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      Breaking News

      
        Southeast Asian visitors power growth in visa-free arrivals in China
        Visa-free entries into China by foreign nationals rose by more than half in the first eight months of the year, with visitors from Southeast Asia accounting for a big part of the growth.

      

      
        Mourinho appointed at Benfica as he returns to Portugal
        LISBON --- Benfica appointed Jose Mourinho as their coach on Thursday, with the Portuguese returning to work in his homeland, 21 years after leaving Porto for Chelsea.

      

      
        Gaza hit by telecoms blackout as Israeli tanks advance
        GAZA/CAIRO --- Israeli tanks were seen in two Gaza City areas that are gateways to the city centre, residents said on Thursday, while internet and phone lines were cut off across the Gaza Strip, a sign that ground operations were likely to escalate imminently.

      

      
        US revokes visas for Indian business executives over fentanyl links
        NEW DELHI, Sept 18 (Reuters) - The US embassy in New Delhi has revoked and subsequently denied visas for some Indian business executives and corporate leaders based on their involvement in trafficking fentanyl precursors, the embassy said in a statement on Thursday.

      

      
        Thai homebuyers sue developer for fraud, over B300m damaged
        More than 20 people across Thailand petitioned the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) on Thursday, alleging they were defrauded by a major property developer who abandoned home construction projects despite having already collected large sums of money. The total damages were estimated at over 300 million baht.

      

      
        Microsoft to build 3 Thai data centres amid national AI push
        Microsoft Thailand is constructing three local data centres under strategic partnerships to deliver localised cloud services.&nbsp;

      

      
        Day of anti-Macron 'anger' disrupting France
        PARIS - French protesters on Thursday staged a day of nationwide disruption in a show of anger over President Emmanuel Macron's budget policies, with mass protests expected, transport chaos and clashes between police and demonstrators.

      

      
        Transnational illegal logging network busted in Nong Khai
        Protected wood worth more than 14 million baht has been seized during a raid led by national park authorities on a warehouse in Nong Khai, as part of a crackdown on a major transnational illegal logging network in the northeastern province bordering Laos.

      

      
        Private sector wants confidence, liquidity, stimulus from new PM
        Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul on Thursday brought his economic ministers to meet the Thai Chamber of Commerce, which asked him in return to focus on confidence, liquidity and economic stimulus.

      

      
        Trump to declare Antifa 'a major terrorist organisation'
        WASHINGTON - US President Donald Trump said he would designate "Antifa" --- a shorthand term for "anti-fascist" used to describe diffuse far-left groups --- as "a major terrorist organisation," a move he threatened in his first term.
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                  Southeast Asian visitors power growth in visa-free arrivals in China                

                Travellers from Asean countries account for more than half of the people entering China without a visa
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                                Visa-free entries into China by foreign nationals rose by more than half in the first eight months of the year, with visitors from Southeast Asia accounting for a big part of the growth.
The National Immigration Administration (NIA) said on Thursday that foreign nationals made 15.89 million visa-free entries from January to August.

The NIA did not give a total for the number of entries during the period but did say that visa-free entries made up roughly two-thirds of international arrivals, suggesting the total was more than 25 million.

State news agency Xinhua reported on Wednesday that nationals from Asean countries made more than 9 million trips to China under visa-free arrangements, accounting for the overwhelming majority of the 10.74 million entries by people from those nations.

One of the major developments in this area was the reciprocal visa-free agreement with Malaysia, which came into effect on July 17.

Since then, Malaysian passport holders have made 180,000 trips to China - 150,000 without visas, according to Xinhua.

Russia is expected to be another major source of visa-free arrivals to China.

Since Monday, Russians have been able to stay in China for up to 30 days without a visa. Previously, Russian citizens were permitted to stay in mainland China for up to 10 days visa-free when transiting to a third country - a policy introduced in late 2023 as part of China's broader push to attract foreign visitors.

On the first day of the new policy, 1,023 Russian travellers - 890 of whom did not use a visa - entered China through Heilongjiang province in China's northeast, double the number the previous day, Chinese financial news site Yicai reported on Tuesday.

From January to August, the NIA inspected 460 million inbound and outbound travellers, a rise of 14.9% compared to the same period last year.

China is trying to encourage international travel and deepen global ties after years of strict pandemic controls reduced arrivals and departures to a trickle.

