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      Breaking News

      
        Israel to free prisoners after chaotic Gaza hostage exchange
        Israel briefly delayed the release of Palestinian prisoners in protest over chaotic scenes during an earlier handover of hostages by Hamas, with the government saying it's now satisfied future releases will be better managed.

      

      
        French rapist Dominique Pelicot questioned over 1990s cases
        PARIS - Frenchman Dominique Pelicot, convicted in December for organising the rape of his then wife Gisele Pelicot by dozens of strangers, was being questioned Thursday by an investigating magistrate over an attempted rape, as well as a rape and murder, in the 1990s, his lawyer said.

      

      
        Could adding smells to video games give players a boost?
        Researchers at the University of Warwick are using a prototype headset to investigate the use of olfactory stimuli in a virtual racing game, allowing players to smell the burning rubber of car tires. The headset's makers say its applications reach beyond the virtual world, and could potentially be an early screener for Alzheimer's. - REUTERS

      

      
        Authorities fear major death toll in Washington air crash
        Washington Mayor Muriel Bowser held a press conference early on Thursday (January 30) to address the mid-air collision between an American Airlines passenger jet and a U.S. Army Black Hawk helicopter near Reagan Washington National Airport on Wednesday (January 29). - REUTERS

      

      
        'They're taking everyone': migrants deported by US reach Guatemala
        Guatemala received another wave of deportees from the United States on Wednesday (January 29), with 187 nationals returning on two separate flights, according to the Guatemalan Migration Institute. - REUTERS

      

      
        Five Thai released hostages in Israeli territory, military says
        JERUSALEM - Two Israeli and five Thai hostages released by Palestinian militants in Gaza are now in Israeli territory, the Israeli military said on Thursday.

      

      
        Princess Sirindhorn hails Prince Mahidol Award winners
        Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn has expressed her admiration for the two winners of the Prince Mahidol Award for their work which benefits humanity.

      

      
        Thailand imposes burning ban to curb PM2.5 pollution
        The government has announced a "no-burn" measure in a bid to control air pollution, with punishment lined up for violators.

      

      
        Lawyer Sittra indicted for fraud, first court hearing Feb 7
        The Office of the Attorney-General (OAG) has indicted high-profile lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd, alias Lawyer Tam, and six associates in connection with a fraud case involving Jatuporn "Madame Oy" Ubonlert, with a court order to repay 111 million baht.

      

      
        State Railway of Thailand budgets B24bn for new railcars
        The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) will procure 184 air-conditioned diesel railcars plus spare parts, with a budget of 24.1 billion baht to replace ageing cars that have been in use for 30 years.
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                                Israel briefly delayed the release of Palestinian prisoners in protest over chaotic scenes during an earlier handover of hostages by Hamas, with the government saying it's now satisfied future releases will be better managed.
The 110 detainees will be freed at 5pm Israeli time, roughly three hours later than planned. 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's office said in a statement that following his demand, mediators delivered a commitment that a safe exit will be guaranteed for Israeli hostages in the next round of swaps. 

"Israel insists that lessons be learned and that in the next rounds, there will be extra care in ensuring the safe return of our hostages," the Israeli premier's office said. 

It's unclear if the short suspension will have an impact on the six-week ongoing ceasefire between Israel and Hamas, which paused the war in Gaza after 15 months of fighting that devastated the Palestinian territory. Yet given the issue was quickly resolved, the next hostage-prisoner swap is expected to go ahead as scheduled on Saturday.   

The Palestinian prisoners were meant to be freed after the return of three Israeli and five Thai hostages from Gaza.

'Horrifying' scenes

Two Israeli hostages -- Arbel Yehud and Gadi Moses -- and those from Thailand were handed over to the Red Cross by Hamas in the Gazan town of Khan Younis. During the exchange, a crowd of people gathered around the hostages in a way Israel said was a threat to their safety.

The scenes were "horrifying," Israel's President Isaac Herzog said.

Agam Berger, the other Israeli hostage, was released in Jebaliya in the north of Gaza without incident.

All eight hostages are now in Israel.

The first stage of the Israel-Hamas ceasefire went into effect almost two weeks ago and requires the exchange of 33 Israeli hostages -- some of which are dead -- in return for hundreds of Palestinian prisoners. 

So far, 10 Israeli and five Thai hostages along with 400 Palestinian prisoners have been freed. Talks on a more complicated second stage are meant to commence next week, and will be the focus of Netanyahu's scheduled meeting with US President Donald Trump at the White House on Tuesday. 

The next stage is meant to include agreements on a permanent end to the war and on the release of all remaining hostages -- males under 50, including soldiers -- in turn for more Palestinian prisoners. 

Hamas is designated a terrorist organisation by the US and many other countries.


						
							
Thai hostages, Thaenna Pongsak , Sathian Suwannakhan, Sriaoun Watchara , Saethao Bannawat , Rumnao Surasak, released from captivity in GazaMajdi Fathi/ TPS pic.twitter.com/zuq6qr2d3z

-- yty blvmntl Itay Blumental (@ItayBlumental) January 30, 2025

						

						
							
Hamas has handed over two more Israeli hostages and five foreign Thai citizens to the Red Cross pic.twitter.com/jc08Fh0byV

-- Sprinter Observer (@SprinterObserve) January 30, 2025
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                                PARIS - Frenchman Dominique Pelicot, convicted in December for organising the rape of his then wife Gisele Pelicot by dozens of strangers, was being questioned Thursday by an investigating magistrate over an attempted rape, as well as a rape and murder, in the 1990s, his lawyer said.
Pelicot, 72, who was sentenced in December to 20 years for aggravated rape, is being questioned over a rape and murder in Paris in 1991 and an attempted rape in the Seine-et-Marne region outside the capital in 1999, his lawyer Beatrice Zavarro said.

She said the investigation, being handled by a unit in the Paris suburb of Nanterre dedicated to "cold cases", had been going on since October 2022 and Dominique Pelicot had already been interrogated in October 2023.

He has denied involvement in the 1991 rape and murder case but has admitted to the 1999 attempted rape after he was identified by his DNA.

These dates are well before the near decade from 2011 to 2020 during which Pelicot invited dozens of strangers, whom he had recruited online, to the family home in the town of Mazan in southern France to rape his heavily sedated wife Gisele.

The 20-year gap between these crimes has sparked fears that Pelicot could have committed other acts in the interim that have not yet come to light.

His ex-wife Gisele Pelicot has been hailed as a hero for her courage and dignity in the over-three-month trial that ended in December with all 51 defendants, including her ex-husband and the men he enlisted to rape her, being convicted.

- 'Little bottle of ether' -

During his trial, Dominique Pelicot confessed to the 1999 attempted rape.

"It was indeed me," he said. "I took off her T-shirt, her shoes and her trousers but I didn't do anything."

But he denied having played a role in the murder and rape of Sophie Narme, a real estate agent killed in Paris in 1991.

"I have nothing to do with that case," he said, despite the similarities in the two cases, with both the victims young real estate agents aged 23, who were visited by a man under a false name to view an apartment.

The two women were undressed from below in the same way.

A strong smell of ether -- an anaesthetic historically used in surgery -- was also noted at the crime scene around Sophie Narme, and the substance had been used to attack the young woman in 1999.

"I had a little bottle of ether in the car and a piece of string," he said of the attempted rape case during his trial.

Asked why he fled, he said: "I had a mental block, thinking it could have been my daughter," he said.

Pelicot's daughter, Caroline Darian, would have been in her early twenties at the time.

Darian, now 46, believes she was also drugged and raped by Pelicot after seeing pictures of her unconscious body, wearing underwear she did not recognise, were found among the detailed records her father kept of his crimes.

She told the BBC this month that he "should die in prison" as he was "a dangerous man".

Among the 50 others sentenced in December, 14 have appealed.

Dominique Pelicot could thus again appear in court, but as a witness, during an appeals trial later this year in front of a jury, according to a prosecutor in the southern city of Nimes.
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                                JERUSALEM - Two Israeli and five Thai hostages released by Palestinian militants in Gaza are now in Israeli territory, the Israeli military said on Thursday.
It identified the five Thai nationals - apparently using surnames first in all but the second name - as Thenna Pongsak, Sathian Suwannakhan, Sriaoun Watchara, Seathao Bannawat and Rumnao Surasak.

After a chaotic handover, the military said that they will be met by Thai government officials at its reception point at a base near Gaza.

According to AFP, Wiwwaeo Sriaoun, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun, said "It is confirmed everyone, my son did not die. Thank you God,"  after she heard confirmation that her son Watchara Sriaoun had been freed.

"I will hug him when I see him. I want to see if his health is ok, I am worried about his health," she added.

"Thank you, thank you God he did not died. We trust in God."

About ten family members had gathered at the modest home on their rubber farm in northeastern Udon Thani, offering support to Ms Wiwwaeo as she anxiously awaited updates, AFP said.

Mr Watchara was one of six Thai hostages still held in Gaza, but when the detainee exchange was announced on Wednesday, there was no indication of which of them would be released.

Originally from the poor, rural province of Udon Thani, Mr Watchara had moved to Israel three years ago in search of better wages as a farm worker.

[image: Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly Oct 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts with her relative as her son is released from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)]
Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly Oct 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts with her relative as her son is released from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)



Exhilaration, elation

Before news of her son's release was confirmed, Wiwwaeo spent the day glued to a tablet, watching news updates and hoping for the best.

"My friend called around 10pm and said the ambassador told her five Thais will be released, and my friend said my son could be one," an exhausted yet exhilarated Ms Wiwwaeo told AFP.

"I could not sleep from then until now. I was up until 3am and my husband and I went out for rubber tapping and since then I have been monitoring the news."

Mr Watchara's younger brother, who had also been working in Israel, returned to Thailand following Mr Watchara's abduction.

"We asked him to come back because we were worried," their mother told AFP.

Mr Watchara's aunt, Ratana Sriaoun, previously stated that the family would not believe he was safe until they received official confirmation.

"His siblings at home are thrilled and excited, but we've faced disappointment many times before," she told AFP.

[image: Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly October 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts while watching the news on a mobile phone with her relatives as she waits for the confirmation of her son's release from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)]
Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly October 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts while watching the news on a mobile phone with her relatives as she waits for the confirmation of her son's release from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)



Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra said she was "elated", according to AFP.

"Elated to get confirmation from our Thai Ambassador in Israel who informed me on the phone just now that five of our Thai nationals were indeed released today from Gaza," Ms Paetongtarn said in a statement in English on several of her official social media accounts, the agency reported.

"The Thai Government, including everyone here in Thailand, have long been waiting for this very moment."

She said the country "deeply appreciates" the efforts of Qatar, Egypt, Iran, Turkey and the United States to secure the hostages' freedom, and thanked Israel for taking care of them.

AFP reported a statement from the Thai foreign ministry that the released hostages would be taken to hospital for medical treatment.

"Thailand calls for the release of all the remaining hostages including a Thai national soonest, so they can safely return to their homeland and to their beloved families," the ministry added, according to AFP.

A total of 31 Thais were captured when Hamas launched its attack on Israel, with 23 released by the end of 2023 and two confirmed dead in May 2024.

During and since the October 2023 attacks, 46 Thai workers have been killed, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Thailand has approximately 30,000 citizens in Israel, most employed in agriculture, where they earn substantially more than they would in Thailand.

Last week, the Ministry of Labour announced plans to increase its workforce in Israel by 13,000 positions.

Initially, officials believed 32 Thais had been abducted in the Hamas attacks, but the number was later revised to 31.

						
							
Very good news that 5 Thai hostages are set to be released in #Gaza. Kudos to the @MFAThai for their amazing hard work to negotiate to get them released as part of the Israel/Hamas ceasefire deal. pic.twitter.com/cu4TaPBcnV

-- Phil Robertson (@Reaproy) January 30, 2025

						

						
							
Documentation of the five Thai hostages. pic.twitter.com/aBhFQ8bN67

-- Netanel Worthy - ntnl vvrty (@NetanelWorthy) January 30, 2025

						

						
							
Five Thai hostages have been released and one is left behind. Where is Pinta Nattapong? He was working in Israel to save enough to open a coffee shop back home and take care of his wife and son. LET HIM GO! pic.twitter.com/YExeN1dCeY

-- Heidi Bachram [?] (@HeidiBachram) January 30, 2025
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                                Her Royal Highness Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn has expressed her admiration for the two winners of the Prince Mahidol Award for their work which benefits humanity.
As the representative of His Majesty the King, the princess presided over the 2024 Prince Mahidol Award Presentation Ceremony in the Chakri Throne Hall, Grand Palace, on Thursday. She offered a warm, welcoming speech to the two awardees, Professor Tony Hunter and Professor Jonathan P Shepherd.

Prof Hunter -- a British-American biologist -- won the award in the field of medicine. He is a professor of biology at the Salk Institute for Biological Studies and an Adjunct Professor at the University of California in the US.

His significant research achievements include discovering tyrosine kinase enzymes and the phosphorylation process. The application of such research has contributed to advancing cancer treatment and research worldwide.

Prof Shepherd won the award in the field of public health. He is an Emeritus Professor of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery and Director of the Institute for Crime, Security and Justice Innovation at Cardiff University in the UK.

[image: Professor Jonathan P Shepherd (Photo: Prince Mahidol Award Foundation)]
Professor Jonathan P Shepherd (Photo: Prince Mahidol Award Foundation)



His significant achievement was developing and implementing the "Cardiff Model for Violence Prevention," which can prevent and limit or lessen the damage caused by violent crimes. The model is recognised as a vital public health tool for reducing community violence. It has significantly helped to decrease loss of life and property, enhanced quality of life in various communities, and gained acceptance internationally.

"The outstanding work carried out by both laureates has led to significant advancements in the treatment of diseases and the development of public health policies to address problems faced by various countries. Thus, their works are of significant use to all of humanity," said the princess. "I wish on this momentous occasion to express my heartfelt admiration to the two laureates of the Prince Mahidol Award for the year 2024 for their most consequential accomplishments."

Prof Shepherd said the award represented the late Prince Mahidol, who greatly developed Thai medicine and public health. It is a miracle when one person can create a great change to benefit all people, he said.

Prof Hunter said he was greatly surprised to receive the award, which he said can inspire young people to work for the benefit of others.

The 2024 award had 73 nominees from 29 countries. In the past 32 years, the Prince Mahidol Award has been conferred on 96 individuals, groups of individuals and institutions, including four Thai nationals. Each award consists of a medal, a certificate, and US$100,000 (3.3 million baht).
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                                The government has announced a "no-burn" measure in a bid to control air pollution, with punishment lined up for violators.
Government spokesman Jirayu Houngsub said the ban follows a forecast of stagnant air circulation that will last until Feb 3, worsening the PM2.5 situation.

To mitigate pollution at its origins, Mr Jirayu, an adviser to the National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Committee, said the committee ordered a nationwide burning ban while elevating related measures in areas with high pollution.

Local authorities are instructed to enforce the order strictly and regularly report on the progress to the committee, said Mr Jirayu.

The committee also ordered the Public Health Ministry to deploy emergency medical teams to support people in high-risk groups, including babies and toddlers, the elderly, pregnant women, people suffering from respiratory conditions and heart disease patients, Mr Jirayu said.

According to the National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Committee, the country's highest levels of PM2.5 concentration were reported in Chiang Rai, Lamphun, Phitsanulok, Sukhothai, Nonthaburi, Saraburi, Phetchaburi, Nakhon Pathom, Samut Sakorn, and Prachuap Khiri Khan.

The Public Health Ministry recently provided 1.1 million N95-type masks to the public. The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) also handed out 377,000 masks to people in high-risk groups.

Meanwhile, during Thursday's House meeting, opposition leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut questioned the government's decentralisation initiative for pollution protection. He said the Pheu Thai-led government failed every indicator in pollution control.

Mr Natthaphong questioned the government's 620-million-baht central budget allocation for forest fire management in 1,800 sites in 14 provinces. Only 90 sites have been allocated with the budget, while several other provinces with high forest fire risk were not included in the budget plan.

Representing Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Deputy Prasert Jantararuangtong said that part of the budget has been allocated to the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigations to organise preventive training for officers countrywide.
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                                The Office of the Attorney-General (OAG) has indicted high-profile lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd, alias Lawyer Tam, and six associates in connection with a fraud case involving Jatuporn "Madame Oy" Ubonlert, with a court order to repay 111 million baht.
The amount comprises 72 million baht related to a fraudulent online lottery investment application and 39 million baht from scams involving luxury car purchases.

The OAG reported on Friday that it received two investigation files from police on Jan 20, and a committee was formed to review the case due to significant public interest.

In the first case, the charges against Mr Sittra, 44, and his wife Patthitta, 41, include fraud, money laundering and conspiracy to commit these crimes under the Penal Code and the Anti-Money Laundering Act.

The second case involves the couple and five other defendants. They were charged with fraud, deception and submitting false documents that could harm others. The alleged crimes took place between Feb 16, 2023, and Feb 6 last year across several locations in Thailand, Hong Kong and France.

According to the OAG, the indictments reflected serious allegations that have led to thorough legal action against all involved parties.

Prosecutors submitted the indictments against the seven defendants to the Criminal Court, which acknowledged the case and scheduled the hearing of their pleas for Feb 7 at 9am.

In November last year, police arrested the celebrity lawyer and his wife on a highway east of Bangkok and charged them with fraud and money laundering in connection with Ms Jatuporn's allegation that she lost 71 million baht to him.

Ms Jatuporn, a native of Nakhon Ratchasima province, reportedly lives with her French husband in France and won a EuroMillions lottery jackpot worth several billion baht there.

Police earlier seized assets worth over 70 million baht, including 28 million baht in cash, a luxury home worth 43 million baht and several high-end vehicles, from Mr Sittra.
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                                The State Railway of Thailand (SRT) will procure 184 air-conditioned diesel railcars plus spare parts, with a budget of 24.1 billion baht to replace ageing cars that have been in use for 30 years.
"The new railcars will replace the current 10 long-distance passenger trains and support route expansion on double-track rail services," SRT governor Veeris Ammarapala said on Thursday.

The SRT wants to increase its potential to compete with other forms of transport to attract more passengers, citing advantages in reducing fuel consumption, traffic congestion and impact on the environment.

About 30.3 million passengers used SRT services in 2024, up from 27.8 million in 2023. 

The rail operator will procure 92 air-conditioned diesel railcars with a driver's cabin for half of the budget and will spend the other half for 92 cars without the cabin.

Mr Veeris said the new cars would be able to use two sources of energy: diesel engines and electric power from batteries.

Each car will have a space specifically for the disabled and be equipped with WiFi on board, reclining seats, hygienic closed-system toilets, and LED screens. The average cost is 131.25 million baht per car.

The first batch of 60 cars will be shipped to Thailand in 2027.

