AI.

Companies recognise they need to do more to be better prepared to leverage AI effectively. Across Thailand, 57% rated improving scalability, flexibility, and manageability of their IT infrastructure as their top priorities highlighting an awareness of the gaps that must be addressed to improve overall AI readiness.

Firms also highlighted a lack of skilled talent as the top challenge across infrastructure, data and governance, underscoring the critical need for skilled professionals to drive AI initiatives.
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                                Steel consumption should increase by 3% this year, driven by government stimulus measures and the continual growth of the Chinese economy, says the Federation of Thai Industries' (FTI) Steel Industry Club.
In 2024, steel consumption was estimated at 15-16 million tonnes, similar to the amount in 2023.

"We are positive about the steel market in 2025 after years of challenges including shrinking demand, falling prices and stiff competition from Chinese imports," said Nava Chantanasurakon, chairman of the club.

He expects the government's economic measures to bear fruit, contributing to GDP growth and driving steel demand.

In the construction sector, which uses steel as a raw material, demand is expected to improve after the sector survived unfavourable business conditions last year, said Mr Nava.

The club believes China plans to export less steel this year as steel demand in China is expected to grow as the economy recovers.

According to the State Council of China, Chinese GDP reached US$18.8 trillion, posting growth of 5% last year. Kang Yi, head of the National Bureau of Statistics, said the growth rate is among the highest among the world's major economies.

The improving Chinese economy was attributed to a series of measures launched since September last year. They include the allocation of 10 trillion yuan in new fiscal funding to address local government debt risks.

An increase in Chinese steel imports to Thailand was a major concern among steel manufacturers here.

Tata Steel (Thailand) Plc, a unit of India's largest steelmaker, said earlier Chinese firms directly exported steel to Thailand or initially sent it to neighbouring countries from which the products were then reportedly re-exported to Thailand.

Direct and indirect steel shipments from China rose by 7% year-on-year in 2024, leading to a drop in steel production in Thailand by 2%, according to the club.

China exported 105 million tonnes of steel worldwide last year after Beijing relaxed its steel output cut policy, which was launched to reduce oversupply and pollution caused by the steelmaking process.

The FTI wants the government to step up efforts to prevent Chinese companies from dumping steel in the Thai market and deal with other inexpensive Chinese imports.

The Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking is calling on the government to enforce the 1999 Anti-Dumping Act and the 2007 Safeguard Measures on Increased Imports Act against the influx of low-cost Chinese products into the Thai market.
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                                The board of the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) has approved in principle a draft for a new SIM card registration system and collection of mobile users' data through a biometric system.
The draft requires all mobile operators to process the SIM card registration via a "liveness detection biometric" system.

Political pressure ramped up recently for stricter measures to tackle rampant online fraud and call centre gangs.

Pol Gen Nathathorn Prousoontorn, a commissioner at the NBTC, said the board plans to discuss the measures in detail before announcing the rules in the near future.

He said all mobile operators must provide biometric systems for new SIM card registrations via their registration channels and customer service shops within 180 days of enforcement.

Operators that fail to comply with the new regulations risk penalties, ranging from warnings or fines to licence revocations.

Moreover, social sanctions could lead to more negative impacts for the mobile firms that refuse to comply, said Pol Gen Nathathorn.

He said the draft adjusts the 2019 rule on SIM card registration systems and mobile users' data collection.

The rejig aims to prevent data errors in registration that can lead to the creation of mule accounts, said Pol Gen Nathathorn.

Although some mobile operators currently use biometric systems, he said the regulator prefers a similar system to that used for mobile banking, or even upgraded systems.

Pol Gen Nathathorn said the NBTC expects full cooperation from all mobile phone operators as the new rules and the biometric system would directly reduce the number of mule accounts.

The NBTC office talked with representatives from the mobile operators in parallel with drafting the new rules to help them prepare for the biometric registration system.

"The new requirement is to prevent malicious registrations, such as using other people's photos, editing other people's photos from clips, or using photos taken from outdated images to register," he said.

Pol Gen Nathathorn said the board also discussed how the draft could affect certain groups of vulnerable people, such as the disabled or elderly.

"If the biometric registration can only be completed at mobile operators' customer service shops, it might be inconvenient in some areas of the nation," he said.

Pol Gen Nathathorn said the board has also approved measures governing SIM card registrations for foreigners be limited to three cards per person per mobile phone operator.

Each foreign SIM card registrant must present a valid passport during the registration process.

These conditions are also part of the draft.

The NBTC board also has a resolution asking mobile operators to limit SIM cards used by foreign tourists to 60 days maximum, in line with visa permissions under government policy.

The move takes effect immediately.
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                                The global and Thai stock markets had a short-term rebound after US President Donald Trump refrained from announcing an immediate increase in import tariffs.
However, analysts warned investors to monitor any policy changes, as the situation remains volatile.

The price of West Texas Intermediate (WTI) crude oil dropped on the morning of Jan 20 after Trump announced he plans to sign an executive order declaring a national energy emergency on his first day in office. The order would expedite oil drilling, pipeline construction, and the establishment of oil refineries.

Oil prices also faced downward pressure after Houthi rebels announced they would limit attacks on merchant ships in the Red Sea. The group said they would only target ships related to Israel, and would refrain from carrying out attacks if Israel fully adhered to the Israel-Hamas ceasefire agreement.

In terms of foreign policy, Trump advocates collecting proceeds from tariffs and other revenue from foreign countries to generate wealth for Americans. However, he said he would not rush to implement the tariff hikes he pledged during his presidential campaign. Rather, Trump plans to allow relevant agencies to assess and study the potential impact before proceeding with any import tariff hikes.

Analysts at Asia Plus Securities (ASPS) said Trump's decision to delay action on import tariffs, combined with expectations of a strong performance by US listed companies, is likely to support positive market sentiment in the short term.

ASPS remains optimistic about the US stock market and recommends speculation, with the S&P 500 index in the range of 5,700 to 6,100 points.

As for the Thai stock market, the SET index closed at 1,359.68 points in the morning session, up 7.15 points (+0.53%), with a total trading volume of 21.2 billion baht.

ASL Securities said the Thai bourse rose thanks to positive sentiment surrounding Trump's inauguration.

Contrary to earlier concerns, Trump plans to implement his policies more gradually than expected, noted the brokerage. Key measures include a 25% import tax on goods from Canada and Mexico, and a 10% tax on Chinese imports, both set to take effect on Feb 1.

The market also benefited from the return of foreign fund inflows and strong financial performance in the banking sector.

Banking stocks gained following the announcement of robust earnings reports for the fourth quarter of 2024.

In addition, concerns eased over the kidnapping of a Chinese celebrity, spurring a recovery in Chinese tourism, further lifting market sentiment.

ASL Securities expects the SET index to maintain its upward trajectory, with a resistance level of 1,370 points and a support level of 1,350 points.
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                                The banking industry reported softer net profit growth of 7% in 2024, reflecting the country's economic conditions.
The positive performance was supported by a reduction in loan-loss reserves and controlled non-performing loans (NPLs).

The 11 SET-listed banks reported a consolidated net profit of 253 billion baht in 2024, a 7.22% year-on-year increase. Over the past few years, the industry had consistently achieved double-digit net profit growth annually.

In 2024, the sector allocated 235 billion baht for expected credit losses (ECL), marking a 2% year-on-year decline.

Among the four largest banks, Krungthai Bank (KTB) posted the highest net profit growth, increasing by 19.8% to 48.6 billion baht.

The bank also recorded positive loan growth of 4.7%, primarily driven by the government sector and mortgages, compared with the marginal loan growth posted by its peers.

Amid an uneven economic recovery in 2024, KTB prudently managed its asset quality, reducing its NPL ratio to 2.99% from 3.03% the previous year, bank president Payong Srivanich said in a statement to the Stock Exchange of Thailand.

[image: ]

Kasikornbank (KBank) recorded the industry's largest net profit, amounting to 48.6 billion baht, growth of 14.6% that was partially attributed to an 8.85% reduction in loan-loss reserves. The bank kept its NPL ratio steady at 3.18% in 2024, slightly lower than the previous year's 3.19%.

Kattiya Indaravijaya, chief executive of KBank, said it continued to set aside provisions prudently each quarter to address uncertainties, including the slow pace of economic recovery.

Meanwhile, Bangkok Bank reported a net profit of 45.2 billion baht, up 8.6% year-on-year. However, the bank increased its ECL allocation by 3.48% to 34.8 billion baht while keeping its NPL ratio stable at 2.7%.

"The increased provisions reflect the bank's ongoing prudent approach amid Thailand's uneven economic recovery, heightened global economic policy uncertainties and persistent geopolitical tensions," according to the bank's statement.

SCB X reported a net profit of 43.9 billion baht, a modest increase of 0.97%. Provisions decreased by 2.3% year-on-year in 2024, with its NPL ratio declining to 3.37% from 3.44%.

In 2025, SCB X aims to achieve sustained growth through its existing businesses, particularly in consumer finance, by optimising cost management and enhancing debt collection processes, said Arthid Nanthawithaya, chief executive of SCB X.

Krungsri (Bank of Ayudhya) reported a net profit of 29.7 billion baht for 2024, a 9.81% year-on-year decrease, primarily attributed to increased ECL provisions.

TMBThanachart Bank posted a net profit of 21.0 billion baht, up 12.9%, supported in part by a 10.6% reduction in ECL allocations. The bank's NPL ratio also improved, declining to 2.59% from 2.62%.
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        Trump can't do that much climate damage
        'Drill, baby, drill", exulted the new President of the World (American branch), but he will find that the oil and gas industry isn't listening. As Darren Woods, CEO of ExxonMobil, tactfully put it in November: "I'm not sure how 'drill, baby, drill' translates into policy."

      

      
        Regional power rejig in new age
        What happens to a region when the rules of global trade no longer apply? For The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean), this is no longer a hypothetical question -- it is our pressing reality. This week, Donald Trump was sworn in as the 47th president of the United States, ushering in what many see as the end of the post-liberal trade era. This era, defined by hyper-globalisation and a...

      

      
        Betting on risky reform
        The Digital Economy and Society Ministry (DES) is pushing to legalise online gambling, but it looks far from being a safe bet. DES Minister Prasert Jantararungtong said last week the cabinet had approved the ministry's proposal to manage online gambling in principle, bringing such activities into a legal framework to ensure proper taxation.

      

      
        Will Thailand's economy cheat death?
        'He and the other survivors have briefly cheated death, but will not be able to evade their fate for very long." A movie buff will know this comes from Final Destination and the "he" in the quote refers to Alex Browing, the movie's main character.

      

      
        School meal programmes give food for thought
        When governments adopted the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, they pledged to eliminate hunger and poverty. But today, as the SDGs' 2030 deadline approaches, a gulf separates their initial ambition and the reality on the ground. The 2020s are shaping up to be a lost decade for development -- and the world's most vulnerable children are bearing the brunt of this...

      

      
        Crackdown on Scam City
        The arrest this weekend of 32 Indonesians for having entered Thailand illegally after fleeing a city on the Thai-Myanmar border that is notorious for operating scams is maddening, to say the least.

      

      
        Role of banks in climate change future
        On Jan 10, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) announced that 2024 was the warmest year on record, likely the first year with a global mean temperature of more than 1C above the 1850-1900 average. Despite the alarming fact, the year 2025 is not off to a good start. The same week that WMO made that ominous announcement, JP Morgan became the sixth and latest bank in the United States to...