"The sustained growth in port entries and exits is a direct result of China's continuous expansion of opening-up," the NIA said.

"More Chinese citizens are travelling abroad, and more foreigners are coming to China for business, tourism, to work, to study and to live."

The administration said that to manage this surge, it had streamlined entry procedures, including deploying enough border inspection personnel to ensure that all available inspection channels were operational to maintain efficient port clearance.


	Read more: Vietnam overtakes Thailand as top travel destination for Chinese tourists
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                  Mourinho appointed at Benfica as he returns to Portugal                
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                                LISBON -- Benfica appointed Jose Mourinho as their coach on Thursday, with the Portuguese returning to work in his homeland, 21 years after leaving Porto for Chelsea.
The 62-year-old, who also coached Real Madrid and Manchester United among other clubs, was sacked by Turkish side Fenerbahce in August after Benfica beat them in the Champions League play-offs.

Mourinho has signed a contract "to run until the end of the 2026/27 season", Benfica said in a statement, with an option for either party to end the deal at the end of the current campaign.

The two-time European champions sacked Bruno Lage after a shock defeat in their Champions League opener against Azerbaijani minnows Qarabag on Tuesday.

Mourinho will soon face reunions against former sides Chelsea and Porto, in the Champions League on September 30 and in the Primeira Liga on October 5 respectively.

After starting out his coaching career as an assistant to Bobby Robson and then Louis van Gaal at Barcelona, Mourinho made the step up to head coach at Benfica in September 2000.

He quit after just 11 matches and then, after impressing at Uniao de Leiria, he joined the Eagles' fierce rivals Porto and guided them to back-to-back league titles and the Champions League crown in 2004.

That set him on the path to a successful career coaching Chelsea, Inter Milan and Real Madrid before his fortunes dived after joining Manchester United in 2016.

More modest stints then followed at Tottenham, Roma and Fenerbahce.
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                  Gaza hit by telecoms blackout as Israeli tanks advance                

                Previous blackouts have preceded intense Israeli assaults, as hundreds of thousands of civilians sheltering in city
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                                GAZA/CAIRO -- Israeli tanks were seen in two Gaza City areas that are gateways to the city centre, residents said on Thursday, while internet and phone lines were cut off across the Gaza Strip, a sign that ground operations were likely to escalate imminently.
Israeli forces control Gaza City's eastern suburbs and in recent days have been pounding the Sheikh Radwan and Tel Al-Hawa areas, from where they would be positioned to advance on central and western areas where most of the population is sheltering.

"The disconnection of internet and phone services is a bad omen. It has always been a bad signal something very brutal is going to happen," said Ismail, who only gave one name. He was using an e-SIM to connect his phone, a dangerous method as it requires seeking higher ground to receive a signal.

At least 79 Palestinians have been killed by Israeli strikes or gunfire across the Gaza Strip in the past 24 hours, most in Gaza City, the territory's health ministry said early afternoon on Thursday.

Main network routes targeted

The Palestinian Telecommunications Company said in a statement that its services had been cut off "due to the ongoing aggression and the targeting of the main network routes".

The Israeli army did not respond to a request for comment on the blackout.

In its latest statement to media, it said troops were expanding their operations in Gaza City, dismantling what it called "terror infrastructure" and "eliminating terrorists", and continuing to operate in Khan Younis and Rafah in the south. Israel says it wants to smash the Palestinian militant group Hamas in its strongholds and free the last hostages still being held in Gaza, but its latest major offensive after two years of devastating war has drawn international condemnation.

[image: Displaced Palestinians, who fled northern Gaza due to an Israeli military operation, shelter on a roadside after Israeli forces ordered residents of Gaza City to evacuate to the south in the central Gaza Strip on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)]
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Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians have fled Gaza City since Israel announced on Aug 10 it intended to take control, but a greater number are staying put, either in battered homes among the ruins or in makeshift tent encampments.

People scared but have no way to leave

Bassam Al-Qanou, a displaced man sheltering with around 30 family members in a ragged improvised tent camp on the beach, said they had no way to get out, and nowhere to go.

"We are scared, but what can we do?" he said, adding that the children couldn't sleep because of fear and the incessant boom of missile strikes from sea, air and ground.