"We will submit our report to the Ministry of Transport for consideration and further submission to the cabinet," he said. "If the cabinet approves the project, the SRT will issue an invitation to bid for interested parties and the selection results should be considered by July 2026."

The SRT expects that all of the new railcars will be in service by April 2030.

New Mekong bridge

In a related development, the SRT is accelerating design work on a four-track Mekong River Railway Bridge to support trains and high-speed trains between Thailand and Laos.

An SRT source said the new bridge, part of the Nong Khai-Vientiane railway link project, is still at the project research stage, which includes design details and an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report.

The SRT expects the study to be completed by September. Initially, two new bridges will be built and the current one renovated to be used for cars only.

A new railway bridge will be built about 30 metres south of the present one. It will be a four-track railway bridge, with two tracks for 1-metre gauge trains and another two for 1.435m standard high-speed trains, said the source.

The construction period is about 36 months, starting in 2026. It will open for service in 2029.

The second phase of the project involves building a new car bridge on the north side of the current bridge to add two more lanes to the present bridge crossing the Mekong River.

The construction period is 30 months, starting around 2041. It will be completed and opened for service in 2044, said the source.
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        Five Thai released hostages in Israeli territory, military says
        JERUSALEM - Two Israeli and five Thai hostages released by Palestinian militants in Gaza are now in Israeli territory, the Israeli military said on Thursday.

      

      
        Thailand imposes burning ban to curb PM2.5 pollution
        The government has announced a "no-burn" measure in a bid to control air pollution, with punishment lined up for violators.

      

      
        Lawyer Sittra indicted for fraud, first court hearing Feb 7
        The Office of the Attorney-General (OAG) has indicted high-profile lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd, alias Lawyer Tam, and six associates in connection with a fraud case involving Jatuporn "Madame Oy" Ubonlert, with a court order to repay 111 million baht.

      

      
        Thailand begins 'Seal Stop Safe' anti-drug drive
        Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra on Thursday launched the "Seal Stop Safe" anti-drug campaign to tackle trafficking in 51 border districts of 14 provinces, with results expected within six months.

      

      
        Property mogul arrested for assault on Bangkok delivery rider
        A well-known property businessman has been arrested and charged after he allegedly dragged a delivery rider into his house at gunpoint and repeatedly assaulted him. The rider was later rescued.

      

      
        Scores feared dead in Washington plane crash
        WASHINGTON - Scores of people are feared dead after an American Airlines regional passenger jet and a US Army Black Hawk helicopter collided and crashed into the frigid Potomac River near Reagan Washington National Airport on Wednesday night, officials said.

      

      
        'Kamnan Nok' gets life for ordering policeman's killing
        The Criminal Court on Thursday sentenced former sub-district chief Praween Chankhlai to life imprisonment for ordering the murder of a highway police officer during a party at his house in Nakhon Pathom two years ago.

      

      
        Immigration raids net 17 foreigners on Thai tourist islands
        SURAT THANI: Seventeen foreign nationals and a Thai have been arrested for working illegally and other immigration offences during raids this week on three popular tourist islands in this southern province.

      

      
        Hamas to free 5 Thai hostages, Israel says
        Israel has said that five Thais would be among a total of eight hostages to be freed from Gaza, where the first of three Israeli hostages to be freed was seen on Thursday morning local time.

      

      
        Unsafe levels of smog in 67 provinces
        Sixty-seven out of 77 provinces in Thailand were shrouded with unsafe levels of ultrafine dust pollution on Thursday morning, according to the Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency (Gistda).
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                  Five Thai released hostages in Israeli territory, military says                
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                                JERUSALEM - Two Israeli and five Thai hostages released by Palestinian militants in Gaza are now in Israeli territory, the Israeli military said on Thursday.
It identified the five Thai nationals - apparently using surnames first in all but the second name - as Thenna Pongsak, Sathian Suwannakhan, Sriaoun Watchara, Seathao Bannawat and Rumnao Surasak.

After a chaotic handover, the military said that they will be met by Thai government officials at its reception point at a base near Gaza.

According to AFP, Wiwwaeo Sriaoun, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun, said "It is confirmed everyone, my son did not die. Thank you God,"  after she heard confirmation that her son Watchara Sriaoun had been freed.

"I will hug him when I see him. I want to see if his health is ok, I am worried about his health," she added.

"Thank you, thank you God he did not died. We trust in God."

About ten family members had gathered at the modest home on their rubber farm in northeastern Udon Thani, offering support to Ms Wiwwaeo as she anxiously awaited updates, AFP said.

Mr Watchara was one of six Thai hostages still held in Gaza, but when the detainee exchange was announced on Wednesday, there was no indication of which of them would be released.

Originally from the poor, rural province of Udon Thani, Mr Watchara had moved to Israel three years ago in search of better wages as a farm worker.

[image: Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly Oct 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts with her relative as her son is released from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)]
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Exhilaration, elation

Before news of her son's release was confirmed, Wiwwaeo spent the day glued to a tablet, watching news updates and hoping for the best.

"My friend called around 10pm and said the ambassador told her five Thais will be released, and my friend said my son could be one," an exhausted yet exhilarated Ms Wiwwaeo told AFP.

"I could not sleep from then until now. I was up until 3am and my husband and I went out for rubber tapping and since then I have been monitoring the news."

Mr Watchara's younger brother, who had also been working in Israel, returned to Thailand following Mr Watchara's abduction.

"We asked him to come back because we were worried," their mother told AFP.

Mr Watchara's aunt, Ratana Sriaoun, previously stated that the family would not believe he was safe until they received official confirmation.

"His siblings at home are thrilled and excited, but we've faced disappointment many times before," she told AFP.

[image: Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly October 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts while watching the news on a mobile phone with her relatives as she waits for the confirmation of her son's release from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)]
Wiwwaro Sriaoun, 53, mother of Thai hostage Watchara Sriaoun who was captured during the deadly October 7, 2023 attack by Hamas, reacts while watching the news on a mobile phone with her relatives as she waits for the confirmation of her son's release from Gaza, at her house in Kut Yang village, Udon Thani province, Thailand on Thursday. (Reuters photo)



Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra said she was "elated", according to AFP.

"Elated to get confirmation from our Thai Ambassador in Israel who informed me on the phone just now that five of our Thai nationals were indeed released today from Gaza," Ms Paetongtarn said in a statement in English on several of her official social media accounts, the agency reported.

"The Thai Government, including everyone here in Thailand, have long been waiting for this very moment."

She said the country "deeply appreciates" the efforts of Qatar, Egypt, Iran, Turkey and the United States to secure the hostages' freedom, and thanked Israel for taking care of them.

AFP reported a statement from the Thai foreign ministry that the released hostages would be taken to hospital for medical treatment.

"Thailand calls for the release of all the remaining hostages including a Thai national soonest, so they can safely return to their homeland and to their beloved families," the ministry added, according to AFP.

A total of 31 Thais were captured when Hamas launched its attack on Israel, with 23 released by the end of 2023 and two confirmed dead in May 2024.

During and since the October 2023 attacks, 46 Thai workers have been killed, according to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Thailand has approximately 30,000 citizens in Israel, most employed in agriculture, where they earn substantially more than they would in Thailand.

Last week, the Ministry of Labour announced plans to increase its workforce in Israel by 13,000 positions.

Initially, officials believed 32 Thais had been abducted in the Hamas attacks, but the number was later revised to 31.

						
							
Very good news that 5 Thai hostages are set to be released in #Gaza. Kudos to the @MFAThai for their amazing hard work to negotiate to get them released as part of the Israel/Hamas ceasefire deal. pic.twitter.com/cu4TaPBcnV

-- Phil Robertson (@Reaproy) January 30, 2025

						

						
							
Documentation of the five Thai hostages. pic.twitter.com/aBhFQ8bN67

-- Netanel Worthy - ntnl vvrty (@NetanelWorthy) January 30, 2025

						

						
							
Five Thai hostages have been released and one is left behind. Where is Pinta Nattapong? He was working in Israel to save enough to open a coffee shop back home and take care of his wife and son. LET HIM GO! pic.twitter.com/YExeN1dCeY

-- Heidi Bachram [?] (@HeidiBachram) January 30, 2025
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                  Thailand imposes burning ban to curb PM2.5 pollution                
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                                The government has announced a "no-burn" measure in a bid to control air pollution, with punishment lined up for violators.
Government spokesman Jirayu Houngsub said the ban follows a forecast of stagnant air circulation that will last until Feb 3, worsening the PM2.5 situation.

To mitigate pollution at its origins, Mr Jirayu, an adviser to the National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Committee, said the committee ordered a nationwide burning ban while elevating related measures in areas with high pollution.

Local authorities are instructed to enforce the order strictly and regularly report on the progress to the committee, said Mr Jirayu.

The committee also ordered the Public Health Ministry to deploy emergency medical teams to support people in high-risk groups, including babies and toddlers, the elderly, pregnant women, people suffering from respiratory conditions and heart disease patients, Mr Jirayu said.

According to the National Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Committee, the country's highest levels of PM2.5 concentration were reported in Chiang Rai, Lamphun, Phitsanulok, Sukhothai, Nonthaburi, Saraburi, Phetchaburi, Nakhon Pathom, Samut Sakorn, and Prachuap Khiri Khan.

The Public Health Ministry recently provided 1.1 million N95-type masks to the public. The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) also handed out 377,000 masks to people in high-risk groups.

Meanwhile, during Thursday's House meeting, opposition leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut questioned the government's decentralisation initiative for pollution protection. He said the Pheu Thai-led government failed every indicator in pollution control.

Mr Natthaphong questioned the government's 620-million-baht central budget allocation for forest fire management in 1,800 sites in 14 provinces. Only 90 sites have been allocated with the budget, while several other provinces with high forest fire risk were not included in the budget plan.

Representing Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Deputy Prasert Jantararuangtong said that part of the budget has been allocated to the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigations to organise preventive training for officers countrywide.
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                                The Office of the Attorney-General (OAG) has indicted high-profile lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd, alias Lawyer Tam, and six associates in connection with a fraud case involving Jatuporn "Madame Oy" Ubonlert, with a court order to repay 111 million baht.
The amount comprises 72 million baht related to a fraudulent online lottery investment application and 39 million baht from scams involving luxury car purchases.

The OAG reported on Friday that it received two investigation files from police on Jan 20, and a committee was formed to review the case due to significant public interest.

In the first case, the charges against Mr Sittra, 44, and his wife Patthitta, 41, include fraud, money laundering and conspiracy to commit these crimes under the Penal Code and the Anti-Money Laundering Act.

The second case involves the couple and five other defendants. They were charged with fraud, deception and submitting false documents that could harm others. The alleged crimes took place between Feb 16, 2023, and Feb 6 last year across several locations in Thailand, Hong Kong and France.

According to the OAG, the indictments reflected serious allegations that have led to thorough legal action against all involved parties.

Prosecutors submitted the indictments against the seven defendants to the Criminal Court, which acknowledged the case and scheduled the hearing of their pleas for Feb 7 at 9am.

In November last year, police arrested the celebrity lawyer and his wife on a highway east of Bangkok and charged them with fraud and money laundering in connection with Ms Jatuporn's allegation that she lost 71 million baht to him.

Ms Jatuporn, a native of Nakhon Ratchasima province, reportedly lives with her French husband in France and won a EuroMillions lottery jackpot worth several billion baht there.

Police earlier seized assets worth over 70 million baht, including 28 million baht in cash, a luxury home worth 43 million baht and several high-end vehicles, from Mr Sittra.
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                  Thailand begins 'Seal Stop Safe' anti-drug drive                

                PM says key focus is to curb trafficking via 51 border districts in 14 provinces
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                                Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra on Thursday launched the "Seal Stop Safe" anti-drug campaign to tackle trafficking in 51 border districts of 14 provinces, with results expected within six months.
The operation aligns with the government policy on drug prevention and suppression, Ms Paetongtarn said at the launch event in the Santi Maitri building at Government House.

"Our government strongly emphasises drug policy," she said. "Drugs hinder the potential of people, and if we end this problem, the potential of Thais will be restored."

The operation will start next month and last until the end of July, focusing on high-risk areas -- 51 border districts in 14 provinces -- identified by the Office of the Narcotics Control Board (ONCB). 

Seventy-six police stations in the districts will join the operation.

Military units and other officials must work together to prevent drugs from entering Thailand, Ms Paetongtarn said. Good welfare benefits would be provided to officials who demonstrate dedication to the mission, she said.

Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai said Thailand has many natural entry points that traffickers can use, and border officials alone cannot cover all of them, so the operation would strengthen prevention.

If conditions do not improve within six months, he said, then stricter protocols would be adopted.

'Super labs' in Myanmar

Recent data indicates a significant increase in the trafficking of illicit drugs into Thailand, particularly from Myanmar.

Organised crime networks have allied with militias and rebel groups to establish large-scale "super labs" in Shan and Kachin states of Myanmar.

In the first eight months of 2024, authorities in Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son seized 346 million methamphetamine tablets, a 172% increase compared to seizures for all of 2023.

Seizures of crystal methamphetamine in the same provinces rose by 39% during the same period, totalling 6.48 tonnes. Heroin seizures totalled 327 kilogrammes -- nearly seven times the amount seized in 2023.

Despite the increased seizures, the street price of methamphetamine tablets in Thailand has continued to decline, suggesting a significant volume of drugs is still evading law enforcement efforts.

As of 2024, the average price per tablet was between 25 and 30 baht, compared with 200 baht a decade earlier.

National police chief Kittharath Punpetch said drug trafficking still follows a set pattern, with products trafficked across borders to storage sites in Thailand, before being transported via various routes to provinces in all parts of the country.

Police would work closely with the military and set up more checkpoints in the problem areas, he said.
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                                A well-known property businessman has been arrested and charged after he allegedly dragged a delivery rider into his house at gunpoint and repeatedly assaulted him. The rider was later rescued.
Sirianont Srikureja, 46, president and CEO of a real estate firm, was being detained at Hua Mak police station after he was arrested on Wednesday for assaulting Arthit Noodaeng, 46, and dragging him into his house on Rama 9 Soi 35 in Hua Mak area of Bangkok's Bang Kapi district on Wednesday evening.

The businessman allegedly assaulted and threatened to kill Mr Arthit. Police later came to his rescue after being alerted to the incident.

Mr Arthit said the suspect fired a shot at the door of the house before holding him at gunpoint. The man then repeatedly hit his head and then dragged him inside the house, where he kicked him many times.

The rider said he begged for his life and told the attacker that he had come to pick up an order, but the businessman refused to listen and continued to kick him. Mr Sirianont then brandished five guns, held him by the arms and neck, and threatened to kill him, according to Mr Arthit.

Pol Col Pornthawee Somwong, chief of Hua Mak police station, said on Thursday that police had pressed three charges against Mr Sirianont: assault, illegal detention and firing a gunshot without a sound reason. The officers were investigating who owned the five guns and whether they were legally obtained.

Mr Sirianont's mother arrived at the police station on Thursday to apply for bail for her son after it was initially rejected on Wednesday night. She prepared 150,000 baht in cash as bail surety.

His mother, whose name was not disclosed, admitted her son often drank alcohol but claimed he was neither hot-tempered nor aggressive.

She said her son told her that a delivery rider came to his house five days ago, claiming he was there to pick up goods. This made him become suspicious of any delivery rider, she said.
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                  Scores feared dead in Washington plane crash                

                Regional jet carrying 64 people plunges into river after colliding with army helicopter
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                                WASHINGTON - Scores of people are feared dead after an American Airlines regional passenger jet and a US Army Black Hawk helicopter collided and crashed into the frigid Potomac River near Reagan Washington National Airport on Wednesday night, officials said.
Officials did not provide a death toll from the collision. But Senator Roger Marshall of Kansas, where the flight originated, suggested that all on board died.

"It's really hard when you lose probably over 60 Kansans simultaneously" he said at a news conference at the airport early Thursday.

"When one person dies, it's a tragedy, but when many, many, many people die, it's an unbearable sorrow."

Jack Potter, the CEO of the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority, emphasised at the same news conference that first responders were still in "rescue mode".

CBS News had reported that at least 18 bodies had been recovered, citing a police official. Two sources told Reuters multiple bodies had been pulled from the water.

American Airlines said 60 passengers and four crew members were aboard the PSA Airlines Bombardier regional jet that was travelling from Wichita, Kansas to the US capital. PSA is a subsidiary of American.

Three US Army soldiers were onboard the Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter based out of Fort Belvoir, Virginia. It was taking part in a training flight, said Heather Chairez, a spokesperson with the Joint Task Force-National Capital Regio.

The midair collision occurred as the passenger jet was on approach to land at Reagan. Radio communications between the air traffic control tower and the Black Hawk show that the helicopter crew were aware that the plane was in the vicinity.

US President Donald Trump "has been made aware of this situation and tragically it appears that a military helicopter collided with a regional jet", press secretary Karoline Leavitt said on Fox News.

The Pentagon said it was launching an immediate investigation into the incident, which Trump appeared to blame on the helicopter crew and air traffic controllers in a post on Truth Social.

"The helicopter was going straight at the airplane for an extended period of time. It is a CLEAR NIGHT, the lights on the plane were blazing, why didn't the helicopter go up or down, or turn," Trump wrote.

"Why didn't the control tower tell the helicopter what to do instead of asking if they saw the plane. This is a bad situation that looks like it should have been prevented. NOT GOOD!!!"

Air traffic control recordings appear to capture the final attempted communications with the helicopter, call sign PAT25, before it collides with the plane, described as CRJ.

"PAT25, do you have a CRJ in sight? PAT25, pass behind the CRJ," an air traffic controller says at 8.47pm, according to a recording on liveatc.net.

Seconds later, another aircraft calls in to air traffic control, saying, "Tower, did you see that?" -- apparently referring to the crash. An air traffic controller then redirects planes heading to runway 33 to go around.

Video of the crash captured by a webcam at the nearby Kennedy Center showed the moment of impact between the aircraft and the helicopter, with a massive explosion lighting up the night sky.

Just after the collision, an air traffic controller was heard saying over the radio, "I just saw a fireball and then it was just gone. I haven't seen anything since they hit the river." (Story continues below)

[image: A woman reacts as she waits for news at Ronald Reagan National Airport following the collison between American Eagle flight 5342 and a US Army helicopter on Wednesday night. (Photo: Reuters)]
A woman reacts as she waits for news at Ronald Reagan National Airport following the collison between American Eagle flight 5342 and a US Army helicopter on Wednesday night. (Photo: Reuters)



'Extremely rough' conditions

Relatives gathered at the airport said they were getting little to no information from officials about the incident, adding that they were hearing more about the incident from news reports.

One woman told an airport official, "I don't know if she got on there or not", in apparent reference to a passenger on the crashed jet. She then collapsed in tears.