      

      
        How Italy managed to beat fascism after WWII
        Americans are alarmed by their country's stark political divisions. But they shouldn't despair. After WWII, Italy was even more politically polarised than today. Yet by the mid-1950s, it had succeeded, against the odds, in turning the page on its fascist past and constructing a contentious but functioning democracy.

      

      
        Donald Trump's foreign policy inheritance
        A series of widening wars, growing humanitarian crises and simmering foreign conflicts are among the list of foreign policy/security woes confronting President Donald Trump. From day one of his administration, the president must assess and prioritise US policy interests in key regions on both geo-strategic and political fronts.

      

      
        Fine-tune visa policy
        In the wake of reports about the kidnapping of several Chinese citizens by scam syndicates operating across the border in Myanmar, Senator Wanchai Ekpornpich urged the government to urgently review Thailand's visa-free policy, which was recently expanded to include visitors from 93 countries and territories.
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																'Drill, baby, drill", exulted the new President of the World (American branch), but he will find that the oil and gas industry isn't listening. As Darren Woods, CEO of ExxonMobil, tactfully put it in November: "I'm not sure how 'drill, baby, drill' translates into policy."
For those who prefer plainer speaking, here's Peter McNally, analyst at oil industry research firm Third Bridge, on the same topic. "Nobody's got crazy plans to be drilling at accelerated rates. The futures curve doesn't actually inspire your typical oil producer in west Texas or Oklahoma to do it."

It's been all Trump all the time for more than a week already, as the great showman hijacks the world's media with the shocking news that he's still going to do exactly what he has been saying he will do as soon as he is inaugurated for months or, in many cases, years. Much ado about almost nothing new, but the media are lazy, it's cheap and easy, why not?

We could spend the next few hundred words going through how many of the things Mr Trump explicitly or implicitly promises will not actually come true, because a) the United States is a federal country where the states control many matters, and b) the constitution also limits his power over the Congress and the courts, and c) he is easily distracted.

However, most of his actions will directly affect only Americans. Let's focus instead on the Trump policy that is most likely to hurt the interests of the rest of the human race: climate change.

He is pathologically hostile to any attempt to stop or slow global warming, regarding it as a scam and a "Chinese plot". He particularly hates 'windmills' (the aesthete in him feels that they spoil the view). He is pulling the United States out of the Paris climate treaty (again) and ending federal government subsidies for electric vehicle sales.

Above all, he has declared a "national energy emergency". Exactly what that means is unclear, but the remedy will theoretically involve a lot more drilling for oil and gas in the United States and growth rather than decline in its use of fossil fuels. This causes alarm elsewhere, because the United States still accounts for 27% of the global economy.

Most people in other countries (and a clear majority of Americans) see the effort to contain global warming as a high priority requiring a concerted international response, and a second US defection from the task feels like a betrayal. But while it is certainly regrettable, it is not all that big a deal in practice.

The US government does not decide which kinds of energy to develop (fossil or non-fossil) and how much to deploy. Government subsidies often play a role in these choices, but the final decisions are usually based on financial considerations -- and they do not favour fossil fuels.

For almost any purpose except transportation, non-fossil energy (solar, wind, geothermal, hydro, nuclear) is cheaper than oil or gas. Almost two-thirds of all oil goes into vehicles of various sorts (mostly cars and trucks, but also aircraft and ships) -- but that is a sector where overall demand for oil is not growing.

It's still huge in the United States, where fewer than one-tenth of new cars are electric, but in China, now a bigger market in terms of sales, ownership and production, market share for electric vehicles is already half and rising fast. Unsurprisingly, Chinese demand for oil suddenly stalled last year. Most of the rest of Asia will follow, as will Europe.

So regardless of Mr Trump's rhetoric, US oil companies have no motivation to drill for more oil. On the contrary, they are restricting production and shutting down higher-cost wells in order to keep oil prices and their own profits up. 'Excess capacity' is just a kinder way of saying 'stranded assets'.

Indeed, there's a good chance that by the end of Donald Trump's second term in 2029 the United States will be the only major producer still making millions of fossil-fuel cars, and Americans the only people buying them in the millions. The only threat here is commercial suicide for the US car industry, not the sabotage of the global trend away from fossil fuels.

Most of the damage Mr Trump does will be domestic, but he may trigger trade wars with China, Mexico and Canada. He might even invade Greenland, which would probably wreck both Nato and the United Nations.

However, he didn't manage to sabotage the global response to climate change (feeble though it was) in his first term, and he won't do it this time either. He simply doesn't have the leverage.

Of course, the rest of the world could still screw up on the climate front even without his help.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth: Life-Saving Ideas from the World's Climate Engineers'. Last year's book, 'The Shortest History of War', is also still available.
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																What happens to a region when the rules of global trade no longer apply? For The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean), this is no longer a hypothetical question -- it is our pressing reality. This week, Donald Trump was sworn in as the 47th president of the United States, ushering in what many see as the end of the post-liberal trade era. This era, defined by hyper-globalisation and a rules-based system governed by multilateralism, is now giving way to an unpredictable and fragmented global order.
I began my role as Thailand Trade Representative on Nov 5, 2024 -- the same day President-elect Trump won the US election. His promise to implement a mercantilist and protectionist trade strategy has since sent shockwaves through the global economy. As US trading partners brace for the economic impact of Trump 2.0, a broader question emerges: how should they strategically navigate this era of great power rivalry, economic fragmentation, and rapid technological transformation?

It is too early to tell if this emerging era of protectionism would benefit or harm developing economies. The US-China rivalry forces nations and regional blocs into tough decisions. For instance, the recent US export controls on chips to hinder China's AI advancements present a stark dilemma: align with US rules or prioritise access to China's vast markets.

Indeed, Asean stands at a crossroad. To move forward, countries must embrace a collective vision that aligns domestic goals with regional strengths. At the recent High-Level Executive Roundtable hosted by the Economic Research Institute of Asean and East Asia (Eria) in Jakarta, I proposed three guiding principles to shape this vision.

First, do no harm. Trade policies must be recalibrated to avoid adverse effects on other countries. Economists refer to this as a "beggar-thy-neighbour" approach, where domestic gains come at others' expense. We should avoid strategies that provoke excessive retaliation. In the long run, no one benefits from a world dominated by high tariffs and subsidies.

The 2018-2019 US-China trade war serves as a cautionary tale. Thailand's exports to the US initially surged as Chinese goods faced tariffs, but much of this was due to Chinese companies rerouting products through Thailand. Meanwhile, Thailand's domestic steel and electronics industries came under pressure from cheaper Chinese exports flooding the Asean market. This underscores the need for safeguards, such as anti-dumping measures, to protect domestic industries and ensure trade policies do not worsen regional trade tensions.

Second, foster innovation through industrial policy. Traditionally, industrial policies were associated with distortionary trade measures like tariffs and subsidies to protect domestic industries. However, a new approach has emerged to meet the demands of the modern economy, including digitalisation, green transitions, and geopolitical challenges. This new form of industrial policy focuses on enhancing domestic capabilities and competitiveness through close collaboration between governments and firms, emphasising knowledge sharing and feedback. Crucially, such public-private partnerships must be grounded in robust accountability systems to achieve clear, measurable outcomes, such as creating good jobs or advancing sustainability goals.

Industrial policies should move away from blanket subsidies toward tailored solutions, such as targeted job training and infrastructure improvements, that directly address local business challenges. This approach minimises inefficiencies, reduces costs, and fosters sustainable growth. Additionally, industrial policy must extend beyond the manufacturing sector. With technology enabling the trading of services, priorities should include digital connectivity and AI governance to harness opportunities in the services economy.

Third, collaborate strategically. Asean must deepen regional integration to develop industries of strategic importance. Intra-Asean trade, which accounted for 22% of the region's total trade in 2023, has proven remarkably resilient, even during the pandemic. Building on this momentum, two key areas stand out for strategic collaboration: the Asean Digital Economy Framework Agreement (Defa) and strengthening regional semiconductor supply chains.

The rise of e-commerce, fintech, and digital connectivity presents tremendous growth potential for Asean. With Defa's progressive rules and exponential investments in 5G networks and data centres, the region's digital economy could double to US$2 trillion by 2030, positioning Asean as the world's fourth-largest economy. Importantly, regional collaboration must address the diverse levels of digital readiness among member countries and engage stakeholders constructively to ensure inclusivity.

Similarly, the semiconductor industry offers Asean a chance to become a global leader. Regional collaboration is essential to attract investments and enable technology transfer, fostering a resilient semiconductor ecosystem. Thailand's National Semiconductor Board, chaired by the prime minister, aims to accelerate national progress by leveraging the country's strong digital infrastructure, strategic location, and workforce development plans. By linking these national ecosystems, Asean can strengthen regional coordination, ensuring that both national and regional benefits are fully realised.

Trade and industrial policies can be strategically leveraged to strengthen regional influence in an era of protectionism and economic fragmentation. Asean nations can benefit from policies that enhance domestic capabilities with robust accountability mechanisms, ensuring no harm to neighbouring economies. Collaboration is the cornerstone of this vision. By building on existing frameworks and adopting innovative industrial strategies, Asean can lead with unity and purpose. This collective effort could mark a transformative chapter, redefining Asean's regional power in a fragmented global landscape.

Werapong Prapha is Thailand Trade Representative.
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																The Digital Economy and Society Ministry (DES) is pushing to legalise online gambling, but it looks far from being a safe bet. DES Minister Prasert Jantararungtong said last week the cabinet had approved the ministry's proposal to manage online gambling in principle, bringing such activities into a legal framework to ensure proper taxation.
The minister says the legislation's goal in legalising underground businesses is to boost state income, complementing the Pheu Thai-led government's policy. Former premier Thaksin Shinawatra, Pheu Thai Party's founder, noted that around 2-4 million people in the country gamble online. He suggested a 20% tax could generate about 100 billion in annual revenue for the state.

Mr Prasert appears to be so fixated on the potential tax windfall that he has become blind to the other pressing matters, such as the financial damage caused by various online frauds, particularly call centre scams -- the very crimes his ministry are meant to combat. This raises a critical question: If the DES has failed to tackle underground gambling activities as "crimes", what gives it the confidence it needs to control and regulate them now?

Mr Prasert seems to stake everything in legislation, seeking cooperation from the Interior Ministry and the Council of State to amend secondary laws on online gambling -- a task he ambitiously aims to complete in a month before tackling major laws. While updating the laws to address new and evolving aspects of online gambling could help the government's efforts, legislation alone is not enough to control underground operations. The proliferation of online gambling -- whether virtual casinos, sports betting or lotteries -- is evidence in itself of how these activities thrive despite existing laws.

Without the DES putting in robust safeguards, including measures to eradicate corruption and strict law enforcement, it is difficult to imagine how legislation will be able to control such businesses notorious for high profits and dark influences. The DES minister seems to have overlooked another crucial point -- new legislation does not automatically bring underground businesses into the light.

While the government eyes tax revenue, what incentives do online gambling operators have to sacrifice their profit margin and emerge from the shadows? Unless the DES and other agencies can enforce the laws and devise sufficiently severe penalties for those evading legal status, there is little hope underground businesses will comply. Even more disconcerting is that, unlike the entertainment complex bill to pave the way for large projects such as legal casinos, this proposal would legitimise mass-market gambling, from football betting to cock fighting. Although Mr Prasert promises public hearings once the amendments are complete, the key concern is whether the ministry is heading in the right direction. There is a vast difference between regulating online gambling to protect citizens and merely chasing tax revenue. If the latter is true, the ministry itself may be making the riskiest gamble of all.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2945485/betting-on-risky-reform



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Will Thailand's economy cheat death?								