The military has been dropping leaflets urging residents to flee towards a designated "humanitarian zone" in the south of the territory, but aid agencies say conditions there are dire, with insufficient food, medicine and space and inadequate shelter.

Four more Palestinians, including a child, have died of malnutrition and starvation in the past 24 hours, the health ministry said, raising deaths from such causes to at least 435 people, including 147 children, since the war started.

[image: Smoke rises following Israeli strikes during a military operation, in Gaza City on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)]
Smoke rises following Israeli strikes during a military operation, in Gaza City on Thursday. (Photo: Reuters)



Israel says the extent of hunger in Gaza has been exaggerated.

The Hamas-run government's media office said that a total of 3,542 people had been killed across the Gaza Strip from Aug 11, the day after Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced plans to seize control of the territory, to Wednesday.

It said 56% of them were killed in Gaza City and the northern part of the enclave, and 44% in the central and southern areas, which it said demonstrated that Israel was trying to depopulate the north whilst not sparing the south.

Israel blames Hamas for the continuation of the war, saying the group could end it now if it surrendered, disarmed and disbanded.

Tanks seen in strategically located neighbourhoods

Along the coastal road, an unbroken column of every type of vehicle from carts and beaten-up cars to vans designed to carry goods was moving south, heavily laden with mattresses, gas cylinders and entire families perching on their belongings.

"We are heading to go sleep on the streets towards the beach, like this barefoot, we don't know where to go," said Yasser Saleh, speaking as he stood on the edge of a rickety trailer being pulled by a car. In Sheikh Radwan, which is north of the city centre and has come under heavy bombardment in recent days, residents said they had seen tanks in the heart of their neighbourhood.

They also said Israeli forces had detonated four driverless vehicles full of explosives and the blasts had destroyed many houses.

Similar explosions had rocked Tel Al-Hawa, which is located southeast of the city centre, and residents there also reported seeing tanks in the streets.

The Israeli army said it does not comment on the deployment of its forces.

Palestinian death toll passes 65,000

The total Palestinian death toll from the two-year war between Israel and Hamas surpassed 65,000 on Wednesday, according to the Gaza health authorities.

The war was triggered by the Hamas-led attacks on southern Israel on Oct 7, 2023, in which about 1,200 people were killed and 251 taken hostage, according to Israeli tallies.

[image: Displaced Palestinians, fleeing northern Gaza due to an Israeli military operation, move southward after Israeli forces ordered residents of Gaza City to evacuate to the south in the central Gaza Strip on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)]
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                                NEW DELHI, Sept 18 (Reuters) - The US embassy in New Delhi has revoked and subsequently denied visas for some Indian business executives and corporate leaders based on their involvement in trafficking fentanyl precursors, the embassy said in a statement on Thursday.
Fentanyl precursors refer to the basic or parent chemicals that form fentanyl, a leading cause of overdose deaths in the United States.

The statement from the embassy did not name the people affected, but a spokesperson said they were Indian nationals.

Indian government officials have been closely cooperating with US counterparts to combat the challenge of drug trafficking, the US embassy added in its statement.

India's foreign ministry did not immediately respond to a request from Reuters for comment on the US visa measures.

US President Donald Trump, whose punitive 50% tariffs on Indian imports hurt bilateral ties, has previously imposed additional levies on imports from China, Mexico and Canada, saying they facilitated the flow of fentanyl into the United States.

In a statement to US Congress this week, Trump listed India as one of 23 major drug transit or illicit drug-producing countries, though he added the presence of any country on the list was not necessarily a reflection of its government's counter-drug efforts. 
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                  Thai homebuyers sue developer for fraud, over B300m damaged                

                Property developer facing fraud allegations after homes left incomplete, victims claim
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                                More than 20 people across Thailand petitioned the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) on Thursday, alleging they were defrauded by a major property developer who abandoned home construction projects despite having already collected large sums of money. The total damages were estimated at over 300 million baht.
The group filed their complaints with CIB deputy commissioner Pol Maj Gen Jruykiat Pankaeo to seek justice. They claimed the company had taken contracts to build luxury homes valued between 3 million and 10 million baht each but left the work incomplete while continuing to accept new clients. The company's name was withheld.

One complainant, Saranya Promsuk, said she signed a contract after finding the company through credible online reviews. The agreement stated her house would be completed within 14 months at a cost of 4.7 million baht, with delivery scheduled for February 2023. The company had already withdrawn 4 million baht from the total.