Washington fire chief John Donnelly said at the news conference that at least 300 first responders were continuing to work on the "highly complex" rescue operation.

"Conditions out there are extremely rough for the responders," he said. "It's cold. They're dealing with windy conditions."

A Reuters reporter near the airport saw a helicopter circling in the sky and shining a spotlight into the water. A boat with a rescue team floated by with those aboard peering into the water with a flashlight.

Earlier, dozens of police, ambulance and rescue units, some carrying boats, staged along the river and raced to positions along the tarmac of Reagan airport. Live TV images showed several boats in the water, flashing blue and red lights.

Airports authority CEO Potter said the airport would remain closed until at least 11am local time on Thursday.

In 1982, Air Florida Flight 90 crashed into the 14th Street Bridge over the Potomac River, killing 70 passengers and four crew members. Only four passengers and one crew member survived.

The last deadly major crash involving a commercial airliner in the US was in 2009, when all 49 people aboard a Colgan Air flight died when the plane crashed near Buffalo in New York state. One person also died on the ground.
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                  'Kamnan Nok' gets life for ordering policeman's killing                

                Slaying at party attended by numerous officers called attention to 'influential figures'
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                                The Criminal Court on Thursday sentenced former sub-district chief Praween Chankhlai to life imprisonment for ordering the murder of a highway police officer during a party at his house in Nakhon Pathom two years ago.
The slaying -- stemming from an argument over a police promotion -- took place in full view of several other officers, many of whom were subsequently jailed for making no effort to stop or arrest the gunman.

The court found that Praween, 37, alias Kamnan Nok, ordered his aide Thananchai Manmark to kill Pol Maj Sivakorn Saibua, an inspector with Highway Police Sub-division 2, who was among the officers at the dinner party in Praween's house on Sept 6, 2023.

Praween at the time was the chief of tambon Takong in Muang district of Nakhon Pathom, where his construction companies had earned him a fortune from local public works contracts.

A 25-million-baht Bentley car was seen parked near the pool villa where the shooting took place.

At the party, prosecutors told the court, Praween asked Pol Maj Sivakorn, 31, to transfer his nephew to be a patrol policeman.

Pol Maj Sivakorn told Praween to wait for the annual police retirements at the end of the month. Praween got upset and proposed a drinking challenge to the officer.

After Praween lost the challenge, Pol Maj Sivakorn reportedly said he always won. Praween got up, slammed his fist down on their VIP table and moved to another table.

Pol Maj Sivakorn and Pol Sgt Maj Pisit Chewpreecha, the kamnan's nephew, followed and apologised but Praween told his nephew to leave right away or, he said, his face would be stained with blood.

Pol Sgt Maj Pisit left and Pol Maj Sivakorn returned to his table.

According to court testimony, Thananchai heard Praween asking for a gun and saying he would not tolerate it. The aide then approached the VIP table and asked Praween what he should do.

Praween nodded and Thananchai fired several 9mm bullets at Pol Maj Sivakorn, who later succumbed to his wounds at Nakhon Pathom Hospital.

Bullets also struck and seriously injured Pol Lt Col Wasin Panpee of the highway police.

Thananchai fled and was killed two days later in an exchange of fire with police in Kanchanaburi. Praween subsequently surrendered to police.

The court said that during the trial, Praween paid compensation to the families of Pol Maj Sivakorn and Pol Lt Col Wasin and they withdrew their suits demanding damages from him.

A police investigation of the case revealed that Praween frequently boasted in public about his close connections with former national-level politicians, police and many local politicians and frequently held parties at his house.

The publicity surrounding his case led Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul to order the compilation of a detailed list of local mafia figures across the country to improve enforcement.
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                  Immigration raids net 17 foreigners on Thai tourist islands                

                Police cracking down on foreigners working illegally on Koh Samui and neighbouring islands
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                                SURAT THANI: Seventeen foreign nationals and a Thai have been arrested for working illegally and other immigration offences during raids this week on three popular tourist islands in this southern province.
Investigators from the Surat Thani immigration office, police and local officials raided sites on Koh Samui, Koh Phangan and Koh Tao after alerted about foreign nationals running unregistered nurseries, working without work permits, overstaying visas and other immigration offences, said Pol Col Naruewat Phutthawiro, chief of the provincial immigration office.

The raids, conducted since Jan 28, led to the arrest of 17 foreigners and a Thai in all, said Pol Col Naruewat.

On Koh Samui, a Briton and a Lao national were arrested at two separate locations. One was charged with overstaying and the other with illegal entry.

On Koh Phangan, 12 foreigners -- five Russians, two Ukrainians, five Myanmar nationals -- were arrested on charges that included setting up a private school without permission, running a nursery without permission, working illegally and hiring illegal migrants.

On Koh Tao, three Myanmar nationals were arrested on charges of working illegally and a Thai employee was arrested on charges of illegally running a nursery and hiring illegal migrants.

Pol Col Naruewat said the raids were carried out in response to a directive from national police chief Kittharath Punpetch to crack down on foreign nationals entering the country on tourist visas with the intent to work illegally.

Surat Thani Immigration officers subsequently coordinated with related agencies to carry out "Operation X-ray" on the three islands, he said.
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                  Hamas to free 5 Thai hostages, Israel says                

                Thai ambassador awaits further details of release expected later on Thursday
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                                Israel has said that five Thais would be among a total of eight hostages to be freed from Gaza, where the first of three Israeli hostages to be freed was seen on Thursday morning local time.
Hamas was expected to release a total of eight hostages after more than a year of captivity in the Gaza Strip, as the fragile ceasefire between the two sides held through its second week.

When Hamas crossed the border into Israel to carry out its massacre of mostly Israeli civilians on Oct 7, 2023, 31 Thais were also taken hostage, with 23 released so far. Two were confirmed dead last May, leaving six still in Hamas' custody.

Thailand's ambassador to Israel, Pannabha Chandraramya, said she had been told five Thai hostages would be released on Thursday, although it was not yet clear which ones would be freed.

Ms Pannabha said that six living and two dead Thai hostages in Gaza, all aged between 28 and 42, remained in Gaza. All were abducted from four farms close to the Gaza border, where they were employed as agricultural workers.

Mousa Abu Marzouk, a senior Hamas official, confirmed in a phone interview that the five Thai workers would be released on Thursday. The Thai workers were being held by Palestinian Islamic Jihad, he said, referring to a smaller militant group in Gaza distinct from Hamas. (Story continues below)
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The Israeli hostages being released are Gadi Moses, 80; Arbel Yehud, 29; and Agam Berger, 20, according to Israeli authorities. In a statement on social media, Hamas confirmed the three Israelis would be freed.

Neither Israel nor Hamas named the Thai citizens who would be released.

Under the terms of the ceasefire, Israel is expected to release more than 100 Palestinian prisoners in exchange for the hostages released on Thursday, including around 30 serving life sentences for involvement in deadly attacks against Israelis.

The release is the third so far as Israel and Hamas observe a six-week truce, part of a multiphase agreement that mediators hope will end the war in Gaza.

More than 45,000 people were killed there during Israel's campaign against Hamas, according to health officials in Gaza, who do not distinguish between civilians and combatants.

During the 42-day initial ceasefire, Hamas committed to freeing at least 33 of the remaining 97 hostages in Gaza in exchange for a partial Israeli withdrawal and the release of over 1,500 Palestinians jailed by Israel
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                  Unsafe levels of smog in 67 provinces                

                Three provinces in red zones, Bangkok classified as orange
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                                Sixty-seven out of 77 provinces in Thailand were shrouded with unsafe levels of ultrafine dust pollution on Thursday morning, according to the Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency (Gistda).
Three provinces recorded red levels (hazardous to health) of particulate matter 2.5 micrometres and less in diameter (PM2.5), Gistda reported at 8am on Thursday.

Nakhon Nayok faced the highest red level of PM2.5 at 114.3 microgrammes per cubic metre of air over the past 24 hours. It was followed by Prachin Buri (81.8mg/m3) and Samut Songkhram (77.7).

The safe threshold is 37.5mg/m3.

Ten provinces had safe air quality. Nine provinces had moderate air quality represented by yellow levels of PM2.5 ranging from 27 to 36.9. In descending order, they were Chiang Mai, Udon Thani, Nong Bua Lam Phu, Mae Hong Son, Ranong, Surat Thani, Phangnga, Nakhon Si Thammarat and Chumphon.

Good air quality was detected only in Krabi (23.8).

Sixty-four other provinces faced orange levels (starting to affect health) of PM2.5 ranging from 38.3 to 73.8. They included Ayutthaya, Bangkok, Chiang Rai, Chon Buri, Kanchanaburi, Nakhon Ratchasima, Prachuap Khiri Khan, Phuket, Samut Prakan and Songkhla.

The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) said on Wednsday that it would ask the government to declare Bangkok an air pollution control area as PM2.5 levels are expected to surge again over the next seven days.

Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt said such a declaration would enable City Hall to draw money from the environment fund to finance efforts to combat the haze problem.

Authorities earlier announced a week of free rides on all public buses and electric train lines in the capital in an effort to reduce car use. Train ridership has risen by as much as 60%, according to initial figures. The free rides are scheduled to end on Saturday.


	Related: Chiang Mai takes on air quality challenge Editorial: Haze looms, action lags
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                                Meta Platforms Inc is fighting a EU798 million ($831 million) European Union fine for allegedly wielding its trove of user data to boost its own Facebook Marketplace service. 
A company spokesperson confirmed it had filed the appeal to the EU's General Court in Luxembourg -- a move that escalates the social media giant's running feud with the EU over its crackdown on Big Tech.

The challenge comes on the heels of US President Donald Trump's recent comments that EU fines are "a form of taxation" against American firms, echoing sentiments from Meta chief Mark Zuckerberg.  

In a groundbreaking decision in November, the European Commission ordered Meta to stop tying its classified-ads service to Facebook's sprawling platform, and refrain from imposing unfair trading conditions on rival second-hand goods platforms. It accompanied the order with its first ever abuse of dominance fine against the Menlo Park, California-based firm.

Facebook's Marketplace had also been targeted by other regulators. It settled a probe with the UK's Competition and Markets Authority after agreeing to a slate of concessions. A hearing in the EU case will likely be scheduled in the coming months.


	Related: Hold Facebook accountable for scams, hoaxes
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                Seven & i seeking investors to back management buyout and fend off Canadian takeover
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                                TOKYO - The founding family of Seven & i Holdings is asking Thailand's Charoen Pokphand Group to invest in a management buyout of the Japanese retailing giant, the Japanese broadcaster NHK reported on Thursday.
The Seven & i subsidiary Seven-Eleven Japan owns 100% of 7-Eleven Inc, which has about 85,000 stores worldwide. CP is the major shareholder of SET-listed CP All Plc, which has about 15,000 7-Eleven branches in Thailand. 

The Japanese family is in talks to take the 7-Eleven operator private through a management buyout to fend off a $47-billion takeover from Alimentation Couche-Tard, a Canadian convenience store chain.

CP is the latest candidate approached by the family to support its takeover effort, which values the sprawling convenience store conglomerate at $58 billion and would be the largest management buyout in Japanese history should it go ahead.

The investment by CP would be in the order of hundreds of billions of yen, Japan's national broadcaster said.

Seven & i declined to comment on the report. A representative for CP Group said they do not comment on speculation.

The US investment firm KKR was earlier reported to be considering taking a stake in a proposal by the Seven & i Holdings founding family. 

Led by the Ito family and Itochu Corp, the operator of FamilyMart convenience stores in Japan, the management buyout proposal would involve about Y=4 trillion ($26 billion) in equity stakes with the rest to come from bank financing.

The original proposal envisioned a valuation of as high as Y=9 trillion for Seven & i -- trumping the offer of Y=7.5 trillion by Couche-Tard -- though this may be lowered as the company's market valuation hovers well below either figures.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2950947/japanese-7-eleven-owner-seeks-help-from-cp-group



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Weak consumption holding back Thai economy: central bank                

                Impact of government handouts less than expected as many repaid debts, says governor Sethaput
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                                BANGKOK - Thailand's economic growth may falter this year, following a weaker-than-expected fourth quarter when consumption cratered despite a government cash handout aimed up firing up sluggish growth, according to Bank of Thailand governor Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput.
The central bank previously forecast that the economy could expand by 2.9% this year, lower than the Ministry of Finance projection of 3%.

"I have to say that there is some downside risk to that figure," Mr Sethaput told Reuters in an interview.

He estimated the economy expanded by 2.7% in 2024, with the final-quarter pace above 3% but still weaker than forecast.

The National Economic and Social development Council will release the official 2024 growth figures on Feb 17.

"The impact of the handouts and the stimulus was less than we had expected," Mr Sethaput said. "The handouts that went out sometimes were used to pay down debt and whatnot, so you didn't see that translation into consumption."

His remarks were his first this year on the growth outlook and the effectiveness of the government's vaunted 500-billion-baht consumption stimulus policy. The second phase of the cash handouts, to 3 million senior citizens over age 60, took place earlier this week. 

The government hopes to roll out the third phase of its signature "digital wallet" programme in April, aiming to spur "very high" growth. The scheme, the Pheu Thai Party's core election campaign policy, was launched last September after repeated delays.

The Bank of Thailand's monetary policy stance remains broadly neutral and inflation will rise to cross to hit 1.1% this year, remaining in the target band of 1% to 3%, but the central bank remains concerned about the volatility of the baht, Mr Sethaput said.

"We feel that at present, when you take it all together, the current policy rate is appropriate for striking the right balance for those things," he said.

"That said, if things change, right, we're prepared to change." Last month, the central bank left its key interest rate unchanged at 2.25% after a surprise rate cut in October. It will next review rates on Feb 26.

Trump adds uncertainty

The return of US President Donald Trump for a second term has injected more uncertainty but it was still too early to say what impact it would have on Thailand, the governor said.

"It's highly uncertain, and it's very, very early days," said Mr Sethaput, who is set to finish a five-year term in September.

Thailand is seeking to benefit from an expected reorientation of supply chains triggered by tariffs threatened by the new US administration.

Mr Sethaput also underlined the central bank's hesitation on cryptocurrency, even as the government makes a push to use it as an alternative payment system, with a proposal for a so-called sandbox on the tourist island of Phuket.

Cryptocurrencies lack a stable value, their underlying technologies are not very scalable and can lead to a fragmented payment system, he said, pointing out that the existing PromptPay digital payment platform was working well.

"The benefits of the use case have to be very, very clear because they are downside risks to moving to that."
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                                Thailand's economy is expected to grow 3.0% this year, led by increased tourism, exports and private consumption, the finance ministry said on Thursday, unchanged from a previous forecast.
Exports, a key driver of growth, were seen rising 4.4% this year, stronger than an earlier forecast of 3.1%, Pornchai Thiraveja, head of the finance ministry's fiscal policy office, told a press conference.

Southeast Asia's second-largest economy is estimated to have expanded 2.5% in 2024, compared with the 2.7% growth projected earlier, the ministry said.

Official gross domestic product data is due on Feb 17.

"Growth last year was revised downwards due to a larger than expected fall in industrial investment from contraction in the auto sector," Mr Pornchai said.

Thailand is an auto production and export hub and home to regional operations of Japanese carmakers Toyota and Honda. But domestic sales hit a 15-year low due to tightening credit conditions and slow exports have dampened the industry with production reaching a four-year low in 2024.

A transition to electric vehicles dominated by Chinese EV companies also threatened the auto parts supply chain.

The government is also trying to ensure that the transition is smooth, said Mr Pornchai.

Private investment was seen growing 2.7% this year, reversing from a fall of 2.7% in 2024, ministry data showed, while private consumption was forecast to grow 3.3% this year, from 4.7% a year earlier.

Investments this year will improve after more incentives are rolled out to draw in foreign investors, especially in cloud services and data centres, he said.

ByteDance's TikTok plans a $3.8 billion data hosting service, according to the Thai investment board, following similar plans from Google and Amazon Web Services.

"Growth can reach 3.5% from the base of 3.0% if we push," Mr Pornchai said, adding that accelerated government spending would also support growth.

Tourism is also a key engine of growth and the ministry projects 38.5 million foreign visitors this year, compared with the 39 million projected earlier, close to the record of nearly 40 million visitors set in 2019, before the pandemic.

The revised tourism forecast is partly due to concerns of Chinese tourists, which will be closely monitored, he said.

Thailand rushed to reassure Chinese tourists after questions about their safety were triggered earlier this month after actor Wang Xing went missing on the Thai-Myanmar border. Authorities said he may have been a victim of human trafficking by criminal groups.

China is the largest source for Thailand's tourism industry, accounting for nearly a fifth of arrivals in 2024.

Last year, there were 35.5 million foreign tourists, up 26.3% year-on-year.

The ministry predicts headline inflation at 0.9% this year, compared with a previous forecast of 1.0%, inside the central bank's target range of 1% to 3%.
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                  European Central Bank expected to press on with rate cuts                

                US Federal Reserve holds key rate steady as expected despite pressure from Trump
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                                FRANKFURT - Despite US President Donald Trump's sabre-rattling, the European Central Bank is set to press on with interest rate cuts on Thursday as officials increasingly voice confidence that the fight against inflation is on track.
The central bank hiked borrowing costs aggressively from mid-2022 to tame runaway energy and food costs, but is now bringing them back down as price rises slow and the euro zone economy looks weak.

ECB policymakers are expected to cut their benchmark deposit rate by a further quarter point to 2.75% on Thursday, its fifth reduction since June last year.

Recent upticks in inflation -- such as a jump to 2.4% in December, above the ECB's two-percent target -- have caused some jitters.

But ECB officials have sounded upbeat that the battle to control the pace of price rises remains on course.

"We are confident of seeing inflation at target in the course" of this year, President Christine Lagarde said in an interview with US broadcaster CNBC at the World Economic Forum in Davos.

The ECB announcement comes a day after the Federal Reserve paused its rate cuts after inflation in the United States ticked up, despite pressure from Trump to further lower borrowing costs.

Felix Schmidt from Berenberg Bank was among economists predicting a fresh rate cut by the ECB Thursday, believing that inflation will ease in 2025.

Falls "in energy prices in particular will push inflation towards two percent as the year progresses," Schmidt said.

Focus on stumbling euro zone

As high rates increasingly pressure households and businesses, the ECB's focus is now firmly on supporting growth in the euro zone, which is languishing amid a manufacturing slowdown and tepid consumer demand.

The poor performance of traditional European powerhouse Germany has weighed heavily, with the collapse of the government in Berlin and early elections adding to the uncertainty.

Political turbulence in heavyweight France, where a new government took office in December following the ouster of its predecessor, is also muddying the outlook.

But the biggest question mark for 2025 is the return to the White House of Trump, who has threatened sweeping tariffs on all imports into the United States, including from the EU.

Any new duties on EU exports to the world's biggest economy could hit the euro zone hard, while the bloc is already under pressure.