															

																	
										
											[image: A mechanic works at a spare parts shop in the Talad Noi neighbourhood of Bangkok on Jan 16. AFP]
																							
													A mechanic works at a spare parts shop in the Talad Noi neighbourhood of Bangkok on Jan 16. AFP												

																					

									

																'He and the other survivors have briefly cheated death, but will not be able to evade their fate for very long." A movie buff will know this comes from Final Destination and the "he" in the quote refers to Alex Browing, the movie's main character.
The quote is suitable to describe the Thai economy in 2024 and what is to become of it in 2025. At the onset of 2024, I predicted the economy could face a financial crisis like the Tom Yum Kung crisis of 1997.

The difference was that the culprit would not be a sudden outflow of foreign capital, causing the baht to collapse. The key difference between 1997 and 2024 was that the country now has more than enough foreign reserves to cover any outflow.

The financial crisis of 2024 would come from inadequate liquidity for the corporate sector's debt repayment, particularly on matured debentures.

About 900 billion baht of debentures would have needed to be refinanced in that year. There were two reasons why I predicted such calamity. They were (1) Thai corporates hit foreign lending limits and could not borrow from abroad to replace domestic debt obligations, and (2) domestic banks, due to threatening NPL problems, would not extend credits to the corporate sector to help pay off debentures.

I was right on the second one but wrong on the first. Somehow, Thai corporates managed to borrow an additional US $7.8 billion (274 billion baht) from foreign sources. However, Thai banks were not as generous as foreign banks. During the first three quarters, they recalled 75.5 billion baht of loans from the corporate sector. The true saviour of this possible catastrophic event was not commercial banks, domestic or foreign, but the Bank of Thailand (BoT).

The BoT aggressively increased liquidity (money supply) by 797 billion baht (as of November 2024), far higher than 2023's full-year increase of 487 billion baht. Since banks did not use liquidity, the liquidity was used by investors to purchase new corporate debentures to refinance mature debentures.

This extraordinary liquidity injection by the BoT helped corporates briefly cheat death. That may be considered the first half of the movie. The movie's second half will depict a different story. As the actual GDP growth of 2024 was likely around 0.0%, corporate performances suffered from a stagnated economy. Investors were already concerned about poor corporate performances, causing the corporate debt securities market to shrink by 217 billion baht in 2024.

This is not a Thai company, but it will be the fate of many Thai companies in 2025: Country Garden, one of the largest property developers in China, is facing a liquidation petition at the Hong Kong Court after the company failed to honour offshore debt obligations.

All one needs is a failure to repay the debt by one or two big names, and the fate of the economy can no longer be evaded. Italian Thai Development was already seeking to delay its 14.3 billion baht of principal repayments. This fear of corporate bankruptcies could lead to a collapse of the entire financial system, which would have similar effects as the Tom Yum Kung crisis.

The threat of corporate defaults is real. In 2020, the Corporate Bond Stabilisation Fund (BSF) of 400 billion baht was set up by BoT to buy up corporate debentures. However, it was not put into effect. Instead, BoT injected money into commercial banks to help the corporate sector's financial situation.

Luckily, the banking system still functioned well at that time and extended 700 billion baht of new credits to corporate clients. Unfortunately, the banking system was in bad shape in 2024. Only 90.2 billion baht of new credits (as of November) was extended to the corporate sector during the year.

Readers following my articles would know that I repeatedly emphasise the importance of a functioning banking system. The zombie banking sector must be fixed. If not, the BoT may inject all the liquidity in the world, and only a small amount of money would reach the private sector's hands.

Former PM Thaksin Shinawatra seems to understand the problem of a non-functioning banking sector. Therefore, a new kind of money, "Secured Coin", is proposed to supplement the regular baht issued by the BoT.

However, the Secured Coin is against Thai currency law and most likely won't take off. If such an alternative currency is ever issued, the economy will face disastrous consequences.

At this point, many readers might already lose patience and ask about GDP's prediction for 2025. As I said in my previous article, Thai economic research houses move in a pack and have announced that 2025's GDP growth projections will cluster around 2.4% - 2.7%. My projection is minus 2.0% for nominal GDP growth and minus 3.0% for real GDP growth. (Please see the attached table). While most economic research houses employ econometric or GCE models for predictions, I use Monetary Approach. Simply put, my model is based on the MV=PQ principle, which was popularised by Milton Friedman.

The flaw of econometric and GCE models is that they assume that all economic entities, particularly the banking sector, behave normally. That is not the case for 2024 or 2025.

The MV=PQ principle is the basis of the GDP calculations and projection in the attached table. According to my projection, readers are free to believe or not to believe it; nominal 2024 GDP growth would not be 3.3% (2.6% of real GDP growth and 0.7% inflation rate) as NESDC would soon announce but rather 0.7% (0.0% of real GDP growth and 0.7 inflation rate).

The reason is that the Thai banking sector does not generate credits despite a large amount of liquidity injection by the BoT, causing the velocity of money growth to be negative.

In 2023, the BoT injected 487 billion baht of liquidity, and the Thai banking system produced 732 billion private credits. In 2024 (up to November), the BoT injected 797 billion baht of liquidity, and the banking system produced 90 billion baht of private credits.

I assume that this negative velocity of money growth will worsen in 2025 as the Thai banking system will be in a deeper zombie state. NPLs rose 15.5% in 2024, making Thai banks even more conservative this year.

However, I give the optimistic assumption that the BoT would be most generous in 2025 by increasing the money supply at a rate of 4.0% or 1 trillion baht. The results are the numbers in the table. Crazy assumptions or great insights? Readers, you be the judge.

I would revisit the GDP growth issue around this time next year to prove that my Monetary Approach of -3.0% GDP growth projections is accurate. However, the numbers really do not matter as many Thai corporates would face the grim reaper this year. That is how the movie Final Destination ends.

Chartchai Parasuk, PhD, is a freelance economist.
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																When governments adopted the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, they pledged to eliminate hunger and poverty. But today, as the SDGs' 2030 deadline approaches, a gulf separates their initial ambition and the reality on the ground. The 2020s are shaping up to be a lost decade for development -- and the world's most vulnerable children are bearing the brunt of this slowdown.
The future envisaged by the SDGs is drifting out of reach. In 2030, some 620 million people are projected to live in extreme poverty (defined by the World Bank as an income below US$2.15, about 74 baht, per day). Progress towards the eradication of hunger stalled over a decade ago. At the current pace, there will be 582 million people living with chronic undernutrition in 2030 -- the same number as a decade ago, when the SDGs were adopted.

This widening gap between ambition and achievement disproportionately affects young people under 18. Children account for around one-third of the global population, but more than half of the world's poor. Currently, 237 million of the 333 million children living in extreme poverty are in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) According to our estimates, based on UN and World Bank projections, that number will increase to 326 million by 2030.

Undernutrition is taking a devastating toll. In the world's poorest countries, around 258 million children are living with hunger -- 56 million more than in 2015. For these children, hunger is not an occasional source of stress but a grinding reality of daily life. Chronic undernutrition means that millions of children are affected by stunting -- one of the major risk factors for impaired brain development. Stunting rates are falling, but at just one-quarter of the rate needed to achieve the SDG targets; they remain over 30% in South Asia and SSA. At the current rate of progress, there will be 36 million more children living with stunting than there would be if the SDG for hunger were met.

Poverty and hunger have devastating effects on educational outcomes and social mobility. Some 84 million children are at risk of being out of education by the 2030 deadline, undermining progress towards universal education. Without an education, adolescents are often forced into work and early marriage, dashing their hopes of a better future. And hunger in the classroom is a powerful impediment to concentration and learning.

Too often, discussions about the SDGs descend into futile hand-wringing over disappointing progress. But hand-wringing is a luxury poor and hungry children can ill afford. They need practical policies that can make a difference in their lives by 2030. To that end, we are advocating a major initiative to achieve universal school meals in the poorest countries, backed by a new global funding mechanism.

Programmes in India, Brazil, and many other countries have shown that providing a meal in school improves nutrition, allows children to learn free from the debilitating effects of hunger, and is the most cost-effective way to reduce child poverty. For the poorest families, a school meal is an in-kind transfer that eases pressure on the household budget, making it possible to keep children in education. As a result, school meals increase enrollment and reduce dropout rates, especially among the poorest children. They also enable children to learn more. Ghana's large-scale school meal programme led to learning outcomes equivalent to an additional year of schooling.

Procurement of school meals has the added benefit of creating economic opportunities for rural communities, where some 80% of the extreme poor live. In Brazil, one-third of the school-meals budget is earmarked for smallholder farmers, linking healthy diets for children to more resilient and sustainable livelihoods.

According to research by the Sustainable Finance Initiative of the Free School Meals Coalition, providing another 236 million children in the world's poorest countries with free school meals would cost $3.6 billion per year until 2030. Much of that funding could come from developing-country governments, but an additional $1.2 billion annually in outside aid would be needed.

Current development assistance falls well below this amount and is hopelessly fragmented. Instead of investing in the development of national programmes, donors throw aid around like confetti, funding small-scale, disconnected projects that often fail to deliver lasting results. Only a small amount of aid -- around $280 million annually -- goes towards school feeding, and most of this comes in the form of food aid provided by the United States, which is less efficient and far less effective than buying food from local farmers.

There is an alternative. Global health funds -- most notably Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance and the Global Fund to Fight Aids, Tuberculosis, and Malaria -- pool donor resources around a shared purpose, supporting national development plans and raising revenue through three-year replenishments and innovative financing mechanisms.

These principles should underpin a new global initiative for school meals. Momentum for change is already building. The Global Alliance Against Hunger and Poverty, led by Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, has identified school feeding as a priority, while the World Bank has pledged to make it a central plank of a wider strategy to strengthen social safety nets worldwide. More than 100 governments have joined the School Meals Coalition working to achieve universal school-meal provision by 2030, and some countries, including Indonesia, Nepal, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Honduras, have drawn up their own ambitious plans.

Under the leadership of Raj Shah, the Rockefeller Foundation has invested significantly in the School Meals Impact Accelerator, which provides technical support to countries trying to scale up their programmes. The Accelerator's initial goal is to reach 150 million children by 2030 -- more than double the number currently receiving school meals in low-income and lower-middle-income countries.

The challenge now is to bring these initiatives together to expand their reach, making them more than the sum of their parts. A good first step would be to create a clearinghouse through which governments can submit school-feeding proposals and donors can pool and coordinate their funding.

As the final countdown towards the SDGs' 2030 deadline begins, we must develop practical, achievable, and affordable initiatives that can transcend political polarisation and deliver results that remind the world of what is possible. Universal school meals can do just that. (c)2025 Project Syndicate

Gordon Brown, a former prime minister of the United Kingdom, is UN Special Envoy for Global Education and Chair of Education Cannot Wait. Kevin Watkins, a former CEO of Save the Children UK, is a visiting professor at the Firoz Lalji Institute for Africa at the London School of Economics.
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																The arrest this weekend of 32 Indonesians for having entered Thailand illegally after fleeing a city on the Thai-Myanmar border that is notorious for operating scams is maddening, to say the least.
Having previously fallen victim to these scam gangs, what these people needed was some help, not to face further hardship at the border area in Mae Sot district.