Seven months past the deadline, her home remains unfinished--only a bare structure without windows, doors, or any visible progress. Repeated calls to the company's central hotline resulted in vague promises from the sales department, including a commitment to complete the house within three months. However, no progress was made, she reported.

The company later promised to finish the project by the end of September this year after she threatened to file a complaint with the Office of the Consumer Protection Board (OCPB) but again failed to deliver.

Somyot Chaiyaphon, a lawyer representing one of the victims, said the group had organised through a Line chat, with at least 163 people now claiming losses. He explained that, while each case involves a civil contract, the company's pattern of accepting payments and abandoning projects indicates systemic misconduct. The victims have turned to the Consumer Protection Police Division (CPPD) for assistance.

Another victim recounted signing a promotional contract for a two-storey home priced at 4.8 million baht, with a 420-day completion timeline. However, costs escalated to nearly 6 million baht, with the company citing innovative wall construction as justification. 

Despite paying over 5 million baht, the house developed cracks and structural issues. Attempts to have the company repair the damage were unsuccessful; workers merely painted over the flaws. She has refused to move in, fearing for her safety.

Most victims shared similar experiences -- homes left incomplete despite substantial payments. Many were drawn to the company due to its decade-long presence in the market and a Facebook page with nearly one million followers. The firm is legally registered and has an office, which added to its credibility. 

A subcontractor who worked with the company also filed a complaint and said he was hired to build structural elements and roofing but was underpaid by 70,000 baht. 

Delays were caused by the company's failure to release funds for labour costs, and other contractors who worked with the firm faced similar issues, he added.
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                  Microsoft to build 3 Thai data centres amid national AI push                

                              

                                  
                    
                      [image: A data centre is a network of computers that stores, processes and distributes data. (Photo: 123RF)]
                                              
                          A data centre is a network of computers that stores, processes and distributes data. (Photo: 123RF)                        

                                          

                  

                                Microsoft Thailand is constructing three local data centres under strategic partnerships to deliver localised cloud services. 
The company is also introducing advanced intelligence technologies to enable Thai organisations to become "frontier firms".

Microsoft defines a frontier firm as an organisation that strategically adopts artificial intelligence (AI) to gain a competitive edge.

"We are continuing our investment in Thailand through local data centres," said Dhanawat Suthumpun, managing director of Microsoft (Thailand) Co Ltd. 

The company also collaborated with EY and the Big Data Institute (BDI) to introduce a national AI sandbox to develop AI use cases.

The company is waiting for the new government to take office and to create more impact from AI policies.

"We hope the new government will make AI a top national priority, continuing its investment policies," said Mr Dhanawat.  

"I believe there is still no clear winner among countries leveraging AI. Thailand has an opportunity to use AI to drive economic growth, but the true leader will likely emerge in 3-5 years." 

In its fiscal 2026 year, beginning in July 2025, Microsoft started helping local organisations become frontier firms. 

"Frontier firms will propel Thailand to go beyond AI users to AI creators or builders," Mr Dhanawat said. 

This goal will be achieved through Microsoft's three core strategies: elevating skills development, enabling with technologies, and governing via ethical AI frameworks. This approach is built on the foundational principles of ethics and security. Microsoft annually invests over US$20 billion in the security arena, solidifying the company's role as a global platform.

The firm will promote advanced AI skills in education to enable teachers, disabled people and the workforce embrace transformation and create new careers and businesses. 

In the last fiscal year, Microsoft Thailand advanced AI education under "THAI Academy" initiatives through the AI Skill Navigator portal, offering over 200 courses, and reached 1.57 million learners. The programme helps learners progress from basic AI understanding to achieve creator-level skills.  

In the 2026 fiscal year, THAI Academy aims to deliver 300,000 industry-recognised credentials of in-depth Al skills for the education sector, civil society, and workforce. 

"With this new fiscal year, our goal elevates users to not just learning AI, but they can use AI to create an impact in their personal life or business," Mr Dhanawat said.

The company will also let businesses use an "intelligence engine" through its Azure AI Foundry initiative that offers a vast catalogue of over 11,000 AI models, serving as an agent factory for intelligence production.  