Trump "presents a risk," said Berenberg's Schmidt.

The president however appeared to be using tariff threats towards the EU "more as a prelude to negotiations, which means that they can be averted by making certain concessions", Schmidt said.

Lagarde is not expected to offer too many clues about the ECB's next moves as she stays true to the central bank's recent stance of making decisions based on the latest data.

Most analysts however believe the ECB will cut rates at least at its next two meetings -- on Thursday, and again in March.

But what happens beyond that is "less certain", said Stephanie Schoenwald, an economist at KfW Research, predicting the "unity" among ECB governing council members "could be over in the spring".

It was already easy to spot different views about how far to go with cuts and "what risks to European price stability emanate from US tariff policy", Schoenwald said.
              



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/2950802/european-central-bank-expected-to-press-on-with-rate-cuts



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




                
                  Unleash Teen Talent at Frasers Property Music Contest                 

                Showcase creativity and win big in "We Play Together," offering teens a stage to shine with top music gurus. 
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                                Frasers Property Thailand  expands opportunities for teenagers to showcase their musical talents alongside Thailand's leading music gurus, fostering creativity and offering growth opportunities. 

Art toy collections have become a favourite trend among today's teenagers, alongside other popular gadgets and fashion items. Among these interests, music has remained a timeless passion for youth across all generations, serving as both a lifelong asset to connect with inner peace and a path to ambitious goals. 




As Thailand's leading property developer and owner of remarkable mixed-use spaces in Bangkok, Frasers Property Thailand presents a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for teenagers to participate in the music contest "We Play Together." This initiative allows young people to demonstrate their skills in music arrangement, instrument performance, singing, and creativity, with prizes exceeding 400,000 baht and the chance to enter the entertainment industry. 

[image: Unleash Teen Talent at Frasers Property Music Contest ]




"Samyan Mitrtown will serve as the main stage for the 'We Play Together' competition. We have designated the event hall on the 5th floor, which is equipped with state-of-the-art facilities to ensure optimal sound quality and ample space for the audience to enjoy the performances," stated Somboon Wasinchutchawal, Chief Financial Officer, Frasers Property Thailand. 

[image: Unleash Teen Talent at Frasers Property Music Contest ]




"In addition to the performance stage, Frasers Property Thailand  is providing spaces at our properties across Bangkok and its metropolitan area, including The Grand, Grandio, NEO Home, and Golden Town. These venues will host semi-finalists for practice sessions under the guidance of Thailand's leading artists, including Cutto Lipta, Mean TaitosmitH, and Ake Season Five, ahead of the live concert on 29 March 2025." 




Inspired by a promotional campaign launched in 2024, the song "Ob-Oon" (Warm), performed by Two Popetorn and produced by Tan Lipta, has been selected as the compulsory theme song. Contestants are tasked with re-arranging the song in their unique styles, alongside performing their own musical selections. 




"Teenagers today face increasing stress, and music has long served as an outlet for them to release their energy and express their talents. The song 'Ob-Oon' reflects the concept of 'home'--a place built on bonds and enduring care passed down through generations. We are excited to see and hear how contestants reinterpret the song through their creative perspectives while preserving its core values." 

[image: Unleash Teen Talent at Frasers Property Music Contest ]




The competition comprises two categories: High School Class and University Class. Participants can include students under the age of 15, provided at least two-thirds of the band members meet the specified criteria. Esteemed judges, including Nueng-Jakkawal Saothongyutitum (renowned music director), Maew-Jirasak Panpoom (musician and songwriter), Hall-Chatchanot Arphatchokthawee (influencer), and a music expert from the Royal Thai Air Force Music Division, will select 20 bands (10 per category) during the audition round on 8 March 2025. The final round will take place on 29 March 2025 at Samyan Mitrtown Hall. 




Amid economic uncertainty, Frasers Property Thailand has experienced a surge in residential sales in 2025. Meanwhile, occupancy rates at its mixed-use projects remain strong, particularly at Samyan Mitrtown, whose 24-hour operational model caters to the needs of commercial businesses and teenage lifestyles. 




For music enthusiasts interested in participating in "We Play Together," applications and audition samples can be submitted to weplaytogethermusiccontest@gmail.com until 15 February 2025. For more information, please visit www.facebook.com/FPTFamilyClub. 
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                                Thailand's eCommerce market is booming with a 19% annual growth rate, driven by technological innovation, personalised experiences, and Lazada's transformative tools empowering businesses to thrive.
Thailand's digital economy is accelerating at an unprecedented pace, and the eCommerce sector stands as one of its most powerful engines of growth. As one of Southeast Asia's fastest-growing markets, Thailand is positioning itself as a key player in the region's digital economy. With an annual growth rate of 19%, the opportunities within the eCommerce space are vast. However, to succeed in this increasingly competitive environment, businesses need more than just an online presence. They must embrace technological innovation, optimise back-end operations, and offer tailored customer experiences that align with the evolving needs of consumers.

Lazada has consistently proven itself as a leader in shaping Thailand's eCommerce landscape. By providing businesses with cutting-edge tools, resources, and insights, Lazada empowers local sellers to scale, optimise, and meet consumer demands more efficiently.

The growth of Thai eCommerce

Thailand's eCommerce market is experiencing rapid expansion, with the country emerging as one of the largest digital economies in Southeast Asia. This growth is fuelled by high internet penetration, an increasingly digitally-savvy consumer base, and strong logistical infrastructure. According to the Google e-Conomy SEA 2024 report, Thailand's eCommerce market is growing at an impressive 19% annually, positioning it as a significant contributor to the region's overall digital transformation.

As the market grows, so do consumer expectations. Today's shoppers demand seamless shopping experiences, personalised product recommendations, fast delivery, and diverse payment options. Businesses looking to thrive in this evolving landscape must not only meet these expectations but also leverage the right technologies and strategies to stay ahead of the competition.

This is where Lazada stands out. As a pioneer in the region, Lazada has been instrumental in driving innovations that meet the ever-changing needs of consumers and sellers alike. From artificial intelligence (AI)-powered tools that enhance product discovery to advanced logistics and campaign management features, Lazada's platform offers businesses the resources necessary to succeed in Thailand's rapidly evolving eCommerce space.

[image: ]

Lazada's role in shaping Thailand's eCommerce future

Lazada's mission goes beyond simply providing a marketplace; it is a platform designed to enable businesses to grow, optimise, and scale with ease. By integrating cutting-edge technology, Lazada has created a comprehensive suite of tools that help businesses streamline their operations, improve customer experiences, and drive sustainable growth.

At the heart of Lazada's innovations is AI-driven personalisation. The platform leverages AI to optimise product recommendations and streamline the customer journey. With features like personalised search and recommendations, Lazada ensures that consumers are presented with relevant products tailored to their preferences.

Beyond consumer-facing tools, Lazada provides sellers with powerful operational tools, including real-time analytics and inventory management capabilities. The Business Advisor tool, for example, provides insights into sales trends, customer behaviour, and inventory levels, empowering sellers to make data-driven decisions. This level of operational visibility allows businesses to optimise their supply chains, manage stock more efficiently, and ensure they meet consumer demand in a timely manner.

In addition to these technological innovations, Lazada has remained committed to providing education and mentorship to local businesses. Through various programmes on Lazada University, Lazada supports sellers with everything from basic eCommerce training to advanced marketing and campaign management. This hands-on support helps ensure that businesses of all sizes can navigate the complexities of the digital marketplace and realise long-term growth.

Key trends shaping Thai eCommerce success

As the Thai eCommerce landscape continues to evolve, several key trends are influencing business success. These trends present both challenges and opportunities for businesses looking to thrive in the digital economy.

1. Building consumer trust and transparency

With so much information available online, consumers are more discerning then ever and buyers are increasingly researching products before making a purchase. Euromonitor's 2024 report reveals that 57% of consumers thoroughly research products before committing to a purchase. In such an environment, building trust and maintaining transparency is essential for businesses seeking to engage customers and foster loyalty.

Lazada plays a pivotal role in helping businesses build trust through its AI-powered product transparency tools. For example, Lazada's AI-generated product questions feature allows consumers to engage directly with the platform to learn more about products, ask questions, and interact with sellers. This feature has generated over 2.2 million questions, driving higher engagement and building consumer confidence in the products sold on the platform. With a higher level of trust, businesses are able to convert more interactions into successful transactions.

2. Personalisation at scale

Consumers increasingly prioritise simplicity amidst overwhelming choices and notifications. In 2024, 67% sought ways to simplify their lives, and 71% expect personalised experiences (Euromonitor, McKinsey). To capture attention, brands must offer clear communication and personalised recommendations.

Lazada's AI-powered search and recommendations drive personalised user experiences, influencing 50% of platform transactions. Tools like automated descriptions and virtual chatbot help sellers improve engagement, leading to a 30% boost in conversion rates. These AI innovations create a significant competitive advantage.

3. Trends capitalisation and data-driven decision-making

Leveraging trends and data-driven insights is no longer optional - it's essential. 74% of consumers expect businesses to understand and anticipate their needs based on trends. (Salesforce State of the Connected Customer). Monitoring trends helps companies stay ahead of competitors, with 57% of leading businesses citing trend usage as a key differentiator. (Deloitte Global Marketing Trends Report).

Through Lazada Seller Center, sellers can seamlessly utilise tools like the Opportunity Center, which enables businesses to leverage data-driven recommendations on top-searched and top-selling products. Lazada's data reveals that capturing seasonal product trends can boost sales by up to eightfold.

The Business Advisor tool serves as a centralised hub for essential data-driven metrics, offering real-time insights into sales performance, customer behaviour, and operational efficiency. This empowers businesses to make well-informed decisions that drive sustainable growth.

4. Improving operational efficiency

In the fast-paced world of eCommerce, operational efficiency is crucial for maintaining profitability and ensuring a smooth customer experience. With rising consumer expectations for fast delivery, effective inventory management, and streamlined logistics, businesses must optimise their operations to stay competitive.

Lazada's AI-driven demand forecasting and inventory management tools help sellers in better planning inventory levels, minimising the risk of stockouts or overstocking. For sellers, these tools translate into reduced operational costs and improved customer satisfaction.

5. Maximising sales with strategic campaigns

Campaigns play a crucial role in driving visibility and engagement in the highly competitive eCommerce space. Lazada's Mega Campaigns, such as 3.3, Birthday, 11.11, and 12.12, provide sellers with unparalleled exposure to millions of consumers. These events have become highly anticipated by both businesses and consumers, driving sales and boosting brand visibility.

During the recent 12.12 campaign, brands on LazMall saw a tenfold increase in GMV. With tools like livestreaming, campaign analytics, and personalised promotions, sellers can fully optimise their sales potential.

In addition to these large-scale campaigns, Lazada provides a range of end-to-end, scalable advertising solutions designed to align with sellers' specific goals. These solutions enable sellers to effectively target audiences and achieve measurable growth both on and off the platform. Its Sponsored Solutions portfolio includes tools like Sponsored Discovery, Sponsored Display, Sponsored Affiliate, Direct Matching KOL Affiliates, and Collaborative Ads, offering versatile strategies to boost engagement and drive revenue. Businesses can create customised campaigns that drive measurable results. Campaigns that automate store promotions have achieved 2.5 times more store visits and a 50% increase in sales.

Lazada's Sponsored Max, currently in beta, leverages the latest AI-powered algorithms to help sellers maximise sales potential on Lazada while optimising their targeted ROI through all platform traffic.

[image: ]

Commitment to empowering local businesses

Lazada understands that the key to long-term eCommerce success lies in the empowerment of local businesses. The platform offers a range of tiered packages that cater to businesses of all sizes, from small startups to large enterprises. These packages are designed to support sellers at every stage of their eCommerce journey, providing them with the tools and resources they need to succeed.

Beyond technology, Lazada's commitment to supporting local businesses extends to educational programmes, mentorship initiatives, and dedicated customer service. By providing sellers with the knowledge and resources they need to succeed, Lazada fosters an inclusive and thriving eCommerce ecosystem in Thailand.

Navigating the future of Thai eCommerce with Lazada

As Thailand's eCommerce market continues to evolve, businesses must adapt to meet the growing demands of today's tech-savvy consumers. To succeed, businesses must leverage technology, optimise operations, and provide personalised experiences that resonate with consumers.

Lazada stands as a key partner in this transformation. Through its innovative tools, data-driven insights, and commitment to supporting local businesses, businesses can unlock new growth opportunities, streamline their operations, and stay ahead of the competition in the fast-paced digital economy.

For Thai businesses looking to succeed in the ever-evolving digital marketplace, partnering with Lazada is not just a strategy -- it's an essential step toward achieving long-term success in 2025 and beyond.



Suite of Lazada sponsored solutions

Lazada sponsored solutions: A full suite of AI-powered on-platform and off-platform solutions for brands and sellers to increase traffic and sales, while optimising performance through data insights.

Sponsored discovery: In-app and on-platform advertising solution designed to drive traffic and sales by driving high intent shoppers to your store through AI-powered sponsored search and product recommendations engine.

Sponsored affiliate: Performance-based advertising solution designed to help sellers increase their visibility and drive sales by leveraging Lazada's extensive network of affiliates.

Direct matching KOL affiliates: Innovative advertising solution that directly connects sellers with influencers and affiliates to boost product visibility and drive sales through authentic promotions aligned with their brand identity.

Collaborative ads: Off-platform promotional solution that enable sellers to extend their reach on our partner especially Meta and Google while fully leverages platform data to maximise sales potential on Lazada and seller's ROI.

Sponsored max: On-platform promotional solution that fully leverages all platform traffic and utilizes Lazada's latest AI-powered algorithms to help sellers maximise sales potential on Lazada while optimising the seller's targeted ROI.
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                  Thailand, Israel consider free trade negotiations                

                              

                                Thailand and Israel have expressed interest in negotiating a free trade agreement (FTA) to enhance trade and investment between the two nations.
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Mr Pichai talked with Mr Barkat, Israeli minister of economy and industry, on the sidelines of the WEF. The discussion focused on advancing an FTA to enhance bilateral trade and investment opportunities.



Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan said the countries share a mutual interest in establishing an FTA, starting with the formation of a joint trade committee to pave the way for formal negotiations in the future.

During discussions at the World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, Switzerland earlier this month, Mr Pichai talked with Nir Barkat, Israeli minister of economy and industry. They focused on advancing the FTA and enhancing bilateral trade and investment opportunities.

As a member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Israel is recognised for its significant economic potential, particularly in innovation and technology.

The country imports food products from Thailand, including rice, ready-to-eat meals, canned seafood, and canned fruit and vegetables.

He said Israel is eager to expand trade with Thailand, recognising the country as an important and friendly partner with the potential to serve as a hub for Southeast Asia.

Thailand has good relations with major global powers, including China, the US, the EU, and countries in the Middle East.

Mr Pichai said Israel's advanced technology offers Thailand opportunities to learn and develop its technological capabilities.

The discussions addressed Israel's expertise in various technologies, such as agricultural technology, tuna farming and food security.

"Thailand is well-positioned to be a key source of food security for Israel," he said.

Israel expressed its need for Thai skilled labour and committed to improving safety measures for Thai workers in Israel.

In 2024, Israel ranked as Thailand's 39th-largest trading partner globally and the sixth-largest in the Middle East. Bilateral trade was valued at US$1.28 billion, comprising $813 million in exports and $469 million in imports.

Key exports included automobiles and auto parts, canned seafood, gems and jewellery, rice, refrigerators and components.

Major imports from Israel included diamonds, electrical machinery and parts, fertilisers and pesticides, processed fruit and vegetables, and scientific and medical instruments.

Thailand has 16 FTAs with 23 countries and economies, signing an FTA with the European Free Trade Association (Efta) on Jan 23 on the sidelines of the WEF. Efta members comprise Switzerland, Norway, Iceland and Lichtenstein. The agreement is the first FTA signed by the current government and it plans to sign FTAs with all EU members this year.
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                  Gold price could set new record soon                

                Brokerage upbeat  on momentum
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                                Gold prices could reach a new record high in the near future, supported by a weak US dollar as China has started buying gold to build up its reserves, says Bualuang Securities (BLS).
Spot gold held steady at around US$2,761.93 per ounce on Wednesday, as US gold futures added 0.1% to $2,769.80.

Last week, prices were trading near record-high levels, but they fell more than 1% on Tuesday as investors rushed to liquidate bullion to offset losses triggered by a sharp pullback in technology stocks, spurred by DeepSeek's low-cost, low-power artificial intelligence model.

The Federal Reserve trimmed US interest rates last month by 0.25%, signalling the start of a full-fledged rate-cutting cycle, noted BLS.

Moving forward, the anticipated economic landscape under the Donald Trump administration and inflation trends will be key factors shaping the Fed's interest rate decisions, noted the brokerage.

For 2025, the market expects one or two rate cuts, with the first likely occurring in June, said BLS.

Gold gained about 30% last year, trailing Bitcoin, which surged by 120%. Analysts maintain gold remains in a strong uptrend, having previously reached a record high of $2,789 per ounce.

According to BLS, gold shows bullish momentum this month, approaching key resistance levels.

The latest movement suggests an imminent breakout past minor resistance, nearing last year's peak, noted the brokerage.

Investors are advised to monitor bullion's price movements and await a breakout to new all-time highs. The expected resistance range is $2,800-$3,000 an ounce, supported by a weakening US dollar and increased gold purchases by the Chinese government for reserves, said BLS.

The Gold Traders Association adjusted domestic gold prices on Wednesday by 100 baht in early morning trade, pushing the price to 44,150 baht per baht-weight for gold bar and 44,650 baht for gold jewellery.

Pawan Nawawattanasub, chief executive of YLG Group, said gold demand during the Chinese New Year festival has been as vibrant as in previous years, as gold remains a popular gift in Asia.

However, during China's long Golden Week holiday, when the gold market is closed, demand from China temporarily vanishes, often leading to a potential buying opportunity, said Mrs Pawan.

If gold prices show only limited declines after Golden Week, there is a strong chance of a rebound, she said.

Historically, gold prices tend to rise within three days of the Chinese market reopening, with the potential to test resistance at $2,800-$2,850 an ounce, according to YLG.

An additional factor supporting gold prices after the Lunar New Year is the uncertainty surrounding Trump's policies, particularly the possibility he pressures the Fed to lower interest rates, said Mrs Pawan.
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                  Bright start for New Year arrivals from China                

                TAT preps 1st phase of subsidy scheme
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                                The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is working towards increasing charter flights from secondary cities in China, while preparing to launch the first phase of the domestic "We Travel Together" subsidy, offering 1 million privileges in June.
Chuwit Sirivejkul, TAT regional director of marketing for East Asia, said Thailand had so far welcomed 22,000-24,000 Chinese tourists per day on average in January.