Meanwhile, the government's latest attempt to seal the drug and human trafficking route along this part of the Thai-Myanmar border is proving inadequate. It also misses the crux of the problem. This scam city is thriving, partly due to its support from the Thai side.

This city, infamous for global phone scams, human trafficking, torture, and extortion, is shielded by armed rebel groups in Myanmar. Over 7,000 human trafficking victims from around the world are believed to be trapped there. More than half of them are Chinese, according to the Civil Society Network on Human Trafficking.

Some have succeeded in escaping by paying ransoms. Many were reportedly tortured to death or turned to suicide out of desperation. Only high-profile cases like that of the Chinese actor Xing Xing or the model Yang Zeqi are known to have been released by their captors.

This shows how the authorities can and will act only when under pressure. Yet, for the nameless majority of human trafficking victims, pleas from their families and foreign embassies go unanswered.

These organised crime groups rely on support from Thai soil. The victims are transported freely across multiple checkpoints and natural channels to cross the Thai-Myanmar border in Tak province and can get access to world-class hospitals or stay at luxurious homes in Bangkok. They use telecommunications services, food supplies, and construction materials in Thailand. The authorities' failure to act decisively suggests more than negligence -- it hints at an entrenched system of corruption.

Meanwhile, Defence Minister Phumtham Wechayachai's remarks about these victims are disheartening. He suggested that Xing Xing crossed the border into Myanmar voluntarily and urged the local media to avoid highlighting the Chinese model's disappearance for fear of losing tourism income. This tramples on press freedom and prioritises money over people's suffering.

The recent handling of the Indonesian victims is also appalling. By arresting those who escaped unimaginable abuse, the authorities have sent a chilling message to others in captivity: There is no refuge for them in Thailand.

Instead of criminalising these survivors, the government should invoke the Anti-Human Trafficking Act to protect and support them. These victims are critical witnesses who could help dismantle these criminal networks. Who is the Thai government helping, the scammers of their victims?

The government is not powerless. It has plenty of intelligence about these organised criminal outfits. The question is, when will it act?

The Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau says online scams by Chinese gangs cost Thailand 50 million baht every day. Globally, these syndicates steal around $64 billion a year (2.28 trillion baht), according to the United States Institute of Peace.

Thailand should not risk being seen as a complicit supporter of global human trafficking. Failing to confront these crimes could devastate the economy, eroding trust and damaging relationships with key partners like China.
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																On Jan 10, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO) announced that 2024 was the warmest year on record, likely the first year with a global mean temperature of more than 1C above the 1850-1900 average. Despite the alarming fact, the year 2025 is not off to a good start. The same week that WMO made that ominous announcement, JP Morgan became the sixth and latest bank in the United States to withdraw from the UN-backed Net Zero Banking Alliance (NZBA), following the earlier exits of Citigroup, Bank of America, Morgan Stanley, Wells Fargo, and Goldman Sachs -- all of which left since the start of last month.
The NZBA was launched in 2021 to bring together banks that commit to "aligning their lending, investment, and capital markets activities with net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050", according to the NZBA website. Many climate activists see the exodus of six major US banks from NBZA as a forewarning of what will lie in store during Donald Trump's presidency -- President Trump on Monday signed an executive order directing the United States to again withdraw from the landmark Paris climate agreement, dealing a blow to worldwide efforts to combat global warming.

For climate-conscious investors, the main question now is whether this exodus is merely that, or a signal of a real retreat from long-term net-zero commitments that these banks announced earlier.

While the global situation is quite tumultuous, there are some interesting and useful developments at home in Thailand. Fair Finance Thailand (FFT), a coalition comprising one research company and four civil society organisations in Thailand that share a common goal of advocating for more sustainable banking practices, recently finished a case study on the comparison of climate change reports that six Thai commercial banks disclosed in 2024 in accordance with the recommendations of the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD).

The TCFD is the most popular global standard for disclosing risks and opportunities related to climate change. In 2023, the Bank of Thailand issued a "Policy Statement Re: Internalising Environmental and Climate Change Aspects into Financial Institution Business", which recommends that Thai banks adopt the TCFD recommendations in their preparation and disclosure of climate-related information. More recently, in 2024, the IFRS Foundation took over the work of the TCFD and fully incorporated TCFD recommendations into its popular IFRS S2 standards, which are increasingly being integrated into mandatory disclosure requirements around the world.

Fair Finance Thailand's first assessment of six Thai banks' TCFD disclosures focused only on disclosure sufficiency, i.e. checking whether each bank discloses in accordance with each recommendation, but we can still glean some interesting observations from comparing their reports side by side. Overall, we found that the banks that publicly disclosed information according to the TCFD recommendations, ranked by the proportion of disclosures from highest to lowest, are as follows:

1. [tied] Siam Commercial Bank and Kasikornbank: Disclosed 39 out of the 60 recommended items (65.0%)

2. Bangkok Bank: Disclosed 32 items (53.3%)

3. TISCO Bank: Disclosed 31 items (51.7%)

4. TMBThanachart Bank: Disclosed 20 items (33.3%)

5. Government Savings Bank: Disclosed 14 items (23.3%)

TCFD recommendations encompassed four categories: governance, strategy, risk management, and metrics and targets. Some interesting disclosures are summarised below.

1. Governance

Among the six banks that published climate information in line with TCFD recommendations, most banks disclose the governance structure and frequency of meetings related to climate risks and opportunities at the board level or committees that report to the board. Some banks disclose more details; for example, Kasikornbank and Government Savings Bank (GSB) disclose that climate issues are integrated into their annual budgeting process and business planning. However, no bank has disclosed that the board or its committees use climate-related issues to monitor operations and assess performance outcomes.

2. Strategy

This is divided into three aspects: a) identifying climate-related risks and opportunities, categorised by short-term, medium-term, and long-term; b) identifying the impacts of climate-related risks and opportunities on business operations, strategies and financial planning; and c) identifying the flexibility of an organisation's strategy, considering future global warming scenarios and the 2C temperature-increase scenario.

The FFT's comparison of disclosures from the six banks revealed that most banks report the potential financial impacts on the bank over different time frames. All six banks present their analysis of both physical risks and transition risks and their climate risk management strategies. However, no bank has disclosed significant concentrations of credit exposure to carbon-related assets.

Regarding climate-related scenarios, most banks disclose explanations of the climate scenarios used and the timeframes considered for these scenarios. Among six banks, Kasikornbank is the only bank to disclose analysis results for more than one scenario: the Well-below 2 Degrees Celsius Scenario (WB2C) and the Net Zero Scenario (NZE), which it explains have impacts on three customer sectors: natural gas power plants, hydropower plants, and biomass power plants. For the physical risk analysis, the bank uses the carbon concentration pathway 2.6 and carbon concentration pathway 8.5 scenarios combined with 10-year historical flood data. The analysis revealed that flood levels do not significantly affect the value of the bank's assets or its clients' assets.

3. Risk Management

We found that four banks, namely Bangkok Bank, Kasikornbank, Siam Commercial Bank, and TISCO Bank, disclose their approach to identifying and assessing climate-related risks. Each bank describes the expected impacts of these risks and discloses the approaches to managing them within the TCFD's recommended timeframes: short-term, medium-term, and long-term.

4. Metrics and Targets

We found that all six banks announced targets for reducing scope 1 and 2 greenhouse gas emissions, although their targets vary. The two most ambitious Thai banks are Kasikornbank and Siam Commercial Bank, both of which set scope 1 and 2 net zero targets by 2030. TISCO Bank and Government Savings Bank set the corresponding net zero target by 2050. Bangkok Bank and TMBThanachart Bank have not yet declared a net zero target.

Like many other industries, scope 3 emissions constitute the bulk of banks' emissions since this category includes emissions from customers in the bank's loan and underwriting portfolio, i.e. "financed emissions". In this regard, only Kasikornbank, Siam Commercial Bank and TISCO Bank have announced plans to reduce their scope 3 emissions, with varying details: Siam Commercial Bank sets net zero in lending and investments by 2050, TISCO Bank sets net zero in financed portfolio by 2065, while Kasikornbank sets net zero in financed portfolio by 2065, adding that this is "in line with Thailand's aspirations" (referring to the country's net zero 2065 goal), and that it will "accelerate this journey where possible".

Regarding the disclosure of indicators related to climate risks in water resources, energy, and waste management, only Bangkok Bank, Kasikornbank, and TISCO Bank have disclosed indicator information on water and waste management. As for the disclosure of internal carbon pricing, which is crucial for decision-making on climate-related issues, we found that only SCBx, the parent company of Siam Commercial Bank, has disclosed this information: SCBx says it uses an estimated carbon price of 650 baht per tonne (derived from US$20) for internal operations.

No Thai bank has disclosed the following key information recommended by TCFD: Remuneration policies that tie significant climate-related issues to performance evaluation, indicators used to assess the impact of physical climate risks and transition risks on lending and other financial intermediary activities in the short, medium, and long term, and the volume and proportion of assets related to carbon emissions relative to total assets.



Sarinee Achavanuntakul is Head of Research at Fair Finance Thailand and Director of Climate Finance Network Thailand (CFNT). **Readers who are interested about the full case study of Thai banks' climate disclosures are invited to join Fair Finance Thailand's launch event on the morning of Feb 4 at the Bank of Thailand Learning Center (BOTLC). A registration link and eventual download link can be found on the FFT Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/FairFinanceThailand.
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																Americans are alarmed by their country's stark political divisions. But they shouldn't despair. After WWII, Italy was even more politically polarised than today. Yet by the mid-1950s, it had succeeded, against the odds, in turning the page on its fascist past and constructing a contentious but functioning democracy.
The leadership and coalition-building of Alcide De Gasperi -- head of Christian Democracy, the party representing Italy's millions of Catholics, and prime minister from December 1945 to August 1953 -- was decisive for this transition to democracy. His political skills and occasional ruthlessness were unmatched, and may offer today's politicians inspiration in the face of populist demagogues.

De Gasperi was born in April 1881 in Pieve Tesino, a village in the Trentino region, then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

His political career began in 1911, when he was elected to the imperial parliament in Vienna. There, he argued for greater rights for Italians within the Austrian Empire, rather than for unification of the Trentino with Italy. The Treaty of Saint-Germain with Austria awarded the Trentino to Italy at the end of WWI, and De Gasperi became an Italian citizen. He quickly emerged as one of the principal figures of the Catholic-inspired Italian Popular Party, the country's second biggest party, which split over how to deal with the rise of Mussolini in 1922.

De Gasperi was among those who rejected any compromise with fascism -- despite the Vatican's support for the fascist movement. In 1926, Mussolini banned the Popular Party when he made Italy a one-party state; in 1927, the Duce's government arrested De Gasperi for his hostility to the regime and confining him in Rome's Regina Coeli prison for nearly 18 months. After his release, De Gasperi laid low for more than a decade, working in the Vatican Library and writing on foreign policy for Vatican newspapers under different pseudonyms.

De Gasperi could return to politics only when the war turned against Mussolini. In fall 1942, De Gasperi and other Catholic leaders held clandestine meetings to create a new political party: Christian Democracy. Writing as "Demofilo", De Gasperi composed the new party's manifesto, which committed to working for social justice and a decentralised democracy that respected regions and local government.