"Microsoft has evolved from a software factory or software developer to become an 'intelligence factory' for every organisation, with open choices for users to select AI models and connected through API [application programming interface] with third-party enterprise applications," Mr Dhanawat said. 

The company also offers Windows 11 built for the AI era, which has been installed in over 1.4 billion devices worldwide, and Copilot+PC, which features advanced AI capabilities.

The company supports Thailand's national AI governance framework.

Mr Dhanawat said economic circumstances are slowing organisations' pace of embracing AI, due to budget constraints.

But he said Microsoft Thailand continues to see massive opportunities for AI, not just in adoption or experimentation, but also in scaling entire organisations.

Leading businesses are applying technology to create impacts. For example, SCB X says 75% of its revenue will be from AI embedded revenue.

Mr Dhanawat said he hopes to see the top 1,000 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) use AI to strengthen their exports and overcome trade challenges, and this needs government incentives to encourage their AI adoption.
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                  Day of anti-Macron 'anger' disrupting France                

                Protests over government austerity budget shutter schools and factories
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                                PARIS - French protesters on Thursday staged a day of nationwide disruption in a show of anger over President Emmanuel Macron's budget policies, with mass protests expected, transport chaos and clashes between police and demonstrators.
Prime Minister Sebastien Lecornu, Macron's seventh head of government, took office last week, vowing a break from the past against the background of an ongoing political crisis.

But the appointment of the former defence minister has failed to assuage the anger of unions and the left.

They remain incensed about the draft 44-billion-euro ($52-billion) cost-saving budget of his predecessor Francois Bayrou, despite Lecornu's pledges to abolish both the life-long privileges of prime ministers and a widely detested plan to scrap two public holidays.

With unions calling for strikes, around a third of teachers walked out, nine out of 10 pharmacies were shuttered and commuters faced severe disruption on the Paris Metro, where only the three driverless automated lines were working normally.

Police in Paris and Marseille used tear gas to disperse early, unauthorised demonstrations.

On the outskirts of the northern city of Lille, protesters took part in an early morning union-led action to block bus depots.

"The aim is to show the government that we're here, that we're fed up with being taxed like crazy, that we're fed up with having trouble making ends meet on the 15th of the month," said Samuel Gaillard, a garbage truck driver.

Even schoolchildren joined the actions, with 300 pupils blocking access to the Maurice Ravel secondary school in Paris and brandishing slogans such as "block your school against austerity".

'Not fooled'

It is expected to be the most widely followed day of union-led protests and strikes since a months-long mobilisation in early 2023 against Macron's controversial pension reform, which the government eventually rammed through parliament without a vote.

"We feel that our colleagues were not fooled by the appointment of Sebastien Lecornu," which "did not calm the anger", said Sophie Venetitay, general secretary of Snes-FSU, the leading union for middle and high school teachers.

While the day of protest represents an early test of crisis management for Lecornu, anger is crystallising against Macron, who has just one-and-a-half years left in power and is enduring his worst-ever popularity levels.

The "obstacle" to revoking the pension reform -- still vehemently opposed by the unions -- lies "in the Elysee Palace", said the head of the CGT union, Sophie Binet.

'Uncompromising'

Interior Minister Bruno Retailleau said the authorities feared that thousands of people could seek to cause damage during the demonstrations and "steal" the day from peaceful protesters.

"Whenever there is damage, property damage, or harm to individuals, we will be uncompromising and relentless," he said.

More than 80,000 police officers and gendarmes are being deployed, backed by drones, armoured vehicles and water cannon.

Between 600,000 and 900,000 people are expected to take to the streets nationwide, according to an interior ministry estimate.

Paris Police Chief Laurent Nunez told AFP on Wednesday that he was "very concerned" about the risk that rioters intent on provoking fights and damage would infiltrate the union march in Paris, urging shops in the centre to close for the day and protect their storefronts.

A more informal day of action held on Sept 10, despite isolated disruption, did not succeed on its self-declared aim to "block everything".

Most high-speed trains in France are still expected to run on Thursday, while disruption to airlines should be minimal after air-traffic controllers postponed a strike but warned of a three-day action in early October.