On Jan 28, arrivals tallied nearly 30,000, marking a good start to the Chinese New Year holiday period, he said.

The TAT earlier said more than 10,000 Chinese tourists, mostly tour groups from second-tier cities, had cancelled trips to Thailand due to safety concerns regarding human trafficking. However, scheduled flights still operated as usual with a typical number of independent tourists.

To address the issue of stagnant tour group arrivals, Mr Chuwit said the agency is discussing solutions with tour operators, which could lead to more charter flights after the Chinese New Year holiday period, targeting potential segments such as meeting and incentive groups.

Chinese companies are willing to save their budgets for overseas trips for use during other periods, rather than the long holiday, he said.

The TAT estimates arrivals from mainland China during the Chinese New Year period from Jan 24 to Feb 2 should reach 287,000 and generate more than 8.8 billion baht in revenue, representing an increase of 7% and 9% year-on-year, respectively.

Mr Chuwit said Chinese New Year celebrations in Thailand also draw tourists from Taiwan, Hong Kong and Vietnam.

Tourism representatives led by TAT governor Thapanee Kiatphaibool and Tourism and Sports Minister Sorawong Thienthong on Wednesday welcomed Chinese tourists arriving at Suvarnabhumi airport from Shanghai on flight TG663. The flight carried 298 passengers with a 94% load factor.

This year the TAT is targeting 7.2-7.5 million Chinese tourist arrivals, while the Tourism and Sports Ministry is aiming for 8 million.

Mr Sorawong said Thailand would continue promoting tourism together with other Southeast Asian countries as "Six countries, One destination" to Chinese and other foreign markets.

Ms Thapanee said the TAT would invite Chinese influencers to promote Thailand throughout the year.

She said the agency is preparing the first phase of the We Travel Together subsidy to stimulate domestic tourism during the low season in June.

The first phase of the project offers 1 million privileges and better benefits than previous editions, said Ms Thapanee.
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																With mounting pressure from Bangkok and Beijing, it is becoming more difficult for Karen Border Guard Force (BGF) chief Maj Gen Saw Chit Thu to protect the grey business empire along the Moei river in Myawaddy and also to lead the force.
The tougher stance by the two governments results from the "Wang Xing effect", a high-profile trafficking case involving the Chinese actor which gained global attention.

He disappeared shortly after entering Thailand on Jan 3, after being lured to the criminal enclaves in Myanmar's Myawaddy.

Despite the speedy rescue, the case has effectively opened a can of worms regarding criminal activities run by Chinese criminalss in the area.

The global outcry over the scam cities, and concerns over tourists safety prompted the Thai government to take action.

It's reported that the Chinese public has stepped up calls for their government to suppress the criminal gangs as they know a large number of Chinese citizens encountered the same fate as Wang Xing, but remain trapped.

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi has responded to the public's concerns. He is encouraging countries in the region to help eradicate transnational fraudsters.

The BGF covers areas from the bank of the Moei river, opposite Tak's Mae Sot district, to Myawaddy city, home of the infamous Shwe Koko and KK Park. There are several other criminal enclaves in the vicinity.

Meanwhile, the southern part of the area known as Chong Kaeb, or Tai Chang zone, opposite Baan Chong Kaeb in Tak's Phop Phra district, is under the control of Saw Kyaw La, or Ko Sai, leader of the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army (DKBA), which is doing business with the criminals.

Over the past few years, Thailand has served as a gateway to crime on the opposite bank of the Moei River.

The mountainous areas, along with ricefields and plantations, are under the control of the Karen National Union (KNU) which, along with the newly-emerging People's Defence Force, is battling the tatmadaw.

The fighting has intensified over the past few months as the Myanmar military tries to recapture its AH1 base that the KNU has long occupied.

In effect, Thailand has become a corridor used by a few armed groups, namely the BGF, DKBA and the KNU.

That part of Thai territory is also used by criminal groups in carrying out crimes, particular in BGF and DKBA-controlled areas.

This is why the two armed groups, which earn a fortune from rent and protection fees, are seen as accessories to the transborder crime being carried out by the Chinese criminal groups.

Today, the Chinese government is responding seriously to global concerns, indicating it is ready to crack down on scam call centres to free tens of thousands of Chinese workers lured into the grey business.

Yet the Thai government still has no clear position as it only instructs province-level authorities and the Royal Thai Police to handle the situation.

This is not enough. To deal with the crime rings, it requires concerted efforts from several forces. Some issues are a state-to-state or a state-to-individual-force matter.

If the Thai government really wants to get tough with the two Karen armed groups, it can do so by cutting their logistics routes and transaction links, tightening control at border crossings as well as arresting the fraudsters.

It must also excommunicate both the BGF and the DKBA for their role in the vicious businesses. But we know all too well that some state officials earn kickbacks from the fraudsters, serving as their conduits. This makes a crackdown very difficult.

But Thai authorities may follow the Chinese example when it cracked down on the Kokang self-administered zone back in 2023 by giving arms to old forces under Peng Daxun, so they could take power back from the Myanmar-backed leader, Bai Xuoqian. He was eventually captured and deported to China for punishment.

Chinese authorities also boosted its influence over the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) which is allied with The Brotherhood Alliance.

Previously, the Chinese authorities had supported the United Wa State Army (UWSA) until it took over areas covering the border with Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son.

Only after the Chinese government forged an alliance with Myanmar coup leader Min Aung Hliang, which helped secure some Chinese benefits in Myanmar, did it prohibit the Brotherhood Alliance from waging war against the tatmadaw.

It should be noted that of all the Karen forces, only the KNU has kept a distance from crime as most of its leaders are real freedom fighters.

Unlike the BGF and DKBA leaders, who accumulate wealth by dealing with criminals, KNU leaders abhor trafficking and call centre scams.

It's thus unfortunate that a few "bad apples" within its leadership still do business with the BGF.

One option that the Thai government may consider is to lend the KNU a hand in suppressing the fraudsters in Myawaddy. This is better than waiting for the Chinese to intervene through the Myanmar junta, and could instead bargain with the other Karen groups.

If this happens, the border situation will get more complicated which is not good for Thailand as the country may risk losing control over the border, similar to what happened on the Mae Hong Son side which is now under UWSA control after the Shan army weakened.

The stronger UWSA now earns a great deal from the narcotics trade via Thai border. It is a source of the drug problems that are deep rooted in this country.

It's high time the Thai government extends friendship to decent groups. It can no longer remain idle, allowing drug warlords and criminals to operate close to home, thinking that it's "none of our business'.'

The BGF's bid to accept more fighters and pictures showing BGF army exercises demonstrates howworried Saw Chit Thu is about the current situation. Needlesss to say, crackdowns on Chinese criminals paying the BGF would severely affect his force.

That said, the BGF leader has few choices. As does the Thai government.
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																At a time when demagogic populists often overshadow experienced, empathetic politicians, the recent passing of former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh at the age of 92 serves as a stark reminder of how our perceptions of leadership have changed.
Singh, who led India from 2004 until 2014, was not only an adept politician who spearheaded his country's economic reforms with the backing of then-Indian National Congress leader Sonia Gandhi and his own predecessor Narasimha Rao. He was also a gentle and open-minded person -- a true global citizen. And he will almost certainly be remembered as the architect of India's transformation from one of the world's poorest, slowest-growing countries into the emerging power it is today.

Before becoming prime minister, Singh had already held several prominent roles in government and policymaking, including governor of the Reserve Bank of India (1982-85) and secretary-general of the South Commission in Geneva (1985-87). In 1991, he was appointed finance minister during one of the worst periods in India's economic history. Although the country had made some progress since gaining independence in 1947, it remained deeply impoverished and plagued by slow per capita income growth, low health and educational standards, frequent power outages, and woefully inadequate transportation, communications, and water and sanitation infrastructure.

Singh's appointment marked a turning point. In the decades following independence, Indian politicians were committed to boosting growth and reducing poverty through public enterprises and stringent government controls over virtually all private-sector activity. But this approach fostered rent-seeking and resulted in dismal economic performance, widely ridiculed as the "Hindu rate of growth."

India's economic problems could be partly attributed to its trade policies. Jawaharlal Nehru, the country's first post-independence prime minister, championed import substitution, aiming to replace foreign goods with domestic production through high tariffs and other protectionist barriers. Yet, demand for imports outpaced export growth, and widespread shortages gave rise to domestic monopolies that had little incentive to improve quality.

A popular joke from this period -- a man awaiting surgery grows terrified when his doctor mentions a "local" anaesthetic -- perfectly captured the mood among Indians. Meanwhile, applications for lucrative import licenses faced rigorous scrutiny, leading to processing delays, so smuggling and other forms of evasion became rampant.

By 1991, India's share of global trade had fallen to 0.5%, from 1.8% in 1950. Despite decades of government efforts, the poverty rate had remained largely unchanged since independence. When Singh became finance minister, the country was grappling with a severe balance-of-payments crisis and derided as a "basket case".

With the backing of then-Prime Minister Narasimha Rao and a team of talented economists, Singh implemented sweeping reforms that revolutionised India's policy framework. The rupee was devalued, import controls were largely dismantled, regulations on private-sector production and prices were relaxed or eliminated, and large swaths of the economy were liberalised.

The results were impressive. Within a year, economic conditions had improved dramatically, and despite a change in government, the reforms were not reversed. Following the Indian National Congress' victory in the 2004 election, Singh was named prime minister by party leader Sonia Gandhi, enabling him to advance his reformist agenda.

India's subsequent transformation is nothing short of extraordinary. In 1993, 48% of the country's population lived below the World Bank's poverty line. By 2015, this figure had dropped to 18.8%, and it has since fallen to 12.9%. Three decades ago, it seemed inconceivable that the low-income, struggling Indian economy could evolve into a middle-income emerging market. Today, India's economy is one of the world's fastest-growing, with a 2.6% share of global trade. In fact, growth has been so rapid that Prime Minister Narendra Modi has set the ambitious goal of achieving advanced-economy status by 2047.

In addition to abolishing import licensing and other government controls, Singh championed a rural employment scheme that guaranteed 100 days of work per year, providing low-income households with a critical safety net. Under his leadership, India's long-standing hostility toward foreign direct investment diminished, and FDI emerged as a key driver of GDP growth. He also supported the creation of Aadhaar, India's groundbreaking biometric identification system, which enables direct transfers of government benefits, thereby eliminating intermediaries and reducing corruption and graft.

But Singh's legacy extends beyond economic reforms. As prime minister, he sought to strengthen India's relationships with the United States and other global powers. One of his major foreign-policy achievements was a landmark agreement with the US on nuclear energy.

Singh was also known for treating everyone with respect, including his political opponents. His leadership style reflected his modest demeanour, personal rectitude, and, perhaps most importantly, his unwavering dedication. As a reformer in a challenging environment, he combined political acumen and moral integrity to overcome resistance and embrace compromise when necessary, thus avoiding the divisiveness that often accompanies reform efforts.

The success of Singh's bold policy agenda offers an enduring lesson for political leaders: courage and commitment to long-term goals can vastly improve a country's economic prospects. If India continues on its current reform path, it could establish itself as a global powerhouse by the end of the century, if not sooner. If policymakers everywhere took a page (or two) from Singh's playbook, the world would be a far better place. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Anne O Krueger, a former World Bank chief economist and former first deputy managing director of the International Monetary Fund, is Senior Research Professor of International Economics at the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies and Senior Fellow at the Center for International Development at Stanford University.
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																Already close and cordial India/US political ties surged in the early hours of the new Trump administration. India's External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar was honoured with rare front row seating at the Inauguration of President Donald Trump and Vice President JD Vance at the Washington ceremony.
The guest from India commented, "It was very clear that the Trump administration's keen to have India present at the inauguration itself. They're clearly prioritising the bilateral relationship."

Mr Jaishankar added, "They would like to build on the foundation of the relationship, a foundation which the first Trump administration also contributed a lot to building."

Significantly, the first bilateral meeting between Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Mr Jaishankar was part of a gathering of the Indo-Pacific Quad security grouping.

This encounter marked Mr Rubio's first two-way meeting since assuming office.

The consultations formed part of a wider diplomatic effort to support the Quad grouping of Australia, India, Japan and the US, focusing on maritime, economic, and supply-chain security.

Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya and Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong were both in Washington for the inauguration and the Quad conference.

Contrary to misperceptions, Quad is not an Asian Nato nor a formal military alliance, yet the group comprising four leading maritime democracies in the Indo-Pacific serves as a maritime counter-balance to communist China, especially in the Indian Ocean and South China Sea.

A Quad joint statement following the meeting said they reaffirmed a "shared commitment to strengthening a Free and Open Indo-Pacific where the rule of law, democratic values, sovereignty, and territorial integrity are upheld and defended".

The statement added, "We also strongly oppose any unilateral actions that seek to change the status quo by force or coercion ... We are committed to strengthening regional maritime, economic, and technology security in the face of increasing threats, as well as promoting reliable and resilient supply chains."

China, while clearly discussed at the Washington confab, was not specifically mentioned in the formal Statement.

Nonetheless Japan's Iwaya told the press that "it was very meaningful" that Mr Rubio's first meeting was a Quad gathering and that the first joint statement of the new US administration was released by the four countries. This allays some concern in Japan that the Trump administration would not value key Asian allies.

But back to India.

What's often called the world's largest democracy, India's post-independence political scene has fortunately avoided the tumultuous times facing neighbour Pakistan or much of South Asia. India celebrated its Republic Day, the 75th Anniversary of its constitution, a democratic and largely secular document uniting an overwhelmingly Hindu but still multi-religious, multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic nation-state.

India/US political ties have improved dramatically in the past 25 years, reflecting the bi-partisan approach in Washington towards what has emerged as a key political, diplomatic and commercial partner. Contrary to popular myth, India does not have formal military ties with Washington but has a close working relationship, as seen in the Quad.

And for the past 25 years, India's economy has become increasingly less socialist-inclined and more enterprise-oriented thus allowing for raised living standards and higher economic growth. Just look at economic links. During 2023, two-way India/US trade reached $124 billion (4.2 trillion baht).

The US trade deficit with India was $43 billion. But to illustrate how commercial ties have grown, a decade ago in 2013, the two-way trade with India stood at $64 billion. Then the deficit in New Delhi's favour was $20 billion; it doubled in a decade. As a matter of comparison, 2023 bilateral trade with China reached $574 billion, with a $279 billion trade deficit favouring Beijing!

India joins the list of top 10 US trade partners. Yet given the glaring deficit, shall Mr Trump focus on possibly using trade tariffs on India despite the close political ties with the Modi government? During the first Trump term, the US slapped higher tariffs on Indian steel and aluminium products. India's economic (GDP) growth remains impressive, slated at 6.8% for 2024.

Currently, US diplomats are busy trying to arrange a February meeting between Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Mr Trump in Washington to help "seal the deal" for future ties.



John J Metzler is a UN correspondent covering diplomatic and defence issues. He is the author of 'Divided Dynamism: The Diplomacy of Separated Nations: Germany, Korea, China'.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/2950295/india-us-ties-to-be-enhanced-by-trump-2-0-



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									What would Nelson Mandela say?								

															

																	
										
											[image: In file photo taken around June 2013, former Thai PM Thaksin Shinawatra holds the hand of the late South African president and Nobel Laureated peace activist Nelson Mandela.  (Photo: Embassy of South Africa)]
																							
													In file photo taken around June 2013, former Thai PM Thaksin Shinawatra holds the hand of the late South African president and Nobel Laureated peace activist Nelson Mandela.  (Photo: Embassy of South Africa)												

																					

									

																'African people, who have black skin and flat noses that make it difficult to breathe, are hired for millions of baht to be models. Thai people look much better. There is no need for our people to get nose, jaw, or breast augmentation. It is time to encourage more Thais, including ethnic groups like the Karen, who possess natural beauty, to become international models." (Bangkok Post, Jan 7)
These remarks dominated Thai media at the start of the new year, coinciding with the return of Africans from holiday visits to their home countries. The statement was attributed to a prominent political figure -- former Minister of Foreign Affairs and former Prime Minister -- prompting a Thai senator and former member of the Human Rights Commission of Thailand to demand a public retraction and apology.

The senator emphasised that such remarks, if left unaddressed, could fuel suspicion, derision, and discrimination against Africans in Thailand.

As members of the UN Human Rights Commission, Thailand, Morocco, South Africa, and Kenya are all bound by their commitment to uphold human dignity. The African diplomatic community in Thailand reacted with shock and disappointment, with many questioning how someone who once met the late President Nelson Mandela in 2013 could, in 2025, make such an insulting statement about the very people for whom Mandela sacrificed 27 years of his life fighting against oppression.

South Africa only emerged from apartheid -- a system rooted in racism and discrimination -- just 30 years ago. The pain of such injustice remains fresh, and these remarks have only added insult to injury.

Following this controversy, African ambassadors convened a meeting with Thailand's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where officials acknowledged that the comments were unfortunate and unacceptable.

The ministry clarified that the remarks were made in a personal capacity and did not reflect the views of the Thai government or its people.

However, the fact that Thaksin Shinawatra made these statements while campaigning for the Pheu Thai Party -- a key governing coalition partner -- raises serious concerns. Despite receiving a formal letter of complaint and a request for a meeting from African ambassadors, the Pheu Thai Party has yet to issue a response. Given Mr Thaksin's deep ties to the party as its founder, his ability to campaign under its banner demonstrates the party's continued association with him.

In June 2013, Mr Thaksin was photographed holding Mandela's hand just six months before the revered leader passed away. Following Mandela's death, Mr Thaksin publicly praised him, stating:

"Mandela will forever be remembered as the protector of democracy, human rights, equality, and reconciliation amidst challenges and opposition. His commitment to democracy and equality has set an example for politicians worldwide."

At the time, these words were profoundly true. Yet today, those of us who believed in them now face remarks that contradict Mandela's lifelong message of dignity and respect for all people, regardless of race, skin colour, or facial features.

If Mandela were here today, he would remind Mr Thaksin that true leadership is rooted in upholding human rights, equality, and mutual respect. He would speak of South Africa's foreign policy principle of Ubuntu -- "you are because I am" -- and challenge all societies to embrace inclusivity and dignity for all.

As African diplomats in Thailand, we hope for an opportunity to meet with the Pheu Thai leadership to seek either an apology or a meaningful explanation. In Mandela's own words, we must strive to "lay the scourge of racism to rest" and build a future grounded in mutual respect, humanism, and enduring solidarity.

Despite these unfortunate distractions, our bilateral relations with Thailand remain strong and continue to grow.

We congratulate Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra and the people of Thailand on the historic milestone of enacting the Marriage Equality Law on Jan 23 -- joining South Africa and many other nations in recognising that love transcends all boundaries.