By September 1943, Italy was divided in two: the German-occupied North (where Mussolini led a puppet regime) and the Allied-occupied South. As the Allies and Italian partisan forces inched their way up the peninsula, De Gasperi began working with two unlikely partners to find common ground and a unified path forward for Italy. Pietro Nenni, a firebrand socialist orator, and Palmiro Togliatti, a communist leader who had survived the great purges in Moscow, were true believers in the Soviet experiment; De Gasperi, like most Catholics, distrusted concentration of power in Stalin's hands.

De Gasperi and Nenni formed a bond of friendship, despite deep political differences. Togliatti, whom Stalin had sent back to Italy from Moscow in March 1944, detested De Gasperi thoroughly. But he recognised that Italy's Catholics were a force to be reckoned with.

The trio -- a cynical communist apparatchik; a vain, fiery, self-taught socialist; and a devout Catholic former Austrian with a steely will -- became the Italian Republic's founding fathers, somehow finding a modus vivendi. Each headed a blocco sociale ("social bloc") of millions of voters at war's end. Togliatti's Communists boasted 2 million card-carrying members and thousands of war-trained partisans with carefully hidden guns. Nenni's Socialists held on to their traditional power base among the industrial workers of the North. De Gasperi's Christian Democracy represented peasants, artisans, and the lower middle class.

The three parties worked together to abolish the monarchy, which they regarded as compromised by fascism. In June 1946, 54% of Italians voted to establish a republic; De Gasperi, who became premier in December 1945, was decisive in forcing a reluctant king to accept the result. The parties also cooperated to draw up a socially progressive constitution based on three core principles: that Italy would be a "democratic republic founded on labour'," that it would be anti-fascist, and that it would disperse power through institutional checks and balances. In the interest of religious peace, Togliatti acquiesced to Christian Democracy's demand that Catholicism be the official religion of the state. Nenni, an inveterate anticlerical, reluctantly accepted Togliatti's fait accompli.

But even before the new constitution took effect, the Cold War had destroyed cooperation between the three mass parties. In May 1947, upon learning that the US was planning aid for Europe -- but only to countries where pro-Moscow forces held no sway -- De Gasperi forced out the two left-wing parties. It was an act of ruthlessness that probably saved Italian democracy -- ensuring the country desperately needed financial support courtesy of the Marshall Plan.

Eleven months later, Italians headed to the polls for the April 1948 elections, which were fought with virulence by both sides. Christian Democracy, whose symbol was the scudocrociato, a shield with a superimposed red cross, depicted itself as a defender against Bolshevik hordes, free love, and baffone (big moustaches, i.e. Stalin); the Communists depicted De Gasperi as a hireling of Wall Street, Truman's lackey, and as a German servant of the Vatican, replete with a spiked Prussian helmet.

But De Gasperi scored a striking victory: 48% of the vote, against 31% for the pro-Moscow parties. For the next five years he governed in coalition with two anti-communist left-wing parties, declaring Christian Democracy to be a "party of the centre, striding leftwards". Following a now-established pattern, his positions were part pragmatism, part principle. De Gasperi understood that providing greater social justice was a political necessity. He set his face against attempts by Pope Pius XII to drag Christian Democracy to the right, refusing to collude with monarchists and imposing strict laws restricting neo-fascists' political activity.

At the same time, the Communists regarded his government as authoritarian. The early 1950s were years of great political tension.

Ultimately, De Gasperi's second coalition government laid the groundwork for Italy's "economic miracle" and permitted the nation to emerge from the economic autarchy Mussolini had imposed. It didn't last forever. Despite efforts at electoral reform designed to keep his majority in power, De Gasperi's six-party coalition failed to get a majority in the June 1953 elections. Italy, absent an electoral law capable of providing a majority and De Gasperi's shrewd political leadership, began a lengthy period of political instability.

Upon his death a year later, in August 1954, Italians revered De Gasperi as a political giant. Today, he is all but forgotten, at least in the English-speaking world, where Italy's achievements as a democracy are often belittled. Yet in the tumultuous decade that followed the fall of Mussolini, the Italian people built a democratic state, leaders from all parties made compromises in the national interest, and a principled prime minister made tough decisions.

De Gasperi was above all a man who acted in the interests of the patria, not for self-serving reasons, or from personal egoism. There may be a lesson here. (c)Zocalo Public Square

Mark Gilbert is C Grove Haines Professor of History and International Studies at SAIS Europe.
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									Donald Trump's foreign policy inheritance								
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																A series of widening wars, growing humanitarian crises and simmering foreign conflicts are among the list of foreign policy/security woes confronting President Donald Trump. From day one of his administration, the president must assess and prioritise US policy interests in key regions on both geo-strategic and political fronts.
As President Donald Trump optimistically stated in his inauguration address, "The Golden Age of America begins right now!"

The previous Biden administration was noted for a plethora of foreign foibles from day one; scrapping the US/Canada petroleum Keystone XL Pipeline literally during its first hours to the shameful military debacle in Afghanistan later in 2021, to a series of questionable polices from Ukraine to Venezuela.

But the Biden team excelled in compassion charades, high-profile policies in which the stylised drama often appeared good through a TV lens but, in reality, was only shadows mixed with risky outcomes. Mr Biden's blundering, coupled with mainstream media complicity, deepened the risk for American interests globally and compromised President Trump's foreign policy inheritance.

Here are some key regions and challenges facing the new President.

Middle East: The horrors of the Hamas terror attacks on Israel on October 7, 2023 triggered a wider war in Gaza which later spilled into Lebanon. Despite a tenuous and long-awaited cease-fire, the tension could be easily reignited. The positive outcome has been that Israel has bloodied and decimated the Iranian-backed Hamas as well as Hezbollah. Equally, but for different reasons, the Russian and Iranian-supported regime in Syria has collapsed.

The Islamic Republic of Iran remains vulnerable after a series of setbacks through the loss of its terrorist proxies and Syrian ally. Iran is the place to watch as well as the evolving Islamic regime in Damascus. So, too, are the Iranian-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen who threaten the Red Sea maritime lanes of communication south of Suez. Libya's civil war has festered.

As to the hostages held by Hamas, 33 will be released, including 3 Americans in the cease-fire deal. But Hamas understood the dire consequences of not releasing hostages (some of them) given Donald Trump's dire warning of "Hell to pay", should they fail to do so. This recalled the Iranian regime's quick capitulation to the incoming Reagan administration, when the Ayatollah surrendered over 50 US hostages from the American Embassy. Deja vu January 1981!

Ukraine: The full-scale war and Russian invasion was unleashed in Mr Biden's second year, the largest war in Europe since WWII. In Ukraine, the Biden efforts supported risky military escalatory measures against the nuclear-armed aggressor Russia through its sending over $185 billion in military and economic aid supporting the Kyiv government.

The Nato alliance remains vital but its 32 member states must carry larger military burdens as Mr Trump pressed for already in his first administration, especially the agreed to 2% GDP defence spending minimum.

Latin America: Rocky relations continue with Venezuela as the US has rightly shunned the Cuban-backed Maduro regime but, at the same time, not played political hardball against that regime exporting tens of thousands of migrants, often with gang and criminal connections, across America's southern border. Open borders have encouraged human trafficking into the US.

Significantly, Mexican people-smuggling cartels pose a direct danger to the United States. The President warned, "We will also be designating the cartels as foreign terrorist organisations." The US borders must be secured.

China policy: The growth of China's military poses a clear and present danger to the US.

In Senate confirmation hearings, as Secretary of State, Senator Marco Rubio (R-FL) stated clearly, "without swift and substantive policy shifts, China will remain the 'biggest threat' to American prosperity in the 21st Century ... If we don't change course, we are going to live in the world where much of what matters to us on a daily basis from our security to our health will be dependent on whether the Chinese allow us to have it or not."

Beijing's threats to Taiwan loom. Though the small New Hampshire-sized island off the China mainland no longer has a formal US defence treaty, as do Japan and South Korea, Beijing's military intimidation has grown exponentially.

In a world mired in conflict and humanitarian chaos, only a strong, focused and pro-active America can recalibrate the equilibrium and serve as a positive force for change.

The challenge now begins.



John J Metzler is a United Nations correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of 'Divided Dynamism: The Diplomacy of Separated Nations; Germany, Korea, China'.
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									Fine-tune visa policy								
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																In the wake of reports about the kidnapping of several Chinese citizens by scam syndicates operating across the border in Myanmar, Senator Wanchai Ekpornpich urged the government to urgently review Thailand's visa-free policy, which was recently expanded to include visitors from 93 countries and territories.
While his proposal was, at best, a knee-jerk reaction, some of his suggestions could actually turn out to be useful for the government. For instance, in a recent Upper House meeting, Sen Wanchai called on the government to conduct a SWOT analysis to identify the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats presented by the expanded visa policy.

Right now, all the public ever hears about is how the expanded policy has boosted tourist arrivals and how it would positively affect the local economy. No one really talks about how criminal syndicates and illegal migrant workers can take advantage of the visa-free policy and how that can negatively ruin local businesses and the country's international standing as a top tourist destination.

Such one-sided reporting fosters a false sense a security, and ultimately both Thais and tourists alike will realise how far from ideal the arrangement actually is.

In effect since July 15 last year, the expanded policy allows visitors from 93 countries and territories to visit Thailand without a visa for 60 days. This is in addition to the visa-on-arrival policy that is applicable to visitors from 31 countries and territories, as well as the newly launched digital nomad visa, which allows its holders to remain in the country for 180 days.

Needless to say, more travellers can now enter the country more easily.

But at the same time, there has been a noticeable uptick in criminal activities over the past several months, leading to ominous headlines about tourists getting abducted and travellers falling victim to scam syndicates.

A growing number of local businesses are also complaining about foreign workers taking up jobs that are primarily reserved for Thai citizens, such as tour guides or even construction workers. To evade detection, these foreign workers simply leave the country when their stay permit runs out.

Recent news about a Chinese actor and a model who were duped into working for scam syndicates in Myawaddy town in Myanmar showed how easy it is to abuse Thailand's visa-free policy. These cases confirm that current guardrails against visa-related abuses are not effective nor fully enforceable.

It is about time the government fine-tunes this policy to screen out visitors with dubious records. Experts have also said that the 60-day visa exemption period is too long, especially since the majority of tourists stay for 15 days at most, according to a recent survey.

It is unfair, however, to blame Thailand's lenient visa policy for the spike in criminal activities. In fact, it is time for the government, particularly those in charge of the Ministry of Defence, Interior Ministry and Royal Thai Police, to reflect on their shortcomings. They must remember that without the help of local officials and accomplices, the abduction of foreign citizens, trafficking and online scams cannot take place.

Good tourism and visa policies need to provide convenience to travellers. At the same time, the government must ensure there are enough guardrails to ensure only responsible travellers can enter the country. Above all, the country and local officials must prove they can be both a good host and reliable guardians.
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        'Emilia Perez' tops Oscar nominations in fire-hit Hollywood
        LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Transgender cartel musical "Emilia Perez" topped this year's Oscar nominations, earning 13 nods in an announcement on Thursday postponed by the devastating Los Angeles wildfires.

      

      
        Enter 'The Golden Chamber' at Central Chidlom
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        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        Sean Combs files defamation suit against man who said he had sex tapes
        Sean "Diddy" Combs, the music mogul facing sex trafficking and racketeering charges, filed a defamation lawsuit Wednesday against a man who said in interviews that he had been given videos that showed Combs in sexual encounters with celebrities, including assaults of people he said appeared to be minors.
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        Lunar New Year festivities
        According to the Chinese zodiac, the Year of the Snake -- which will begin on Jan 29 -- represents wisdom, transformation and renewal. This is a good sign after the challenges we've encountered in recent years. But before we start anew, let's have some fun with at shopping malls before going on with our lives in a wise way.