"We can say that the transport situation is disrupted, but it is not at a standstill," said Transport Minister Philippe Tabarot.
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                  Transnational illegal logging network busted in Nong Khai                

                28 tonnes of rosewood planks seized from warehouse owned by foreign investors
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                                Protected wood worth more than 14 million baht has been seized during a raid led by national park authorities on a warehouse in Nong Khai, as part of a crackdown on a major transnational illegal logging network in the northeastern province bordering Laos.
A team led by the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation (DNP) raided the warehouse of Chen Tai International Co in tambon Wat That of Muang district and seized the Pradu rosewood stored there, DNP chief Attapol Charoenchansa said on Thursday.

The warehouse, reportedly owned by foreign investors, had been under surveillance for months. The Department of Special Investigation and Nong Khai provincial authorities also took part in the raid.

The raid was part of an extended investigation into a transnational timber trafficking network, which originated from a case in northern Thailand several months ago.

The warehouse in Nong Khai contained 378 planks of illegally harvested Pradu, also known as Burmese rosewood -- cut from protected and reserved forests -- amounting to 32.55 cubic metres and weighing about 28 tonnes.

The seized timber has an estimated market value of 14 million baht, Mr Attapol said at the briefing. He was joined there by Nong Khai deputy governor Paithoon Muahachuenjai and representatives from the DSI and related agencies.

According to the investigation, the network operated with a high level of sophistication. Small pickup trucks were used to extract timber from remote forests in the North before the wood was transported to the warehouse in the Northeast.

Officials said the operation was financed by Chinese and Vietnamese investors. The timber was smuggled out of the country via 10-wheel trucks through Laos, or exported through Laem Chabang port in Chon Buri province in shipping containers.

Documents seized from the warehouse suggested that the network had exported timber to China and Vietnam -- key markets for luxury furniture. The total volume of timber exported was estimated at 2,053 cubic metres, worth about 1.23 billion baht.

The investigation also uncovered evidence of involvement by government officials from various agencies who allegedly facilitated the illegal trade.

Mr Attapol said his department and related agencies would continue expanding the investigation to arrest those involved, including masterminds, operators and those who facilitated the illegal timber trade. Corrupt officials would not be let off the hook, he added.

"This operation is not just about seizing illegal timber," he said. "It sends a clear message that we are serious about dismantling the networks behind illegal logging, which poses a grave threat to the country's forest resources and ecosystems."

[image: An official shows a chart detailing of Chinese and Vietnamese investors involved in the illegal logging network in Nong Khai. (Photo: Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation)]
An official points to a chart detailing Chinese and Vietnamese investors involved in the illegal logging network in Nong Khai. (Photo: Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation)
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                  Private sector wants confidence, liquidity, stimulus from new PM                

                Anutin tells chamber he intends to deliver practical policies that can be carried out right away
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                                Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul on Thursday brought his economic ministers to meet the Thai Chamber of Commerce, which asked him in return to focus on confidence, liquidity and economic stimulus.
Mr Anutin was accompanied by Ekniti Nitithanprapas, Auttapol Rerkpiboon, Suphajee Suthumpan and Vorapak Tanyawong, who are expected to be finance minister, energy minister, commerce minister and deputy finance minister respectively.

The prime minister said his economic team members were familiar with the needs of the private sector and that his government would work for a quick economic recovery.

Speaking after the meeting, he said his ministers had discussions with chamber members on urgent strategies to drive Thailand's economy, including funding, household debt, interest rates, energy costs, labour, logistics, and future opportunities for the nation.

"I don't care whose policy it is, or where it comes from. If it benefits the nation and the public, I will make it happen. For the four months when our government leads the country, I guarantee our economy will not regress," said Mr Anutin.

The government plans to include a proposal from the chamber in the economic policy statement it presents to parliament, he added.


	Related: New government considers ways to stabilise baht



During the meeting on Thursday, the chamber proposed that the new government:


	boost confidence in Thailand and among investors

	increase liquidity and financial sources

	reduce the cost of living

	promote fair trade, investment and logistics

	ensure security and social stability, especially in border areas

	have plans to cope with international trade risks

	stimulate purchasing power and tourism.



Chamber chairman Poj Aramwattananont said he was encouraged because the economic ministers-designate were knowledgeable and capable and were well recognised by the business community.

He called on the government to adopt a four-month urgent action plan focused on revitalising the economy, emphasising the enhancement of trade by expediting negotiations to address US tariffs, tackling non-tariff trade barriers, and expanding markets in promising regions including China, Africa and the Middle East.