Lastly, we take pride in our shared global recognition, as our two beautiful cities, Cape Town and Bangkok, have been ranked the world's top two cities in the Time Out 2025 rankings -- Cape Town at number one and Bangkok at number two.

We cannot and must never allow anything to distract us!



Darkey Africa is the Ambassador of South Africa to the Royal Kingdom of Thailand.
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																The countdown has begun for the Provincial Administration Organisation (PAO) elections on Saturday in what is shaping up to be a fierce race.
This time, the PAO chief poll will occur in 47 provinces where the chairmen have completed their official tenure.

That is unlike their colleagues in 26 other provinces who left the top position last year with premature resignations, which prompted a round of elections already held.

Meanwhile, all the provinces will have elections for the PAO team for each district. The size of the team depends on the population total of each district.

But this is not just provincial voting -- it is a political contest between two major parties, Pheu Thai and its friend-turned-foe the People's Party. Meanwhile, Bhumjaithai is discreetly joining the contest in some Isan provinces.

The high-profile contest has drawn public attention, which should translate into a bigger voter turnout than last year's 62.25%. The Election Commission (EC) estimates that 65% of voters will turn out on Saturday. But such an estimate may be unrealistic as Saturday is a working day for many businesses.

Among the political hotspots is Chiang Mai, where Pheu Thai seeks to win back voter support after its embarrassing loss to the People's Party (then the Move Forward Party) in the 2023 national polls.

Another heavily contested area will be Nakhon Ratchasima province. Meanwhile, Prachin Buri, Sri Sa Ket, and Nakhon Phanom are emerging battlegrounds for the ruling party, particularly with candidates affiliated with its major coalition partner, Bhumjaithai.

The People's Party has high hopes in Samut Prakan, Trat and Songkhla, where the party confronts the so-called independent groups that are not totally independent, with links to some parties and old champions like the Democrat Party and Palang Pracharath.

Then there is ex-premier Thaksin Shinawatra, Pheu Thai's spiritual leader, who is leading the party's campaign for the PAO polls. In fact, his handling of it has appeared more akin to what is expected during a national election, and as such, his effort has drawn criticism.

During campaigning, Thaksin has been making promises about the next phase of cash handouts and suppression of call centre scams and narcotics rather than focussing on local development policies, such as those about health, education, welfare, tourism, and infrastructure. However, within that, Thaksin and the ruling party can offer promises their rivals cannot.

All the key parties have high stakes in the PAO poll. Each year, the government allocates more than 28 billion baht for PAOs across the country.

The budget is shared among the provinces, with each serving as one constituency and getting a sizeable budget for development in the next four years. Winning big in the PAO poll should secure a chance for the next national election, which will be held in 2027 unless the House is dissolved beforehand.

As the PAO poll campaign heats up, its getting clearer that Thaksin and Pheu Thai are dwelling on the same old politics, characterised by networking with local political families and promises of populist policies, handouts and projects from the central government, while the People's Party staunchly adheres to the politics of change.

Amidst it all, voters must appreciate that what happens depends on how they vote on polling day.
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																Despite growing risks from natural disasters, Thailand is unprepared for the financial fallout. Severe floods, rising temperatures, and unpredictable weather patterns are becoming more frequent. Without action, the damage will escalate.
Thailand urgently needs a dual approach: investing in climate adaptation to minimise damage and establishing a robust disaster insurance system to aid recovery. Both measures are essential to safeguard the economy and its people.

However, challenges such as short-term financial planning, undervaluing long-term climate adaptation efforts, and insufficient budgets stand in the way.

Looming financial crisis

If Thailand fails to prepare for a 2C temperature rise by 2050, the financial consequences will be dire. The economy would shrink, public debt would soar, and the country's credit rating could drop from BBB+ to BBB-. This downgrade would increase annual interest payments, making it harder for both the government and private sector to secure loans and affordable financing for climate-related projects, reducing global competitiveness.

Prevention is cost-effective. According to the Global Commission on Adaptation, five main measures -- early warning systems, resilient infrastructure, mangrove preservation, dry-land agriculture, and flexible water management -- can averagely save four dollars for every dollar spent.

For instance, Europe's flood warning system, which cost EU63 million (2.2 billion baht), reduced damages by 25%, saving an estimated EU30 billion over two decades. In contrast, Thailand's warning system remains weak, resulting in preventable losses.

Thailand should learn from its neighbours. Vietnam and Indonesia have set clear budgets and plans for climate adaptation. Lagging behind, Thailand lacks concrete budgets for its national adaptation plan, rendering measures ineffective.

Insurance for recovery

When climate-induced natural disasters are unavoidable, insurance speeds up recovery. The economies where insurance premiums make up 3-4% of GDP recover within 10 months, while those with lower coverage could take over 30 months.

In Thailand, disaster insurance designed for climate change response is underdeveloped. The 2011 floods caused $54 billion baht in damage, but only 25% was covered by insurance. Similarly, in 2017, floods caused $382 million (13.7 billion baht) in losses, with just 10% insured. Families and businesses bore the burden, prolonging their hardship and slowing recovery.

To change this, Thailand needs government-backed programmes to help insurers operate in high-risk areas and make premiums affordable.

Challenges

Adaptation measures and insurance serve different yet complementary purposes. Adaptation reduces the frequency and severity of disasters, while insurance ensures faster recovery when disasters occur.

Short-term thinking: Both the government and businesses often focus on immediate costs, ignoring long-term climate risks. Thailand's national development plan does not account for climate impacts on GDP and public debt.

High discount rates make long-term investments, such as flood defences, appear less worthwhile. Lowering these rates would better reflect the benefits of climate adaptation and encourage investments.

Businesses are in the same short-term thinking trap. Only a handful of corporations have adaptation plans to cope with droughts, floods, and heat waves. And less than 20% of SET50 companies have clear climate adaptation plans, with most focusing on reducing emissions rather than preparing for climate challenges.

Budgetary constraints -- Nearly 80% of the national budget is already tied up in fixed expenditures, with public debt nearing the ceiling at 70% of GDP. This leaves little for development initiatives. Businesses, too, are reluctant to invest due to a stagnant economy and limited access to adaptation funds.

Thailand also struggles to attract international financial assistance, which primarily targets less developed nations.

Ways forward

First, the government must aim beyond short-term thinking and commit to protecting future generations.

This should begin with extending the country's national financial planning horizon to 10-20 years, incorporating climate risk assessments and investments to mitigate long-term risks.

The National Adaptation Plan should have a concrete budget, and climate adaptation investments should be tracked for efficiency.

To help businesses prepare for climate challenges, the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) should require listed companies to assess climate risks and issue response plans. The Bank of Thailand (BOT) should also evaluate climate change's impact on financial stability over the next 30 years and consider the borrowers' readiness in lending decisions.

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) need special help. The government should provide climate risk assessment and adaptation training to better prepare SMEs for climate impacts.

To overcome budget constraints, the government can use carbon taxes and blended financing -- a co-funding approach involving the state, private sector, and international organisations -- to fund an Adaptation Fund and support unprofitable but crucial climate adaptation investments. For example, Scotland used government subsidies to support private investment in upgrading social housing to withstand extreme weather.

The funds could also support "no-regret investments" such as forest restoration, which benefit communities and ecosystems regardless of climate projections.

Insuring protection

Natural disaster insurance is vital for faster recovery, but it must be affordable, widely available, and easy to reimburse. It should also incentivise people to prepare better for future climate risks.

Government-backed insurance programmes can help insurers operate in high-risk areas, making disaster insurance more accessible. For example, the UK's Flood Re project lets the government share the risk with insurance companies, making coverage cheaper for people in flood-prone areas. This project also supports homeowners to improve their properties to handle future floods.

To ease the financial burden of major disasters, the government can issue catastrophe bonds (Cat Bonds), which share risks with global investors. The Philippines, for example, issued Cat Bonds in 2019 for earthquakes and cyclones. It received $52.5 million after Super Typhoon Rai in 2021, when damages met the required threshold.

Parametric insurance, which provides automatic payouts based on specific climate-related indices, such as wind speed or rainfall, is another effective solution. Kenya's parametric insurance for droughts, for example, has saved livestock by quickly providing funds for feed, showing how timely support can mitigate disaster impacts.

In addition to insurance, the government should use recovery funds to build stronger infrastructure to mitigate future risks. For example, Queensland, Australia, invested in modern road technology to save $400 million in repair costs after floods. It should also invest in disaster preparedness, like Bangladesh's cyclone warning system, which reduced deaths from 300,000 to just five during a cyclone in 1970.

A robust disaster insurance system, coupled with well-funded adaptation projects, can protect communities while ensuring economic resilience. With long-term planning and strong public-private collaboration, Thailand can prepare for a future shaped by climate uncertainty.



Charika Channuntapipat, PhD, is a research fellow, and Mr Supanutt Sasiwuttiwat is a Research Fellow at the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI). This article is adapted from the presentation at the 2024 TDRI Annual Public Conference on 'Adapting to Climate Change'. Policy analyses from the TDRI appear in the 'Bangkok Post' on alternate Wednesdays.
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																The Thai government is once again struggling to establish a consistent and enforceable policy on gambling, hoping to win big on tourists, revenue, and jobs. This is the latest twist in more than a century of shifting approaches to games of chance.
The changes could come in the form of "entertainment complexes" legislation. Casino gambling will be the main profit engine driving these complexes. Allowing gambling has aroused both support and condemnation, continuing the controversy that has surrounded gambling in Thailand since the 19th century. Researching our historical novels, Beads on a String and Dark Karma, we took a detailed look at the Thai love-hate relationship with gambling.

Dating back more than two centuries, casinos, along with brothels and opium dens, were popular entertainment places in many towns. In the villages, people bet enthusiastically on rural games such as buffalo races, Thai boxing, and fights between bulls, cocks, fish and even crickets. For much of Thai history, gambling was an integral part of Thai culture. The arrival of large numbers of Chinese immigrants only widened the array of gambling games and increased the number of gamblers. A lottery, known in Chinese as the huai, was officially established in 1835 as a way to extract revenue from the migrants who were not taxed or subject to the corvee labour system.

Facing the threat of colonisation in the late 19th century, however, the Siamese government sought to show the colonial powers that the country was "civilised", and that gambling, along with other popular vices, was under control. At the same time, the cost of reforming the administration and modernising the country created a need for new sources of funding.

In 1902, the government brought most types of gambling under official control. The initial intent was not to suppress gambling but, as in the current "entertainment complex" plans, to steer the flow of gambling money into government coffers. Casino concessions were farmed out to the highest bidders, usually Chinese businessmen. Under these profit-minded entrepreneurs, state gambling revenues reached an all-time high in 1906.

Concerns about the loyalty of the southern provinces led the government to order a reduction in the number of casino concessions permitted in the South. Under High Commissioner Chaophraya Yommarat, the casinos in Monthon Nakhon Si Thammarat were the first to be shut down. Exceptions, however, were made for gambling on key holidays. Casino operators had to pay for licences for such holiday gambling. Former casino concession owners used these exceptions and their understanding of the business to establish underground gambling dens.

For the rising middle class and newly critical newspapers, gambling was a social ill that broke up families and pushed gambling addicts into poverty. Newspaper editorials and sharp political cartoons excoriated the fluctuating and confusing gambling regulations. The government responded by ending the huai lottery in 1916 and withdrawing the last of the gambling concessions the following year.

Making gambling illegal opened opportunities for criminal gangs, as shown in our tale, Dark Karma. It also provided lucrative payoffs for police and other officials but nothing for the state treasury. The state hungered for its piece of the gambling pie. In the Sixth Reign, several official or semi-official lotteries were authorised to raise funds for various laudable purposes: to construct a navy ship, to finance the Red Cross, to buy arms for the Wild Tiger Corps, and to support other royal projects. In 1917, a lottery financed the Siamese forces that were sent to fight in Europe. After a dozen years in which government policy fluctuated, the Gambling Act of 1930 officially outlawed almost all types of gambling.

Following the coup that ended the traditional monarchy in 1932, gambling policy changed again. The leaders of he Kana Rasadorn Party (the People's Party), saw gambling as a way to generate enthusiasm for democracy, legalising betting on the annual "Constitution Celebration Day". In 1934, a lottery generated revenue needed to cover a shortfall in government finances. A year later, the government amended the 1930 act to allow a long list of gambling games -- if licensed by the Interior Ministry.

After another military coup in 1938, the regime of then-prime minister Field Marshal Plaek Pibulsongkram used gambling as a means of promoting the "modern attitudes" he espoused. The Pibulsongkhram government opened a casino in 1939 in the resort town of Hua Hin but soon had to shut it down due to mismanagement.

In 1945, to raise funds to recover from the war, the government of former prime minister Khuang Aphaiwong opened casinos in Bangkok and five other provinces. Newspaper reports of the casinos leading gamblers to financial ruin and even suicide led the government to shut them within three months.

Since then, government policy has banned casino gambling but allowed betting on horse racing and the government lottery. These two gambling operations fail to satisfy the Thai thirst for the thrill of a bet or the government's need for revenue. Illegal casinos, underground lotteries, and online betting have blossomed, lining the pockets of criminals and corrupt officials but contributing nothing to state coffers.

In Four Reigns, MR Kukrit Pramoj presents this dialogue between his main character Ploi, and her husband:

"Gambling places were allowed at one time," Ploi said. "Then they were banned, and if you got caught, you could be sent to jail. Now they're back to being legal and respectable again. Why, Khun Luang? What's the reason for the change? Which government was right, which wrong?"

"The world turns and turns, Mae Ploi. The pendulum swings. Let us enjoy our roast duck."

Now, another swing of the gambling pendulum is approaching.



Yuangrat Wedel is a former professor of political science at Thammasat University. Paul Wedel is former Bangkok Bureau Chief of United Press International. They are the authors of the non-fiction 'Radical Thought, Thai Mind' and the novels 'Beads on a String' and 'Dark Karma' published by River Books.
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																We seem to be drifting back into the world of "Might Makes Right". That would be a bad place to be.
Last June the president of Rwanda, Paul Kagame, said that he was ready to go to war with the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) if necessary. He still hasn't formally declared war, but 3,000-4,000 Rwandan troops are already across the DRCongo border and many more are just behind them.

When Donald Trump first broached the notion of acquiring Greenland in 2019, he called it "essentially a large real estate deal". Now he says that he won't rule out using military force to gain control of the vast territory, which is part of Denmark, but free to leave if its people (mostly indigenous Inuit) wish to.

I know, you're saying to yourself that this is a ridiculous comparison. The two potential victims are completely different: the DRC is a poor tropical country with more than 100 million people, while Greenland is a prosperous Arctic country with only 52,000 citizens, and Denmark is a member of Nato and the European Union.

There's an equally huge disparity between the two potential aggressors. Rwanda is a heavily armed and militaristic country of 14 million people, sort of a big Sparta, while the United States is ... well, it's a heavily armed and rather militaristic country of 341 million people. So kind of a gigantic Sparta, but with a more relaxed moral tone.

Nevertheless, it is fair to judge them by the same rules, for they are all sovereign states and have all signed the UN Charter. Article Two states clearly: "All members shall settle their international disputes by peaceful means in such a manner that international peace and security, and justice, are not endangered."

That means they have promised not to settle their disputes by war -- and the African pair, Rwanda and the DRC, also signed the Charter of the African Union, which requires the member states to respect the borders "existing on achievement of independence".

In other words, they agreed never to change or challenge the old colonial borders, however irrational they may seem in ethnic or historical terms. Otherwise, African countries would face generations of interstate wars as various countries tried to achieve more "convenient" borders.

And amazingly, it worked, more or less. These rules have mostly been obeyed for more than two generations. There have been many internal wars but few cross-border wars, and even those rarely result in border changes. Moreover, in the few cases where borders are changed by force, other countries do not recognise the changes as legitimate.

This remarkable turn towards peace and justice, which has seen deaths in the world's wars fall from a million a month in 1942-1945 to tens of thousands a year by 2020, was driven mostly by the fear of nuclear war.

The great powers did not dare fight each other directly because they would be destroyed by nuclear weapons. They also tried to damp down other, lesser wars because they worried about escalation, and most other countries were glad to have an excuse to stop. The period between 1950 and 2020 was probably the most peaceful in the history of civilisation.

The new rules made sense in the circumstances, so people behaved accordingly. Indeed, after the Cold War I could go into the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Moscow and get approximately the same lecture about the need to obey the rules that I would receive in the State Department in Washington.

The worry is that the generations turn over, and gradually, the old lessons are forgotten. Vladimir Putin probably knew the rules once, but he doesn't think they matter any more. Donald Trump has probably never heard of them. They both think you can just grab some territory and get away with it, like you could in the 1600s or the 1800s.

They are wrong. Actions have consequences, and in the current era, everything connects. Mr Putin thought he could conquer Ukraine in a week, and next month will mark three years of war. Mr Trump really could seize Greenland in a week, but the blowback from everywhere else would be hugely damaging and long-lasting.

As for Paul Kagame, he really should know better. This is the third time in the past thirty years that he has sent his troops (or Tutsi militants like the current M23 militia ) into DRC to seize the northeast region's rich mineral resources. Twice, the African Union has come up with enough forces to push him out, and it might yet manage it again.

So it's not over yet. The erosion of the post-1945 international rules is real and alarming, but so far enough people still remember why we made them in the first place.
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																The PM2.5 situation in Bangkok has worsened over the past week, and needless to say, the city's residents have become increasingly exasperated.
The public's discontent has run high enough to prompt Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt to hold a press briefing on Sunday to explain why PM2.5 levels keep surging despite his anti-haze measures, such as banning some large lorries from entering the city's inner area.

His campaign has hardly made any impact. Even worse, the public still sees large lorries entering banned areas.

"Let me tell you that I am dying to arrest polluting trucks. But the Bangkok governor does not have any legal authority to do much," he said in his online live press conference.

As the governor, he says, his hands are tied by legal hierarchy and bureaucratic silo culture. He cannot arrest polluting trucks because it is the legal duty of policemen and the Ministry of Transport.

Meanwhile, Mr Chadchart cannot close polluting factories because that authority belongs to the Ministry of Industry.

While his explanation of legal hierarchy and silo culture rings true, Mr Chadchart did not discuss solutions to overcome the bureaucratic silo culture.

But he did some five years ago before his current role. Mr Chadchart wrote via Facebook on Jan 11, 2020, about the same legal hierarchy and bureaucratic silo culture that obstruct the Bangkok governor's efforts to serve the public.

In that Facebook post, Mr Chadchart offered a solution to give the Bangkok governor more legal power. "Indeed, the Bangkok governor can evoke the 2007 Disaster Prevention and Mitigation Act that will put legal power into provincial governors' hands to take charge of pollution management," he wrote.

This law would empower provincial governors to order factories to close or deal with polluting cars without waiting for law enforcers from other ministries.