      

      
        Will the S25 be the "2025 AI phone" to get?
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        Trump says he's open to Elon Musk or Larry Ellison purchasing TikTok
        WASHINGTON --- United States President Donald Trump said he would be open to billionaire supporter Elon Musk or Oracle Corp Chairman Larry Ellison purchasing social video application TikTok as part of a joint venture with the US government.
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									'Emilia Perez' tops Oscar nominations in fire-hit Hollywood

									
								

								LOS ANGELES (UNITED STATES) - Transgender cartel musical "Emilia Perez" topped this year's Oscar nominations, earning 13 nods in an announcement on Thursday postponed by the devastating Los Angeles wildfires.
								French director Jacques Audiard's Mexico-set musical, released by Netflix, shattered the record for the most Academy Award nominations for a non-English-language movie.

It was followed by epic immigrant saga "The Brutalist," and show-stopping musical adaptation "Wicked," which each picked up 10 nominations.

Bob Dylan biopic "A Complete Unknown" and Vatican thriller "Conclave" bagged eight nods apiece.

Voting deadlines had to be extended this month, as Los Angeles -- the US entertainment capital and home city of the Academy Awards -- was devastated by multiple blazes that have killed more than two dozen people and forced tens of thousands to flee.

Nominees were unveiled in subdued circumstances, as a town that typically fixates on the Oscars race was instead fixated on yet more new fires burning north of the city.

Even so, the glitzy Oscars ceremony itself is still set for March 2, and the stars and studios who have spent months and millions of dollars campaigning learnt if they have made the coveted final shortlists.

"Emilia Perez," in which a narco boss transitions to life as a woman and turns her back on crime, picked up nods for best picture, best director, and best international film, as well as multiple song, score and sound nods.

Its star Karla Sofia Gascon became the first openly trans acting nominee in best actress, and Zoe Saldana was nominated for best supporting actress.

Their more famous co-star, Selena Gomez, who has been criticised for her Spanish-language dialogue, missed out.

Even so, the Netflix film easily surpassed the most nominated non-English-language movie ever -- a record previously held by "Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon" and "Roma," each with 10.

- 'The Apprentice' -

In best actor, firm favorite Adrien Brody was nominated for ("The Brutalist") along with Timothee Chalamet ("A Complete Unknown"), Ralph Fiennes ("Conclave") and Colman Domingo ("Sing Sing").

But in an unexpected pick sure to ruffle a few feathers in the new White House, the fifth and final spot went to Sebastian Stan, for his unsettling transformation into a young Donald Trump in "The Apprentice."

The movie drew threats of lawsuits from Trump's attorneys, particularly for a scene in which the new US president is shown raping his wife.

In arguably the morning's biggest surprise, Jeremy Strong, who plays the youthful Trump's sinister mentor Roy Cohn, was also nominated in his supporting role.

He edged out the likes of Denzel Washington ("Gladiator II").

Meanwhile, in an intense race for best actress, A-listers Angelina Jolie and Nicole Kidman -- who went all-out with their performances in "Maria" and "Babygirl," respectively -- missed out entirely.

Instead, comeback queen Demi Moore, who charmed the industry with her Golden Globes acceptance speech for body horror-satire "The Substance," was nominated and is seen as the favorite.

Her rivals include Gascon, "Anora" star Mikey Madison, "Wicked" lead Cynthia Erivo, and Brazil's Fernanda Torres for "I'm Still Here."

- 'Lost homes' -

The Los Angeles wildfires have cast a sombre shadow on this year's Oscars.

The chaos and displacement they caused could have prevented many Academy members from voting, Pete Hammond, awards columnist for movie trade outlet Deadline, told AFP.

He predicted the upheaval at home could have increased the influence of the Academy's many overseas voters -- who often opt for more artsy fare from outside of the US-centric Hollywood orbit.

And it was indeed a strong morning for international films. Beyond "Emilia Perez," "I'm Still Here" scooped an unexpected best picture nod.
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									Enter 'The Golden Chamber' at Central Chidlom

									Jahan Loh's CNY exhibition is on view until Jan 31
								

								Central Chidlom is hosting "Chok Dee: Enter The Golden Chamber," a Lunar New Year-themed installation created in collaboration with Singapore-based contemporary pop artist Jahan Loh.
								







[image: ]

His piece de resistance at Central Childom is a radiant golden chamber filled with inflatable replicas of sycee, Chinese golden ingots used as currency during Imperial China, that symbolises prosperity and good fortune. Visitors can play with these golden ingots in a similar way that Scrooge McDuck dives into his vault of gold. These ingots are complemented by dynamic golden light projected across large screens and carefully curated soundscapes. 

[image: ]

Besides material wealth, the installation also explores the true essence of prosperity in Chinese culture -- a harmonious blend of physical and mental well-being, social prosperity and favourable destiny. 

[image: ]

Merch designed by him with a nod to Chinese New Year and Thai-style fortune like the Chok Dee T-shirt, Stash x Jahan x ACU T-shirt, Sacoche bag, mobile phone cases, ACU x NDPD x Carnival sneakers, inflatable gold ingots and posters are on sale. 

[image: ]

The Golden Chamber is on view at the Residence Space, 1st floor, Central Chidlom, until Jan 31. 
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									Trump downplays TikTok spying threat

									Lots of other Chinese electronic gear could pose bigger risks, says US president
								

								President Donald Trump has downplayed the national security risk posed by TikTok, days after offering the social video app a reprieve from legislation that would have forced it to shut down in the United States.
								"Is it that important for China to be spying on young people, on young kids, watching crazy videos?" Trump said in an interview with Fox News on Wednesday.

He suggested all electronic products manufactured in China could carry a spying risk, adding that the risk from TikTok was not the most serious of them.

"They make your telephones and they make your computers and they make a lot of other things," Trump said. "Isn't that a bigger threat?"

During Trump's first term, he signed an executive order demanding that ByteDance Ltd of China divest from US operations of TikTok because of national security concerns. That executive action was ultimately blocked by the courts, but a bipartisan group of lawmakers codified it into law in 2024.

The Supreme Court earlier upheld the law, which resulted in TikTok going dark in the US on Sunday, the day before Trump's inauguration, before he granted it a stay of execution while he tries to work out a deal.

TikTok has denied that it spies on its users or that it turns over user data to authorities in Beijing. When asked for a comment on the latest developments around the company in the US, the Ministry of Commerce in Beijing said it "opposes practices that violate the basic market principles and jeopardise the legitimate interests of enterprises".

"We hope the US side will listen more to the voices of companies and the public, provide a fair and just business environment for the development of companies from all countries, including Chinese companies, and do more to benefit trade ties between China and US and the well-being of the people of the two countries," ministry spokesman He Yadong said on Thursday.

Officials in former president Joe Biden's administration said that the app collects names, addresses, credit card and purchase information, device and network information, location and GPS location data, biometric identifiers, keystroke patterns, and behavioural data and could be forced to turn that information over at any time.

Digital world

Trump's comments revive a debate over what data is considered a national security risk in a world where nearly everything is transmitting digital information, from refrigerators to drones to electric vehicles.

During his first term, the Trump administration pressured countries to avoid equipment from Huawei Technologies in building 5G infrastructure while pushing "clean networks" to ensure that the Communist Party couldn't access the data of Americans, a push that also extended to cloud services and undersea cables.

The Biden administration adopted a more pragmatic approach even as it tightened export controls on advanced chips used in AI and other applications, with former commerce secretary Gina Raimondo saying the majority of US-China trade has nothing to with national security.

In recent weeks, Trump has credited TikTok for improving his political standing among young voters, citing that as part of the reason he decided to give ByteDance more time to secure a sale. Under an executive order signed during his first day in office, the president delayed the ban an additional 75 days.

The president has said he would be open to an American tech billionaire such as Larry Ellison of Oracle or X owner Elon Musk, a major Trump financial backer, buying a majority stake in the US operations of TikTok.

Earlier in the week, Trump responded to a reporter's question about whether he had TikTok on his phone by saying that he would be open to downloading the app. The White House banned TikTok from being installed on government devices over security concerns during Biden's presidency.
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									New movies out this week: Jan 23-29

									'The Room Next Door' is Pedro Almodovar's first English-language feature film
								

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

Heretic 

Directed by Scott Beck and Bryan Woods.

Who's in it?

Hugh Grant, Sophie Thatcher and Chloe East.

What's it about? 

Two young religious women are drawn into a game of cat-and-mouse in the house of a strange man.

Why watch it? 

Beck and Woods wrote the role of Mr. Reed with Hugh as their top choice for the role. Thatcher and East were raised Mormon so were able to give valuable insight into the religion when shooting the movie. They are no longer Mormons. 

[image: ]

Flight Risk

Directed by Mel Gibson. 

Who's in it?

Mark Wahlberg, Michelle Dockery and Topher Grace. 

What's it about?

A pilot transports an Air Marshal accompanying a fugitive to trial. As they cross the Alaskan wilderness, tensions soar and trust is tested, as not everyone on board is who they seem.

Why watch it? 

Mel Gibson has only directed five feature films since his 1993 debut The Man Without a Face. He often takes long breaks between films; Hacksaw Ridge was released seven years ago. Before Gibson gets to Flight Risk, he is already in pre-production on The Passion of the Christ: Resurrection, a sequel to his 2004 box office hit.
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Sing Sing 

Directed by Greg Kwedar.

Who's in it? 

Colman Domingo, Clarence Maclin and Sean San Jose.

What's it about? 

Divine G, imprisoned at Sing Sing for a crime he didn't commit, finds purpose by acting in a theatre group alongside other incarcerated men in this story of resilience, humanity, and the transformative power of art.

Why watch it?

At the beginning of the movie, the cast are trying out for various parts in the play. These are actual audition tapes used to cast the movie.

[image: ]

The Room Next Door

Directed by Pedro Almodovar. 

Who's in it?

Julianne Moore, Tilda Swinton and John Turturro.

What's it about? 

Ingrid and Martha were close friends in their youth, when they worked together at the same magazine. After years of being out of touch, they meet again in an extreme but strangely sweet situation. 

Why watch it? 

When Almodovar sent Swinton the script, he asked her who should play Ingrid. Both of them had Moore in mind.

[image: ]

Azreal

Directed by E.L. Katz.

Who's in it?

Vic Carmen Sonne, Samara Weaving and Nathan Stewart-Jarrett.

What's it about?

In a world where no one speaks, a devout female-led community hunts down a young woman who has escaped imprisonment. Recaptured, Azrael is due to be sacrificed to an ancient evil in the wilderness, but fights for her own survival.

Why watch it?

Not a single word of dialogue is spoken until the 36 minute mark.



Premieres on Jan 24

[image: ]

Skyforce

Directed by Abhishek Anil Kapur and Sandeep Kewlani.

Who's in it?

Akshay Kumar, Nimrat Kaur and Sara Ali Khan.

What's it about?

A gripping tale inspired by true events from one of the deadliest air strikes between India and Pakistan. A hero lost, a comrade's quest for truth-an epic tribute to bravery, sacrifice and unbreakable courage. 

Why watch it?

Kumar's first release on Republic Day Weekend after Airlift.



Premieres on Jan 29
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Lembayung

Directed by Baim Wong.

Who's in it? 