The chamber wants the Bank of Thailand to manage the baht's value at around 34-35 per dollar to ensure export competitiveness. The currency is currently trading at a four-year high around 31.80.

The private sector also urged the government to carry out popular consumption stimulus programmes such as the Khon La Khrueng co-payment scheme and the Easy E-Receipt campaign, while promoting initiatives to "Buy Thai".

Regarding the tourism sector, the chamber recommended setting up one-stop tourist service centres and enhancing safety measures, particularly for Chinese visitors, alongside reducing import duties on lifestyle products in major tourist destinations such as Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket and Chiang Mai.

The group also asked the government to allocate 10 billion baht for small and medium-sized enterprises to mitigate losses from non-performing loans, while prioritising government procurement contracts for SMEs.

The new Anutin cabinet is awaiting royal endorsement, expected in the next few days. The government expects to deliver its policy statement in the House before the end of this month.

Once that happens, a four-month countdown to House dissolution and elections begins, under the terms of an agreement made with the People's Party for its support of the Bhumjaithai-led minority government.
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                  Trump to declare Antifa 'a major terrorist organisation'                

                President and his advisers maintain vast leftist terror movement is targeting his supporters
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                                WASHINGTON - US President Donald Trump said he would designate "Antifa" -- a shorthand term for "anti-fascist" used to describe diffuse far-left groups -- as "a major terrorist organisation," a move he threatened in his first term.
For years Trump has blamed Antifa for various wrongs, from violence against police to being behind the US Capitol riot on Jan 6, 2021 that aimed to block Joe Biden's presidential election win.

"I will also be strongly recommending that those funding ANTIFA be thoroughly investigated in accordance with the highest legal standards and practices," Trump wrote Wednesday on Truth Social, calling Antifa "A SICK, DANGEROUS, RADICAL LEFT DISASTER."

Antifa has no head or national organisation and seemed to be made up of "independent, radical, like-minded groups and individuals," a Congressional Research Service analysis found in 2020.

The White House did not immediately offer details on how the label could be applied.


	Related: Top US talk show host taken off air for Kirk comments

	Gory Kirk killing video spreads on unrestrained social sites



While federal law enforcement includes combating domestic terrorism under its purview, the United States does not have a list of designated "domestic terrorist organisations".

Trump threatened the move on Monday after senior White House official Stephen Miller vowed the administration would dismantle an alleged "vast domestic terror movement" that he linked to the killing of right-wing activist Charlie Kirk.

Ideology, not a movement

Critics of the Republican president warn such a move could be used as a pretext to quash dissent and target political rivals.

While Kirk was a vocal conservative, the United States has seen violence targeting members of both political parties in recent years, amid a sharp rise in polarisation and easy access to firearms.

Antifa -- whose name has roots in socialist groups in 1930s Germany that opposed Hitler -- has a track record of confronting right-wing groups and engaging in civil disobedience.

Its members, often dressed entirely in black, protest against racism, far-right values and what they consider fascism, and say violent tactics are sometimes justified as self-defense.

During Trump's first inauguration in January 2017 scores of black-clad, mask-wearing Antifa and other protestors smashed windows and burned a car in Washington.

Antifa was also involved in counter-protests to racist demonstrations in Charlottesville, Virginia later that year.

In June 2020, Trump said he would formally designate Antifa as "terrorists" on the same level as al-Qaeda and Islamic State.

But FBI director Chris Wray responded in a Congressional hearing that Antifa was "a movement or an ideology" as opposed to a group.

Antifa is not among the 95 "designated foreign terrorist organisations" listed on the State Department website on Wednesday.
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                  Thai homebuyers sue developer for fraud, over B300m damaged                

                Property developer facing fraud allegations after homes left incomplete, victims claim
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                                More than 20 people across Thailand petitioned the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) on Thursday, alleging they were defrauded by a major property developer who abandoned home construction projects despite having already collected large sums of money. The total damages were estimated at over 300 million baht.
The group filed their complaints with CIB deputy commissioner Pol Maj Gen Jruykiat Pankaeo to seek justice. They claimed the company had taken contracts to build luxury homes valued between 3 million and 10 million baht each but left the work incomplete while continuing to accept new clients. The company's name was withheld.