In that Facebook post, Mr Chadchart supported then Bangkok governor Aswin Kwanmuang and the Prayut government to overcome the PM2.5 issue.

"Do not just plan and leave it ning (idle). Do not forget, people cannot stop breathing," he wrote.

This week, his old Facebook post was brought back to light and reposted on social media and news programmes.

Meanwhile, experts say there are few things the Bangkok governor can do.

For example, respected environmental expert Sonthi Kotchawat advises the governor to use the latest amended 2017 Public Health Act to announce Bangkok as an area with public nuisance and serious health impacts.

This evoked law would allow the governor to regulate activities affecting public health or order activities such as schools to close or regulate pollution activities such as lighting joss sticks at the shrines.

Mr Sonthi also says the governor can deal with other polluting sources by inspecting constriction sites and ordering them to close if they do not have proper air pollution mitigation.

Mr Chadchart has been aware of the bureaucratic problems that affect addressing the haze problem for years and has ideas for tackling it. The question is: When will he apply this move and do what needs to be done? Do not forget. People cannot stop breathing, so do not just plan and let it ning (become idle).
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																Small island developing states (Sids) are on the front lines of climate change, threatened by rising sea levels, extreme weather events, and ocean warming and acidification, despite contributing the least to global greenhouse gas emissions. This now poses an existential risk to our ways of life, our livelihoods, and the very ground beneath our feet.
Given our disproportionate reliance on the ocean, Sids are uniquely positioned to preserve this fragile but essential resource. These countries are home to 40% of the world's coral reefs, which shelter one-quarter of all marine life and directly support the livelihoods of 500 million people. But even though our ecosystems play a crucial role in global climate mitigation and adaptation, Sids face negative feedback loops from a host of interconnected economic and environmental challenges.

In the Maldives, which comprises nearly 1,200 islands and contains 3% of the planet's coral reefs, fishing and tourism account for up to 36% of GDP, while around 98% of exports are derived from the ocean. Because the economy depends on healthy coral reefs and marine life, increased coral bleaching and declining fish stocks spell economic trouble. Moreover, climate change has led to freshwater scarcity, forcing the Maldives to rely on bottled water and thus increasing the flow of plastic waste into the ocean.

It is a similar story in the Bahamas, which consists of 700 islands and boasts the world's third-largest barrier reef. Tourism is even more central to the Bahamian economy, accounting for around 50% of GDP and employing nearly 70% of the workforce. But despite tourism's essential economic role, it has its own challenges, for example cruise ships dump plastics, fuel, and other waste into the ocean, degrading the very assets that attract visitors.

In many Sids, the ocean also serves as an important thoroughfare. For a population spread out over atolls or an archipelago, the movement of people and essential goods -- including food, medical supplies, potable water, and fuel -- depends on inter-island mailboats and barges, which are particularly vulnerable to adverse weather. Increasingly frequent and severe weather events -- a consequence of climate change -- could thus leave communities with insufficient supplies and uncertain about when the next shipment will arrive.

In addition to disrupting supply chains, climate disasters can destroy infrastructure. Last year, St. Vincent and the Grenadines suffered economic damage estimated at US$230 million (7.7 billion baht), equivalent to 22% of its GDP, from Hurricane Beryl, while Hurricane Dorian wiped out over 25% of Bahamian GDP in 2019. Dominica suffered an even worse fate in 2017 when Hurricane Maria damaged or destroyed 95% of its housing stock and caused economic losses amounting to 226% of its GDP. These catastrophic events disrupt every aspect of life on our islands, and the high costs of rebuilding result in another negative feedback loop: greater economic losses from vulnerable infrastructure reduce our capacity to invest in resilience.

In the Maldives, 35% of financing for climate adaptation is provided by the domestic budget, while 34% comes from loans that will eventually need to be paid back. These outlays divert resources from other pressing needs, such as improving education and healthcare services and strengthening democratic governance. Moreover, the financial pressure from climate shocks makes exploratory deep-sea mining and other risky ventures more tempting as a short-term fix to increase revenue despite long-term damage to the marine environment.

The key to breaking these feedback loops is more financing. The problem is that many Sids are in or at risk of debt distress, making new borrowing prohibitively expensive. Countries that have graduated from "least developed country" status also struggle to secure enough investment since they can no longer access various grant facilities and concessional finance. Sids are thus at risk of entering a debt spiral.

One promising solution is to increase the use of green and blue bonds, which provide more affordable financing for climate adaptation and biodiversity conservation, enabling Sids to protect critical ecosystems and build economic resilience. In the Bahamas, for example, the recently announced Nature Bonds project, a cross-sector collaboration between banks, NGOs, and the Bahamian government, is expected to generate an estimated $124 million for marine conservation over the next 15 years, without adding to the country's debt burden. Programmes such as the Ocean Risk and Resilience Action Alliance's Blue Bond Accelerator, a new non-profit entity supporting governments, private issuers, and investors in structuring these instruments, will also help unlock long-term capital for Sids.

Equally compelling are biodiversity and carbon credits, which recognise the essential role that Sids play in mitigating climate change. These islands' coral reefs, mangroves, and seagrasses are important stores of biodiversity and carbon, absorbing vast amounts of CO2 and providing valuable economic benefits. Incorporating these contributions into compliance and voluntary credit markets would develop new funding streams for Sids, ensuring that they are financially rewarded for their conservation efforts.

With these tools, Sids can harness our unique ecosystems and natural resources to achieve a more resilient and sustainable future. Yes, these countries are on the front lines in the fight against climate change. But Sids are also home to some of the world's most valuable natural assets. Preserving these precious resources requires sustainable economic strategies, innovative financial solutions, and, perhaps most importantly, coordinated international support. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Maya Delaney, a former ambassador of youth climate action for the Bahamas, is the Octopus Desk Project Lead at the Ocean Risk and Resilience Action Alliance. Aminath Shauna, a former minister of the environment, climate change, and technology of the Maldives, is a board member of the Ocean Risk and Resilience Action Alliance.
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        A healthier you: Small steps, big impact
        The New Year is a time of renewal, a chance to embrace fresh beginnings and make positive changes. If you've been thinking about prioritising your health, now is the perfect opportunity. No matter where you are in your wellness journey, it's never too late to take that first step toward a healthier, happier you.

      

      
        A naturally beautiful setting
        Ubud, on the Indonesian island of Bali, is magical. Though Ubud isn't shy of luxury resorts, making the most of the magic, flora and fauna is Mandapa, a Ritz-Carlton Reserve.&nbsp;

      

      
        New movies out this week: Jan 30-Feb 5
        New releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        DeepSeek puts 'red scare' into Silicon Valley
        SAN FRANCISCO - The emergence of the DeepSeek chatbot has sent Silicon Valley into a frenzy, with calls to go faster on advancing artificial intelligence and beat communist-led China before it is too late.

      

      
        Noel Coward play once more gets Thai twist
        RCB Experimental Art Lab and Nuni Productions are staging Private Lives, a witty and chaotic ode to love's irresistible drama, at RCB Forum, 2nd floor of River City Bangkok, Charoen Krung 24, every Saturday and Sunday from this Saturday to Feb 16. The showtime is 2pm, plus a 6.30pm show on Saturdays and a special show on Valentine's Day at 6.30pm.

      

      
        Join Lenovo's charity run for heart patients
        Interested people of all ages and fitness levels are invited to join the "Lenovo 20th Anniversary Charity Run 2025 -- Run For Heart", which will take place at Chulalongkorn University Stadium on Feb 16.

      

      
        Karuizawa invites all to experience its year-round charm
        Karuizawa is stepping into the travel destination spotlight at Japan Expo Thailand 2025, which takes place at CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from Feb 7-9.

      

      
        Hapless '90s singleton Bridget Jones returns to the screen
        LONDON - Hollywood star Renee Zellweger on Wednesday will mark the return of Bridget Jones --- the Chardonnay-swigging, calorie-counting hapless 1990s singleton --- at the world premiere of the franchise's upcoming film "Mad About the Boy".

      

      
        DeepSeek's 'Sputnik moment' exposes holes in US chip curbs
        BEIJING - US export controls on high-tech chips may have inadvertently fuelled the success of the AI startup DeepSeek, sparking fears in Washington there could be little it can do to stop China in the push for global dominance in artificial intelligence.
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									A healthier you: Small steps, big impact

									Start the year strong by prioritising wellness with small, sustainable changes in nutrition, exercise, stress management, and preventive care
								

								The New Year is a time of renewal, a chance to embrace fresh beginnings and make positive changes. If you've been thinking about prioritising your health, now is the perfect opportunity. No matter where you are in your wellness journey, it's never too late to take that first step toward a healthier, happier you.
								Small Changes, Big Impact

Good health begins with small, consistent choices. Even the simplest changes can make a significant difference in your overall well-being.

Reduce Alcohol Consumption

Start by swapping out alcohol for water or herbal teas. Not only will this help keep your body hydrated, but it will also support liver health and reduce unnecessary calorie intake. Alcohol can have a negative impact on sleep, digestion, and mental clarity. Reducing consumption or eliminating it altogether can improve energy levels and overall vitality. If social situations make this difficult, consider non-alcoholic alternatives that allow you to enjoy gatherings without compromising your health.

Manage Stress for a Balanced Mind

Chronic stress can take a toll on your body and mind. Dedicate just 5-10 minutes daily to deep breathing, meditation, or mindfulness. Light exercises such as yoga, walking, or cycling can help release tension and improve your mood. Don't hesitate to talk to someone you trust if you need support--your mental health is just as important as your physical health. Managing stress also involves ensuring proper sleep and work-life balance. Make time for hobbies, relaxation, and self-care activities to maintain a calm and cantered state of mind.

Maintain a Healthy Weight

Sustainable weight loss isn't about drastic diets; it's about making smarter choices. Focus on nourishing your body with wholesome foods like fresh vegetables, fruits, and lean proteins. A well-balanced diet fuels your body and boosts your energy levels naturally. Incorporating fibre-rich foods can improve digestion and help regulate blood sugar levels. Stay hydrated by drinking enough water throughout the day, as dehydration can sometimes be mistaken for hunger. Avoid processed foods and added sugars, which can contribute to weight gain and energy crashes.

Make Exercise a Joyful Habit

Find an activity you love--whether it's brisk walking, jogging, dancing, or even hiking. Moving your body should feel enjoyable, not like a chore. Start with what feels right for you and gradually build up your stamina. Regular exercise not only helps with weight management but also supports cardiovascular health, enhances mood, and boosts energy levels. If motivation is an issue, find a workout buddy or join a class to stay accountable. Remember, consistency is key--small efforts every day add up over time.

Deep Healing from Within

While lifestyle changes play a vital role in achieving better health, your body may also need additional support. Specialised treatments tailored to rejuvenate your body from the inside out can help optimise your well-being.

MPV Myer's Cocktail

Replenish essential vitamins and minerals to boost energy, combat fatigue, and strengthen your immune system. This revitalising therapy can help restore balance and enhance overall well-being. A lack of vital nutrients can lead to chronic fatigue, weakened immunity, and general sluggishness. The MPV Myer's Cocktail delivers a powerful blend of vitamins and minerals directly into your bloodstream for optimal absorption.

Chelation Therapy

Rid your body of toxins and heavy metals that can contribute to cardiovascular and heart disease. This treatment supports circulation, promotes heart health, and reduces inflammation. Exposure to environmental toxins, processed foods, and certain lifestyle choices can lead to an accumulation of heavy metals in the body. Chelation therapy works to remove these harmful substances, helping you feel more vibrant and reducing long-term health risks.

Liver Detox

Your liver works hard every day to filter out toxins. Give it a well-deserved reset with a liver detox, helping restore its function and refresh your body from within. The liver plays a crucial role in metabolism, digestion, and overall detoxification. Poor diet, excessive alcohol consumption, and environmental pollutants can overburden this vital organ. A liver detox can help rejuvenate liver cells, improve digestion, and enhance overall vitality.

Colon Detox

Eliminate toxins and waste build-up from your digestive system. A healthy gut means better digestion, reduced bloating, and improved nutrient absorption. The health of your gut is directly linked to your overall well-being. A colon detox can help remove accumulated waste, improve gut flora balance, and promote better nutrient absorption. This leads to improved digestion, increased energy levels, and a strengthened immune system.

The Importance of Preventive Care

Good health isn't just about feeling good today--it's about preparing your body for the future. An annual health check-up is a powerful tool in preventing potential health issues before they arise. With cost-effective health screening programs, you can ensure that your body is strong, resilient, and ready to take on any challenge.

Preventive healthcare can detect issues early, allowing for timely interventions and better outcomes. Regular screenings for blood pressure, cholesterol levels, and blood sugar can help manage risk factors for heart disease, diabetes, and other chronic conditions. Knowing your health status gives you the power to make informed decisions and take proactive steps towards a healthier life.

Setting Yourself Up for Success

Making sustainable changes requires commitment and consistency. Here are some tips to help you stay on track:

Set realistic goals: Start small and gradually build up your healthy habits. Instead of saying you'll exercise every day, aim for three to four days a week and increase from there.

Create a routine: Whether it's meal prepping, setting aside time for exercise, or scheduling regular self-care, having a routine makes it easier to stick to healthy habits.

Track your progress: Keep a journal or use a health app to monitor your progress. Seeing improvements can be motivating and help you stay on course.

Find a support system: Surround yourself with people who encourage and support your health journey. Having a workout buddy or accountability partner can keep you motivated.

Celebrate milestones: Recognise and reward yourself for reaching small health goals. Whether it's buying a new workout outfit or treating yourself to a relaxing spa day, celebrating progress helps reinforce positive behaviours.

Invest in Yourself This Year

Your health is your greatest asset. By taking small steps towards better nutrition, exercise, stress management, and preventive care, you can create a foundation for lifelong well-being. The journey to better health doesn't have to be overwhelming--every choice you make adds up to a healthier future.

This year, invest in yourself. Prioritise your well-being, embrace healthy habits, and give your body the care it deserves. Let's make this New Year the start of a healthier, more vibrant you!



Author: Kanmanee Terdpravat MD., MSc. Integrative and Anti-Aging Medicine Physician, Absolute Health Integrative Medicine,  Ruam Rudee Village, Bangkok, Tel. 02-651 - 5988, https://absolute-health.org/, https://www.facebook.com/absolutehealth.org, LINE OA: @absolutehealth

Series Editor: Katalya Bruton, Healthcare Content Editor and Director, Dataconsult Ltd. Dataconsult's Sasin Regional Forum provides seminars and extensive documentation to update business on future trends in Thailand and the Mekong Region. Contact: info@dataconsult.co.th, Tel: 662-233-5606/7
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									A naturally beautiful setting

									With rolling hills, a gentle river and verdant rice paddies as a backdrop, luxury doesn't get better than Mandapa, a Ritz-Carlton Reserve
								

								Ubud, on the Indonesian island of Bali, is magical. Though Ubud isn't shy of luxury resorts, making the most of the magic, flora and fauna is Mandapa, a Ritz-Carlton Reserve. 
								[image: ]

At the confluence of where Bali's longest river, the Ayung River, meets the jungle, Mandapa has every essence of Bali in one place. With 35 suites, 25 private pool villas, four dining concepts and an award-winning spa, it is a sanctuary. 

[image: ]

The best views of the entire resort and its expanse aren't from a pool villa, but from the balconies of the suites on the hill overlooking the jungles. Though if you're a private pool villa person, the villas offer views of tropical greenery with the serene sounds of gushing water from the river. The Reserve Suite offers the best of the resort with rainforest and paddy field views from the daybed in the balcony. The suite's amazing bathtub, given its prime location in the bathroom, makes a good spot for IG photos. 

[image: ]

The spa at Mandapa offers various activities for the body and soul. Begin the day with meditation, yoga or exercises in the heated vitality pool... all against the sounds of the Ayung River. Throughout the day, there are (complimentary) classes that involve Mandala painting, sound healing and other traditional Balinese healing workshops. Of course, one doesn't exit the spa without a signature Balinese massage that adds to the entire experience. 

[image: ]

Mandapa takes body and soul rejuvenation seriously, and a lot of thought has been put into the culinary offerings at the resort. Begin the day with breakfast at Sawah Terrace, which offers hilltop views of the river and the flora surrounding it. What better way to start the day?! 

[image: ]

One of the best things about Indonesian cuisine is the variety of sambals and at breakfast expect no less than four or five on offer. Believe me when I tell you that they go with everything! Breakfast is a huge buffet spread with live stations of everything one could possibly want and need. Though there is also an a la carte menu offering special plates of deliciousness. Think Jimbaran lobster omelette, Egg white frittata, Tofu scramble and the must-order Soybean curd. Sawah Terrace also offers a lunch and dinner buffet. 

[image: ]

However, the best thing after a mid-morning workshop is to hang out by the serene pool that overlooks the rice paddies and makes the best social media pictures. A leisurely lunch of Indonesian delights at The Pool Bar adds to the experience. From the island of Bali comes the absolutely delicious Lawar klungah, which is green coconut shell salad, bumbu genep, shallots and ginger. Try the Udang karang bakar, which is char-grilled Balinese-style rock lobster, sambal merah basting and wild ferns in a colo-colo sauce. Though I also highly recommend the Rendang pipe sapi, which is Sumatran-style rendang of slow-cooked beef cheek in coconut, tamarind-scented rendang curry and cassava leaf. There is one dish that I will always order if on the menu and that is the Javanese Sop buntut or braised oxtail soup, baby shallot, chilli, herbs, chayote and nutmeg. 

[image: ]

The best place to watch the sun go down behind the forest and hills is at Ambar, perched on one of the bar stools, drink in hand. Ambar, which translates to "sky" in Sanskrit, offers a relaxed setting to wile away the evening with some of the island's best-handcrafted cocktails by Bali-born mixologist Aryadi Saptura. Adi, as he is affectionately called, uses Indonesian herbs and spices to create cocktails inspired by traditional medicines in "The Botanist Sketchbook". "All plants have healing properties and I combine plants in precise ways to create drinks that are (but don't taste) like herbal medicines," says Adi. Try the Sambal Kecicang or the Monkey's Guava and you will not be disappointed. Accompanying the drinks is Japanese fusion gastronomy and live jazz music. Evenings in paradise rarely get better than this. 

[image: ]

For a bit of a zero-waste fine dining experience, head to Kubu, where dishes are inspired by nature, from root to leaf. Under the helm of chef Eka Sunarya, Kubu celebrates Bali's untamed flavours through place-based community sourcing. All ingredients are sourced within 100km and chef Sunarya's 10-course degustation menu reinvents classic techniques, with each dish telling a story of Bali's diverse ecosystems. Even the beverage pairing offers a choice of "island pairing", where all the beverages are sourced within Bali. If you pay attention to the lush landscape, you'll find many edible plants and herbs that are all over the resort and you may just see the chefs pop out of the kitchens to grab a few herbs for your lunch. 