Taskya Namya, Yasamin Jasem and Arya Saloka.

What's it about? 

Pica and Arum are nursing students who are about to undergo an internship at Lembayung Clinic, which has just opened since it was closed a long time ago. Rumour has it, there was a doctor who committed suicide several years ago. One night, a mysterious patient with a creepy smile came to the dental clinic, scaring Pica and Arum. What follows after that is a series of tragic deaths of the clinic staff and the creepy patient that keeps haunting Pica and Arum. When Arum began to be possessed, Pica immediately tried to uncover the mystery of Lembayung Clinic before her friend became the next victim.

Why watch it? 

Based on a true story written by Pica on her viral Twitter thread titled "Jin Poli Gigi".

[image: ]

Den Of Thieves 2: Pantera

Directed by Christian Gudegast.

Who's in it?

Gerard Butler, Jordan Bridges and O'Shea Jackson Jr.

What's it about? 

Big Nick is back on the hunt in Europe and closing in on Donnie, who is embroiled in the treacherous world of diamond thieves and the infamous Panther mafia, as they plot a massive heist of the world's largest diamond exchange.

Why watch it? 

Butler has stated in an interview that the film will have a more European feel to it, with the film taking place in the diamond district of Marseilles this time around.

[image: ]

Gidle World Tour Idol In Cinemas

Directed by Yoondong Oh.

Who's in it?

Miyeon, Minnie, Soyeon, Yuqi and Shuhua

What's it about?

The electrifying energy of the 2024 (G)I-Dle World Tour, which captivated fans across 14 cities, comes to the big screen. Relive the magic of their Seoul concert at KSPO Dome, the thrilling kickoff to their global tour. 

Why watch it?

Limited screenings beginning Jan 29.

[image: ]

Companion

Directed by Drew Hancock. 

Who's in it?

Sophie Thatcher, Harvey Guillen and Lukas Gage.

What's it about? 

A billionaire's death sets off a chain of events for Iris and her friends during a weekend trip to his lakeside estate.

Why watch it? 

Zach Cregger initially eyed "Companion" as his directorial follow-up to "Barbarian" (2022), though the team wound up setting the project as the directorial debut of Hancock.

[image: ]

Weekend In Taipei

Directed by George Huang.

Who's in it?

Luke Evans, Lun-Mei Gwei and Sung Kang.What's it about?

A former DEA agent and a former undercover operative revisit their romance during a fateful weekend in Taipei, unaware of the dangerous consequences of their past. 

Why watch it? 

Directed by the daughter of Luc Beson.
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									Sean Combs files defamation suit against man who said he had sex tapes

									
								

								Sean "Diddy" Combs, the music mogul facing sex trafficking and racketeering charges, filed a defamation lawsuit Wednesday against a man who said in interviews that he had been given videos that showed Combs in sexual encounters with celebrities, including assaults of people he said appeared to be minors.
								The man, Courtney Burgess, surfaced last year as a character in the ballooning internet chatter about Combs, who is awaiting trial in a New York City jail. During appearances on true crime podcasts and in an interview on the cable network NewsNation, Burgess said he had videos of the encounters; in October, he said he testified in front of a grand jury considering additional charges against Combs.

Combs' lawsuit asserts that such videos do not exist and accuses Burgess of "fabricating outlandish claims and stirring up baseless speculation" about him. It says the allegations have caused Combs severe reputational harm and have tainted the pool of jurors who will eventually consider federal charges against him.

"People who heard and believed Defendants' lies have accused Combs, on social media that is consumed by hundreds of millions of viewers each and every day, of being a debauched 'monster' and a paedophile," the suit says.

Reached by phone Wednesday, Burgess said, "I'm standing by my word."

"He had a lot of nerve to want to sue somebody when he's going to rot in jail for all of the things he's done," he said.

In addition to the criminal charges, Combs faces more than 30 civil suits in which he has been accused of sexual assault. He has pleaded not guilty to the charges and his lawyers have said that he has "never sexually assaulted anyone -- adult or minor, man or woman."

Combs' suit, filed in United States District Court in Manhattan, is the first that the music executive has filed himself since a deluge of claims against him began more than a year ago.

His suit also makes defamation claims against a lawyer who has represented Burgess, Ariel Mitchell-Kidd, who discussed the supposed videos on NewsNation, and names the television network's owner, Nexstar Media, as a defendant.

In a statement, Mitchell-Kidd called the lawsuit a "pathetic ploy to silence victims and people who stand up for victims." She went on to say: "I look forward to countersuing and ensuring the court punishes not only Diddy but also his lawyers who filed this pathetic lawsuit for this frivolous and meritless filing."

On the day that Burgess said he testified before a grand jury in Manhattan, he appeared on a NewsNation program alongside Mitchell-Kidd and asserted that "two to three" of the celebrities in the videos appeared to be possibly underage.

Representatives for Nexstar and NewsNation did not immediately respond to requests for comment about the lawsuit.

Burgess, who has acknowledged that he did not know Combs personally, has said that he believed the source of the video footage was Kim Porter, the woman Combs was in a serious relationship with for many years and with whom the mogul had three children. He said that he received the videos through an intermediary, along with a manuscript of what he described as a rough draft of Porter's memoir, which was later sold as a 59-page book on Amazon. Relatives and friends of Porter, who died in 2018, dismissed it as a fabrication, and Amazon pulled the book from its website.

The suit accuses Burgess of profiting from what it called a "fake memoir" and leveraging false claims into internet fame.

Burgess has said he testified in front of the grand jury that he had disposed of the original flash drives containing the videos, but that his phone and email may have also contained copies. Mitchell-Kidd said the government recovered Burgess' phone.

						

							
						


The suit says Mitchell-Kidd repeated Burgess' claims in a recent documentary about Combs called "The Making of a Bad Boy," which began streaming on Peacock this month. In the documentary, Mitchell-Kidd said Burgess handed the video over to the government -- a statement that, Combs' lawyers contend, she knew was false because "no such video exists."

Combs is scheduled to stand trial in May on charges that he ran a criminal "enterprise" that was responsible for coordinating drug-fuelled and coercive sexual encounters called "freak-offs." He contends that all sexual encounters were consensual.

This article originally appeared in The New York Times.
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									Facial recognition gates set to debut for Japan express trains

									
								

								TOKYO -- Facial recognition ticket gates will be introduced Friday for some Keisei Electric Railway Co. express trains linking downtown Tokyo and Narita airport, aiming to reduce congestion caused by rising foreign tourists to Japan.
								The system, powered by artificial intelligence (AI), will be in use for Skyliner trains connecting Keisei-Ueno Station with Narita International Airport in Chiba Prefecture, the railway operator said. The system was shown to the media Thursday. 

Passengers must first register a facial photo and complete payment via the train operator's reservation website. By showing one's face at a tablet at the gate, the system issues a reserved-seat ticket for the next departing train.

"Smooth boarding without waiting in line after arriving at the airport can be expected," a Keisei official said. "We hope customers will experience the convenience (of the system)."

Passengers who wish to select a specific seat or board a different train other than the immediately departing train will need to purchase tickets at station counters or vending machines. 

In addition to Keisei-Ueno, Narita Airport Terminal 1, and Terminal 2 and 3 stations, the system will also be available at Nippori Station on the line. 

Keisei Skyliner trains connecting Narita airport with Tokyo operate around every 20 minutes with a journey time of just over half an hour, according to the railway operator. The fare is about 2,600 yen (US$17).
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									Lunar New Year festivities

									Check out these great spots in Bangkok to ring in the Year of the Snake
								

								According to the Chinese zodiac, the Year of the Snake -- which will begin on Jan 29 -- represents wisdom, transformation and renewal. This is a good sign after the challenges we've encountered in recent years. But before we start anew, let's have some fun with at shopping malls before going on with our lives in a wise way.
								ICONSIAM A Prosperous Chinese New Year 2025 at River Park of Iconsiam, from tomorrow until Feb 2.

Iconsiam is set to captivate millions of visitors from around the world with a Chinese New Year celebration packed with exclusive shows and activities held to mark 50 years of Thai-Chinese diplomatic relations.

The auspicious occasion will begin with a string of spectacular performances tomorrow at 5pm and they will repeat daily also from 5pm onwards. The programme includes the majestic Drums Of Prosperity performance, the breathtaking Dragons Of Two Nations symbolising the union of the naga and the dragon, and an extraordinary dance performance from Changsha, China.

Also, expect entertaining activities and surprises by the hottest on-screen duo, Zee and Nunew, who will make an exclusive appearance only tomorrow.

This is also a rare chance to seek blessings from 60 Tai Sui deities at the historic Renwei Temple in Guangzhou, China. Each deity corresponds to a specific birth year and is believed to bring good fortune when properly honoured.

Visitors can also enjoy a variety of foods and scenic views of the Chao Phraya River at the "Little China" walking street which will bring together 35 famous shops. They include Hia Wan Khao Tom Pla, a Michelin Guide restaurant celebrated for its crab porridge, salmon salad and grilled squid. Many Chinese associations in Thailand will also be serving delightful dishes.

Another highlight is the "Lancang to ChaoPhraya" exhibition featuring sculptures that convey the cultural and spiritual connections from the Chinese rivers to the Chao Phraya River. The centrepiece is Chubby Woman With Dragon & Naga, a collaborative work by Thai national artist Preecha Thaothong and Chinese artist Xu Hong Fei.

The exhibition is currently running until Feb 28 at River Park where numerous dazzling Chinese lanterns are showcased in three stunning zones for photo opportunities until March 15.

At Sooksiam, meanwhile, indulge in symbolic dishes that represent good fortune such as roasted pig, roasted duck, longevity noodles, golden pork and steamed grouper fish with lime. Chinese cultural performances will also be staged including a mask-changing show, a Chinese dance, a muay Thai and Chinese acrobatics performance, and a lion dance.

Visit facebook.com/ICONSIAM.
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Siam Paragon A Prosperous Chinese New Year 2025 at Parc Paragon of Siam Paragon, from Jan 28 until Feb 2.

This celebration draws inspiration from Dunhuang, a historic city in the Gobi Desert and home to the Mogao Caves, a prestigious Unesco World Heritage site. With a history spanning over 2,000 years as a major hub along the ancient Silk Road, Dunhuang is the key theme for this year's celebration.

Prepare to witness the Bangkok debut of Ancient Sound Of Dunhuang, an extraordinary Chinese dance and music narrating the rich legacy of the Silk Road by the Gansu Performance Group. It will be staged daily at 6pm and 7.30pm.

Then, experience a digital art journey inspired by the world-renowned Mogao Caves rock caves adorned with intricate Buddhist sculptures and murals. A replica of Crescent Lake, a famous natural landmark of Dunhuang, will also be showcased.

Another highlight will be Pearl Of The Moon, a spectacular performance that combines the Cloud Dragon, Fiery Phoenix and Celestial Lion dances. It will be performed by the legendary Mungkornyok Lion Dance Team of Sampran renowned for their unique contemporary style and history that spans over 80 years. Also, the show will be staged twice a day in the evening.

[image: Siam Paragon]

This is also an opportunity to see Eng Kor, an artistic martial arts performance featuring traditional costumes of ancient Chinese warriors and weapons like swords, spears and flags. It will be presented by Boonyawitthayakarn, a Chinese-Thai community troupe, exclusively on Jan 29.

The festivities also include melodious Chinese music performances, Chinese calligraphy demonstrations for good fortune, and a variety of engaging activities to celebrate the auspicious occasion.

Set to bring joy at the grand opening on Jan 28 at 6pm will be two popular artists -- Krit "PP" Amnuaydechkorn and Thanapob "Tor" Leeratanakachorn -- who will also showcase exquisite jewellery from Cartier.

Visit siamparagon.co.th.
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The Great Chinese New Year 2025 at all Central shopping centres, until Feb 6.

To celebrate the great auspicious occasion on a global scale, Central Pattana presents special activities under the theme "Red Lantern Festival". Highlights are spectacular Chinese cultural performances at CentralWorld, Central Pinklao and Central Rama III.

At CentralWorld, the programme includes a golden dragon and lion dance from Jan 27 to 29 at 1pm, 4pm and 6pm; a Chinese music performance by the TRU Symphonic Band from Thepsatri Rajabhat University on Jan 28 at 2pm; and another Chinese music show by the VRU Wind Symphony from Valaya Alongkorn Rajabhat University on Jan 29 at 2pm. Also, the "Chinese Taste of Tea" fair and the "Nihao China Travel Fair 2025" are running at Beacon 2 zone, until Jan 30.

The fun at Central Pinklao will start with a Shaolin kung fu show on Jan 27 at 4pm, followed by a mask-changing show by the Chinese Opera Association on Jan 28 at 3pm and a dragon dance at 5.30pm. Then, witness a Mortal Kombat x Fitness Show on Jan 30 at 7.30pm and cheer for the little kids during the "Chinese Kids Costume Contest" on Feb 1 at 1pm.

There will also be a Shaolin show at Central Rama III on Saturday at 3pm, followed by a Thousand-Hand Guan Yin show at 4pm and 5pm. On Sunday, viewers will see the "Little Chinese Prince and Princess Contest" at noon and a guzheng performance at 4pm and 5.30pm. The Ministry of Culture will present a Chinese mask-changing show on Jan 27 at 1pm, while an interactive Chinese opera will be staged on Jan 29 at 2pm. Foodies can enjoy sumptuous dishes at the "Legendary Chinese Street Food Market", until Feb 5.

Visit facebook.com/CentralPattanaFanpage.
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The Mall LIFESTORE Joy Luck Love Chinese New Year 2025 at all branches and The Mall Korat, from tomorrow until Feb 2.

Everyone is invited to start the Year of the Snake by paying homage to the Green Dragon deity at the M Lifestyle Hall, 1st floor of The Mall Lifestore Ngamwongwan. The space will be transformed into a majestic shrine for the sacred statue on loan from Dibayavari Vihara Temple (Kham Low Yi) and other revered deities including Tua Lao Eia, Tai Sui Eia, and Cai Shen Ye. Worshippers can also participate in traditional rituals to dispel misfortune, conducted by the Tek Ka Association of Thailand.

Then, prepare to enjoy a variety of Chinese cultural performances which will be presented at all branches. They include a Chinese opera, an acrobatic show, a Thousand-Hand Guan Yin show, a mask-changing puppet show, a crystal dance and a dragon warrior show.

Another highlight will be Thailand's first-ever "Illuminated Dragon Dance" competition featuring over 20 teams of 2,000 performers from across the country to vie for prizes worth over 200,000 baht. It will be held at The Mall Lifestore Bangkae from tomorrow to Sunday at 6pm. The winning team will give a performance at The Mall Lifestore Bangkapi on Feb 2 at 6pm.

Foodies can indulge in over 1,500 auspicious dishes at the "Happy Chinese Market" at all branches. They will be served by 300 renowned restaurants, including Xi'an Yeum Restaurant, a historical gem with 2,000 years of culinary tradition from Shaanxi of China, which will bring its signature dishes to Bangkae branch.

Visit facebook.com/themallgroup.
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Mega Chinese New Year 2025 at Megabangna, until Jan 31.

Held under the theme "Luck-Love-Life: Boost the Fortune, Embrace Love, Celebrate Life's Wonders in the Year of the Snake", the campaign presents many activities that cater to every lifestyle.

This theme has been interpreted through a unique installation of renowned illustrator Krittika "Yellow" Wattanatian aka The Fairy Dust Spell, who presents the magic of traditional Chinese lanterns in a modern twist.

Located at the main entrance, her visual spectacle features intricate, contemporary patterns in soft pastel tones blended with vibrant colours, offering a touch of positivity, hope, and warm wishes for the Lunar New Year.

Highlights will be the breathtaking show of a magnificent 35m-tall illuminated golden dragon and illuminated lions by the award-winning Golden Dragon and Lion Dance Troupe. It was the first troupe in Thailand to incorporate innovative LED lighting techniques into their nighttime performances. The auspicious dragon-lion procession will bring blessings and good fortune to audiences on Jan 29 from 5pm.

Also, prepare to indulge in gastronomic delights at a food festival in the Banking zone, 1st floor, as top restaurants will offer an extensive menu that includes Thai and Chinese cuisine, while renowned street food vendors will serve a diverse array of savoury and sweet dishes from Saturday to Feb 5.

Visit mega-bangna.com.
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									Will the S25 be the "2025 AI phone" to get?

									Samsung led the mobile phone AI scene in 2024. How about this year?
								

								Last year, Samsung Galaxy S24 phones have been awarded by most phone reviewers for having the most robust artificial intelligence capabilities. While many other major smartphone brands such as Oppo, Vivo, Xiaomi, and Apple have added several popular AI functions (IE: photo object eraser, interpreter, circle to search, note summary), but Samsung has tightly integrated many more fun, useful (and sometimes gimmicky) AI features to their high-end series of phones.
								I have not seen any other phone transforming your selfies into cartoons or paintings, adding realistic objects by roughly drawing shapes on to existing photos, live text translation right in Line app, right out of the box & for free.

Being the 1st to have AI integrated deeply into their mainstream phones, they have more time & experience than their competitors to finetune and improve their artificial intelligence, which they call "Galaxy AI", to go further beyond.

[image: ]

Samsung's AI supports 45 languages and understands Thai language very well, unlike most competitors' AI that mostly understands English or Chinese only.

Combining this with their industry-leading zoom capability, great internal cooling system, and we have one great smart phone.

Being a tech reviewer myself, phone hardware for the past 2-3 years has become so good that even mid-tier phones are good enough for most things you do on-the-go. They can take superb photos in well-lit environments, they can install and run communication, banking, and game applications fine (of course the more expensive ones are usually a little faster & run cooler).

[image: ]

Yes, having better sets of lenses can marginally improve phone and video capture capability, but most people would agree that having good AI to help fine-tune the media files is much more important in this day of age. You might not know that many Nokia phones come with better sets of lenses than most phones these days but produce way less eye-pleasing results. And that is mostly due to modern AI, software, and image processing being way better at fixing and tweaking things for you in the background.

I can see why Samsung has been intensely focusing on their phones' software front. Even though it is less exciting on the outside, it is what lies inside that counts for most people.

In Samsung's unpack event, which is happening in the early morning of January 23rd, we shall see what new AI features Samsung would add to their S25 line up of phones.

Samsung has added interesting AI features like an ability to amplify or remove human voice, background music, wind noise from any video, and giving a pro version of Google Gemini that lets you have a natural conversion for inquiries & commands.

						

							
						


Stay tuned for a full Samsung S25 review on a later date.

[image: ]
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 22-28

									4 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: ]

Prime Target

Premiers on Jan 22

In this British conspiracy thriller, a postgrad named Edward Brooks is working on a breakthrough in math theory that will revolutionise the field. He's close to finding a pattern in prime numbers that'll allow him to decrypt any computer security algorithm. However, he soon realises that someone is trying to destroy his research from the shadows. Throughout the season, Brooks will have to unravel the plot against him and find out who is behind it.

[image: ]

Eva the Owlet: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 24

Based on the best-selling children's book series Owl Diaries, Eva the Owlet centres around a little owl learning about the world around her. Each night, Eva discovers something new about life and reflects on her journey by writing in her diary. Along the way, she makes friends and tries to help anyone she meets. Season 2 offers even more adventures with Eva and retains the eye-popping papercraft art style that parents love.



NETFLIX

[image: ]

The Night Agent: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 23

The hunt for a CIA agent accused of leaking secrets puts Peter and Rose in the crosshairs of a ruthless intelligence broker and a deadly war criminal.



PRIME VIDEO

[image: ]

The Killer's Game

Premieres on Jan 23

Follows veteran assassin Joe Flood; who is diagnosed with a life-threatening illness and authorises a kill on himself to avoid the pain that is destined to follow. After ordering the kill; he finds out that he was misdiagnosed and must then fend off the army of former colleagues trying to kill him.
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									Trump says he's open to Elon Musk or Larry Ellison purchasing TikTok

									
								

								WASHINGTON -- United States President Donald Trump said he would be open to billionaire supporter Elon Musk or Oracle Corp Chairman Larry Ellison purchasing social video application TikTok as part of a joint venture with the US government.
								"I have the right to make a deal," Trump said at an event alongside Ellison at the White House on Tuesday. "So, what I'm thinking about saying to somebody is buy it and give half to the United States of America, half, and we'll give you the permit, and they'll have a great partner."

While TikTok temporarily went offline over the weekend, Trump signed an executive order on Jan. 20 - his first day in office - to extend the deadline for a sale by 75 days. While it is not clear that Trump has the authority to extend the deadline, it may not ultimately matter.

ByteDance Ltd has publicly refused to sell TikTok, though prospective buyers hope the Supreme Court's ruling and the brief TikTok shutdown could push it to reconsider.

"You have an asset that has no value or has a trillion-dollar value," Trump said. "It all depends on whether or not the United States gives the permit."

China's foreign and commerce ministries did not immediately respond to requests for comment on whether Beijing would allow the American government to own part of TikTok.

While Beijing does see space for negotiating who buys a stake in the video sharing app, it is "unlikely" to accept a deal driven by politics, according to Zhu Feng, executive dean of Nanjing University's School of International Studies.

"The pursuits of US interests should be based on rules, not on the strength of the US government," he added.

Potential buyers

Potential bidders are already lining up. A group of American investors assembled by tech entrepreneur Jesse Tinsley that included MrBeast, the internet's most-followed and highest-earning content creator, announced a bid earlier Tuesday.

Billionaire Frank McCourt, former owner of the Los Angeles Dodgers, and "Shark Tank" investor Kevin O'Leary made a formal offer to buy TikTok earlier this month. O'Leary has already met with Trump at Mar-a-Lago to discuss the bid, and McCourt has made clear he'd be happy to buy TikTok without the service's coveted content algorithm, which ByteDance and China's government have said is not for sale.

Amazon.com Inc and Oracle, both of which already do business with TikTok, have also been floated as possible suitors. After assurances from Trump that he would not enforce the law, Oracle notably helped restore TikTok's app on Sunday after a roughly 14-hour US shutdown even though it could face fines for doing so.

[image: The US head office of TikTok is shown in Culver City, California, the United States, on Sept 15, 2020. (Photo: Reuters)]
The US head office of TikTok is shown in Culver City, California, the United States, on Sept 15, 2020. (Photo: Reuters)



Ellison was at the White House on Tuesday to announce a new joint artificial intelligence (AI) venture alongside Softbank Group Corp and OpenAI LLC.

At the end of his remarks, Trump suggested he might download TikTok on his phone.

"I think I might put it there. I think I'll get it right now. By the way, again we won the young vote. I think I won it through TikTok, so I have a warm spot in my heart for TikTok," he said.
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