[image: ]

The kids club or Mandapa Camp is always worth a mention, if simply for its architecture. Dotting the landscape among the rice paddies is this huge bamboo structure that looks like a sting ray. The club is free of technology and focuses on nature walks, planting herbs and outdoor games. 

[image: ]

Mandapa, a Ritz-Carlton Reserve makes the best of what nature has to offer. At this Ubud wellness resort framed by verdant rice paddies and rolling hills, it is a sanctuary that one needs to get away from it all. 
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									New movies out this week: Jan 30-Feb 5

									'A Real Pain' is Jesse Eisenberg's directorial debut
								

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

A Real Pain 

Directed by Jesse Eisenberg. 

Who's in it?

Kieran Culkin, Jesse Eisenberg and Olha Bosova.

What's it about?

Mismatched cousins reunite for a tour through Poland to honour their beloved grandmother. The adventure takes a turn when the odd couple's old tensions resurface against the backdrop of their family history.

Why watch it? 

When Benji and David visit their grandmother's home in Poland, the location is where Eisenberg's real-life ancestors settled in diaspora. The first time a narrative feature has been allowed to shoot on location at an actual concentration camp.



[image: ]

The CEO

Directed by A Natthaphong Wongkaweepairod

Who's in it?

Sunny Wannarat Wattadalimma and Pim Latthgarmon Pinrojkeerathi.

What's it about?

Por, a small-town boy from Sisaket, overcomes life's challenges, from fulfilling his parents' dreams to becoming an extraordinary young CEO.

Why watch it?

Based on a true story. 



Premieres on Feb 5

[image: ]

IU Concert: The Winning

Who's in it?

IU

What's it about?

Global fans can relive the performances from IU's sold-out "2024 HEREH World Tour", which will be exhibited in an array of formats, including ScreenX, 4DX and Ultra 4DX, alongside traditional 2D screenings, giving audiences the option for fully immersive multi-sensory experiences with a 270-degree view to more classic viewings.

Why watch it?

Showcasing the best moments of her Seoul World Cup Stadium concert, the 124-minute concert film includes modern-day K-pop classics like Celebrity and Through the Night, fan-favourite cuts like Last Fantasy, and multiple tracks off 2024's The Winning EP including Love Wins All, Holssi and Shopper.
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									DeepSeek puts 'red scare' into Silicon Valley

									Race is on to advance AI even faster and stay ahead of China
								

								SAN FRANCISCO - The emergence of the DeepSeek chatbot has sent Silicon Valley into a frenzy, with calls to go faster on advancing artificial intelligence and beat communist-led China before it is too late.
								California tech investors have usually kept their involvement in politics low key, generally supporting centrist politicians who don't get in the way of their innovations and business plans.

But the AI revolution, and the potential ability of China to pose a direct threat to US dominance, has unnerved tech investors, who are now calling on the Donald Trump-led US government to help them take the battle to their Chinese rivals.

"It's a huge geopolitical competition, and China's running at it super hard," warned Facebook titan Mark Zuckerberg on the Joe Rogan podcast.

He noted that DeepSeek is "a very advanced model" and that it censors historical events like Tiananmen Square, arguing that "we should want the American model to win."

Google, though not specifically mentioning DeepSeek, on Wednesday said the United States must take urgent action to maintain its narrow lead in artificial intelligence technology or risk losing its strategic advantage.

"America holds the lead in the AI race -- but our advantage may not last," it warned, calling for government help in AI chip production, streamlining regulations and beefing up cybersecurity against national adversaries.

The emergence of DeepSeek's lower-cost breakthrough particularly threatens US-based AI leaders like OpenAI and Anthropic, which have invested billions in developing leading AI models.

OpenAI raised alarms Tuesday about Chinese companies attempting to copy their advanced AI models through distillation techniques, announcing plans to deepen collaboration with US authorities.

OpenAI investor Josh Kushner criticised so-called "pro-America technologists" who praise what he claims is Chinese AI built with misappropriated US technology.

Palmer Luckey, a Trump-supporting tech entrepreneur, suggested DeepSeek's success was being amplified to undermine Trump's policies.

'Fall behind'

Despite US government efforts to maintain AI supremacy through export controls on advanced chips, DeepSeek has found ways to achieve comparable results using authorised, less sophisticated Nvidia semiconductors.

The app's popularity has soared, topping Apple's download charts, with US companies already incorporating its programming interface into their services.

Perplexity, an AI-assisted search engine startup, has begun using the technology while claiming that it keeps user data within the US.

The tech community can count on Washington, where concern about China has achieved rare bipartisan consensus.

Last year, Republicans and Democrats passed a law ordering the divestment of TikTok, a subsidiary of the Chinese group ByteDance.

"If America falls behind China on AI, we will fall behind everywhere: economically, militarily, scientifically, educationally, everywhere," the US Senate's top Democrat Chuck Schumer said Tuesday.

"China's innovation with DeepSeek is jarring, but it's nothing compared to what will happen if China beats the US on the ultimate goal of AGI, artificial general intelligence. We cannot, we must not allow that to happen."

Representative Mark Green, a senior Republican said "let's set the record straight -- DeepSeek R1 is another digital arm of the Chinese Communist Party."

However, some argue this aggressive approach may backfire, given Silicon Valley's reliance on Chinese talent.

Nvidia researcher Zhiding Yu highlighted this concern on X, noting how a Chinese intern from his team joined DeepSeek in 2023.

"If we keep cooking up geopolitical agendas and creating hostile opinions to Chinese researchers, we will shoot ourselves in the foot and lose even more competitiveness."
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									Noel Coward play once more gets Thai twist

									
								

								RCB Experimental Art Lab and Nuni Productions are staging Private Lives, a witty and chaotic ode to love's irresistible drama, at RCB Forum, 2nd floor of River City Bangkok, Charoen Krung 24, every Saturday and Sunday from this Saturday to Feb 16. The showtime is 2pm, plus a 6.30pm show on Saturdays and a special show on Valentine's Day at 6.30pm.
								The play chronicles the escapades of a former married couple who abandon their respective new spouses mid-honeymoon to rekindle their own fiery romance.

The chaos begins when they cross paths at a hotel in Japan, each accompanied by their new partner. As sparks from the old flame reignite, their current flames are far from ready to be extinguished, leading to a whirlwind of conflict, passion and hilarity.

The production reimagines Noel Coward's classic 1929 play of the same name, a landmark of 20th century theatre that premiered 95 years ago in the UK. Over the decades, Private Lives has been revived numerous times on both the West End and Broadway.

In Thailand, the play was previously staged at the Montien Thong Theatre under the title Somros Pra-Paeng, directed by Marut Sarohwat and starring a stellar cast, leaving a lasting impression on audiences with its timeless humour and sharp wit.

This year, the play returns to the Thai stage in a fresh adaptation once again with the script translated and reimagined by Cholatep Nabangchang and masterfully rewritten and directed by Damkerng Thitapiyasak, a celebrated Silpathorn Award-winning artist in performing arts. He will bring this classic to life with a contemporary twist, assembling an ensemble of Thailand's most accomplished stage actors for an unmissable theatrical showdown. They include Pawit Mahasarinand, Pattarasuda Anuman Rajadhon, Chawitkan Vorarojyothin and Rastprapa Wisuma.

Tickets cost 800 baht (400 baht for students). Seats are limited. For bookings, add Line: @noklineticket.
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									Join Lenovo's charity run for heart patients

									
								

								Interested people of all ages and fitness levels are invited to join the "Lenovo 20th Anniversary Charity Run 2025 - Run For Heart", which will take place at Chulalongkorn University Stadium on Feb 16.
								There are two distances to choose from -- a fun run (5km) and mini marathon (10km). The event will kick off at 4am and will include on-site registration, water stations, food stations and a post-race celebration. Medals and prizes will be awarded to the top finishers in the 10km race for both male and female categories.

The "Run For Heart" campaign is an integral part of Lenovo's commitment to giving back to society as it celebrates two decades of success in Thailand.

It also aims to make a tangible difference in the lives of children and families impacted by paediatric heart conditions as all proceeds from registration fees will go directly to the Cardiac Children Foundation, which provides vital medical care, resources and support to young heart patients and their families.

The fee is 588 baht for the 5km fun run, 888 baht for the mini marathon and 2,020 baht for VIP packages -- inclusive of a bib, shirt, medal, tote bag and food voucher (plus a Lenovo discount voucher and Lenovo in-ear headset).

Registrations can be made via race.thai.run/lenovorunforheart by Sunday.

Visit facebook.com/LenovoTH.
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									Karuizawa invites all to experience its year-round charm

									
								

								Karuizawa is stepping into the travel destination spotlight at Japan Expo Thailand 2025, which takes place at CentralWorld, Ratchadamri Road, from Feb 7-9.
								The picturesque resort town in eastern Nagano Prefecture is looking to attract more Thai travellers seeking natural and cultural experiences in an unspoiled environment.

Located only 70 minutes by Shinkansen bullet train from Tokyo, Karuizawa is one of Japan's most renowned highland resorts tucked into an elevated plain (1,000m above sea level) at the foot of 2,568m-high Mount Asama. It is a fascinating oasis for those who cherish natural mountain landscapes, changing seasons, plus a vibrant food and shopping scene to round out the offering.

Karuizawa's popularity dates back to the late 19th century as a summer retreat for missionaries and diplomats based in Tokyo. It also attracted the upper echelons of Japanese society -- including members of the Imperial Family -- becoming the highland resort town of choice to escape Tokyo's blistering heat. Its excellent ski slopes and long golfing season, which runs into December, have also proved popular with Japan's elite.

The town's rich cultural heritage also attracts writers, artists, filmmakers and musicians year-round with its art galleries and museums, plus an abundance of attractions that inspire creativity.

[image: Mount Asama. Karuizawa Tourism Association]
Mount Asama. 



It's also home to the Karuizawa Tourist Hall, with a classic wooden exterior and the nearby Alexander Croft Shaw Memorial Chapel which dates back to 1888, both open year-round.

Among the top tips for the town's "Four Seasons of the Year" experience include cherry blossoms which begin to bloom in April and herald the start of spring; Shiraito Falls which offers fresh green foliage in spring, cool misty breeze in summer, and colourful leaves in autumn; and the open-air hot springs at Sengataki-onsen and Hoshino-onsen.

Besides Karuizawa Ice Park where sports enthusiasts can find an activity for every season, a visit to a sacred 850-year-old tree -- Kumanokoutai Jinja -- near the Old Usui Pass is believed to get your wishes granted.

Another recommended spot is Kyu-Karuizawa Ginza Street, which is lined with bakeries, coffee shops and eateries and has been a home of culinary delight since the late 19th century, especially its soba noodle and home-brewed sake and beer.

Learn more about this emerging year-round travel destination at the Karuizawa Administration Booth E8 at the expo.

Visit karuizawa-kankokyokai.jp/th.

[image: Shiraito Falls. Karuizawa Tourism Association]
Shiraito Falls.



[image: Sakura at Takato Castle Park. Karuizawa Tourism Association]
Sakura at Takato Castle Park.
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									Hapless '90s singleton Bridget Jones returns to the screen

									Renee Zellweger navigates single parenting and widowhood in 'Mad About the Boy'
								

								LONDON - Hollywood star Renee Zellweger on Wednesday will mark the return of Bridget Jones -- the Chardonnay-swigging, calorie-counting hapless 1990s singleton -- at the world premiere of the franchise's upcoming film "Mad About the Boy".
								Taking place in London, the scene of all Bridget's greatest catastrophes, the red carpet showing is also due to be attended by rising star Leo Woodall, 28, who plays her latest and much younger love interest.

Texas native Zellweger famously piled on a few pounds and successfully cultivated a British accent to star as Bridget alongside Hugh Grant and Colin Firth in the original 2001 smash hit Bridget Jones's Diary.

In the latest instalment, Bridget -- now a 51-year-old widow and single parent -- navigates new levels of embarrassment as she grapples with texts, tweets, dating apps and Botox after the death of her husband, Mark Darcy.

The fourth and latest instalment comes nearly a decade after the previous one -- Bridget Jones's Baby.

In that movie, Bridget ended up pregnant and unsure who the father was after flings with a handsome American internet billionaire, played by Patrick Dempsey, and ex Mark Darcy, played by Firth, whom she eventually marries.

'Very sad'

Bridget Jones creator Helen Fielding previously said she wrote Mark Darcy, Daniel's one-time love rival for Bridget's affections, out of the series because she did not want Bridget to become smug and married.

Yet in Mad About the Boy, Hugh Grant reprises his role as Daniel Cleaver, Bridget's former boss and boyfriend, while Emma Thompson also returns as her gynaecologist.

Grant has described the film as "extremely funny, but very sad".

The Love Actually star, 64, told the BBC last year there had been "no obvious role" for him in the film.

But producers had "crammed" him in and Grant had managed to "make up a good interim story for him" nonetheless.

The London premiere is also expected to be attended by Oscar and Golden Globe-nominated actor Chiwetel Ejiofor, who plays another of Jones's love interests, and director Michael Morris.

Jones began life in a newspaper column by Fielding in 1995 before she turned it into a series of bestselling books.

Bridget Jones: Mad About the Boy is due to be released via the US streaming service Peacock on Feb 13 and a day later in cinemas internationally.
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									DeepSeek's 'Sputnik moment' exposes holes in US chip curbs

									Success of Chinese AI shows there are other ways to innovate
								

								BEIJING - US export controls on high-tech chips may have inadvertently fuelled the success of the AI startup DeepSeek, sparking fears in Washington there could be little it can do to stop China in the push for global dominance in artificial intelligence.
								The company, based in the eastern Chinese city of Hangzhou, has stunned investors and industry insiders with its R1 program, which can match its American competitors seemingly at a fraction of the cost.

That's despite a strict US regime prohibiting Chinese firms from accessing the kinds of advanced chips needed to power the massive learning models used to develop AI.

DeepSeek founder Liang Wenfeng has admitted the "embargo on high-end chips" has proved a major hurdle in its work.

But while the curbs have long aimed to ensure US tech dominance, analysts suggest they may have spurred the firm to develop clever ways to overcome them.

The company has said it used the less-advanced H800 chips -- permitted for export to China until late 2023 -- to power its large learning model.

"The constraints on China's access to chips forced the DeepSeek team to train more efficient models that could still be competitive without huge compute training costs," George Washington University's Jeffrey Ding told AFP.

The success of DeepSeek, he said, showed "US export controls are ineffective at preventing other countries from developing frontier models".

"History tells us it is impossible to bottle up a general-purpose technology like artificial intelligence."

DeepSeek is far from the first Chinese firm forced to innovate in this way: the tech giant Huawei has roared back into profit in recent years after reorienting its business to address US sanctions.

But it is the first to spark such panic in Silicon Valley and Washington.

Venture capitalist Marc Andreessen described it as a "Sputnik moment" -- a reference to the Soviet satellite launch in 1957 that exposed the yawning technology gap between the United States and its primary geopolitical adversary at the time.

Fraction of the cost

For years many had assumed US supremacy in AI was a given, with the field dominated by big Silicon Valley names like OpenAI and Facebook-parent Meta.

While China has invested millions and vowed to be the world leader in AI technology by 2030, its offerings were hardly enough to raise hackles across the Pacific.

The search giant Baidu's attempt at matching ChatGPT, Ernie Bot, failed to impress on release -- seemingly confirming views among many that Beijing's stifling regulatory environment for big tech would prevent any real innovation.

That was combined with a tough regime, spearheaded by the administration of Joe Biden, aimed at limiting Chinese purchases of the high-tech chips needed to power AI large language models.

But DeepSeek has blown many of those ideas out of the water.

"It's overturned the long-held assumptions that many had about the computation power, the data processing that's required to innovate," Samm Sacks, a research scholar in law and senior Fellow at Yale Law School's Paul Tsai China Center, told AFP.

"And so the question is can we get cutting-edge AI at a fraction of the cost and a fraction of the computation?"

While DeepSeek's model emphasised cost-cutting and efficiency, American policy towards AI has long been based on assumptions about scale.

"Throw more and more computing power and performance at the problem to achieve better and better performance," according to George Washington University's Ding.

That's the central idea behind President Donald Trump's Stargate venture, a $500-billion initiative to build infrastructure for artificial intelligence led by Japanese giant SoftBank and ChatGPT-maker OpenAI.

But the success of DeepSeek's R1 chatbot -- which its developers claim was built for just $5.6 million -- suggest innovation can come much cheaper.

Some urge caution, stressing the firm's cost-saving measures might not be quite so innovative.

"DeepSeek V3's training costs, while competitive, fall within historical efficiency trends," Lennart Heim, an associate information scientist at the Rand Corporation, told AFP, referring to R1's previous iteration.

"AI models have consistently become cheaper to train over time -- this isn't new," he explained.

"We also don't see the full cost picture of infrastructure, research, and development."

'Wake-up call'

Nevertheless, Trump has described DeepSeek as a "wake-up call" for Silicon Valley that they needed to be "laser-focused on competing to win".

Former US Representative Mark Kennedy told AFP that DeepSeek's success "does not undermine the effectiveness of export controls moving forward".

Washington could choose to fire the next salvo by "expanding restrictions on AI chips" and increased oversight of precisely what technology Chinese firms can access, he added.

But it could also look to bolster its own industry, said Kennedy, who is now Director of the Wilson Center's Wahba Institute for Strategic Competition.

"Given the limitations of purely defensive measures, it may also ramp up domestic AI investment, strengthen alliances, and refine policies to ensure it maintains leadership without unintentionally driving more nations toward China's AI ecosystem," he said.

Rebecca Arcesati, an analyst at Mercator Institute for China Studies (MERICS), told AFP "the very real fear of falling behind China could now catalyse that push".
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 29-Feb 4

									3 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: New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 29-Feb 4]

Mythic Quest: Season 4

Premieres on Jan 29

A team of dysfunctional game developers has come together to produce a popular MMORPG. Season 4 finds two characters back at the studio, and they'll have to deal with some major issues facing the game. Players are leaving in droves, and a major movie deal has fallen through. So, the next expansion may be the game's last if it's not successful.



NETFLIX

[image: New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 29-Feb 4]

The Recruit: Season 2

Premieres on Jan 30

A new graymail case sends Owen to Seoul, where a spy threatens to leak U.S. secrets unless the CIA assists him on a dangerous personal mission.



PRIME VIDEO 

[image: New releases for your streaming pleasure: Jan 29-Feb 4]

You're Cordially Invited

Premieres on Jan 30

When two weddings are accidentally booked on the same day at the same venue, each bridal party is challenged with preserving their family's special moment while making the most of the unanticipated tight quarters. In a hilarious battle of determination and grit, the father of the bride and sister of the other bride chaotically go head-to-head as they stop at nothing to uphold an unforgettable celebration for their loved ones.
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