One complainant, Saranya Promsuk, said she signed a contract after finding the company through credible online reviews. The agreement stated her house would be completed within 14 months at a cost of 4.7 million baht, with delivery scheduled for February 2023. The company had already withdrawn 4 million baht from the total.

Seven months past the deadline, her home remains unfinished--only a bare structure without windows, doors, or any visible progress. Repeated calls to the company's central hotline resulted in vague promises from the sales department, including a commitment to complete the house within three months. However, no progress was made, she reported.

The company later promised to finish the project by the end of September this year after she threatened to file a complaint with the Office of the Consumer Protection Board (OCPB) but again failed to deliver.

Somyot Chaiyaphon, a lawyer representing one of the victims, said the group had organised through a Line chat, with at least 163 people now claiming losses. He explained that, while each case involves a civil contract, the company's pattern of accepting payments and abandoning projects indicates systemic misconduct. The victims have turned to the Consumer Protection Police Division (CPPD) for assistance.

Another victim recounted signing a promotional contract for a two-storey home priced at 4.8 million baht, with a 420-day completion timeline. However, costs escalated to nearly 6 million baht, with the company citing innovative wall construction as justification. 

Despite paying over 5 million baht, the house developed cracks and structural issues. Attempts to have the company repair the damage were unsuccessful; workers merely painted over the flaws. She has refused to move in, fearing for her safety.

Most victims shared similar experiences -- homes left incomplete despite substantial payments. Many were drawn to the company due to its decade-long presence in the market and a Facebook page with nearly one million followers. The firm is legally registered and has an office, which added to its credibility. 

A subcontractor who worked with the company also filed a complaint and said he was hired to build structural elements and roofing but was underpaid by 70,000 baht. 

Delays were caused by the company's failure to release funds for labour costs, and other contractors who worked with the firm faced similar issues, he added.
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                  Private sector wants confidence, liquidity, stimulus from new PM                

                Anutin tells chamber he intends to deliver practical policies that can be carried out right away
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                                Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul on Thursday brought his economic ministers to meet the Thai Chamber of Commerce, which asked him in return to focus on confidence, liquidity and economic stimulus.
Mr Anutin was accompanied by Ekniti Nitithanprapas, Auttapol Rerkpiboon, Suphajee Suthumpan and Vorapak Tanyawong, who are expected to be finance minister, energy minister, commerce minister and deputy finance minister respectively.

The prime minister said his economic team members were familiar with the needs of the private sector and that his government would work for a quick economic recovery.

Speaking after the meeting, he said his ministers had discussions with chamber members on urgent strategies to drive Thailand's economy, including funding, household debt, interest rates, energy costs, labour, logistics, and future opportunities for the nation.

"I don't care whose policy it is, or where it comes from. If it benefits the nation and the public, I will make it happen. For the four months when our government leads the country, I guarantee our economy will not regress," said Mr Anutin.

The government plans to include a proposal from the chamber in the economic policy statement it presents to parliament, he added.


	Related: New government considers ways to stabilise baht



During the meeting on Thursday, the chamber proposed that the new government:


	boost confidence in Thailand and among investors

	increase liquidity and financial sources

	reduce the cost of living

	promote fair trade, investment and logistics

	ensure security and social stability, especially in border areas

	have plans to cope with international trade risks

	stimulate purchasing power and tourism.



Chamber chairman Poj Aramwattananont said he was encouraged because the economic ministers-designate were knowledgeable and capable and were well recognised by the business community.

He called on the government to adopt a four-month urgent action plan focused on revitalising the economy, emphasising the enhancement of trade by expediting negotiations to address US tariffs, tackling non-tariff trade barriers, and expanding markets in promising regions including China, Africa and the Middle East.

The chamber wants the Bank of Thailand to manage the baht's value at around 34-35 per dollar to ensure export competitiveness. The currency is currently trading at a four-year high around 31.80.

The private sector also urged the government to carry out popular consumption stimulus programmes such as the Khon La Khrueng co-payment scheme and the Easy E-Receipt campaign, while promoting initiatives to "Buy Thai".

Regarding the tourism sector, the chamber recommended setting up one-stop tourist service centres and enhancing safety measures, particularly for Chinese visitors, alongside reducing import duties on lifestyle products in major tourist destinations such as Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket and Chiang Mai.

The group also asked the government to allocate 10 billion baht for small and medium-sized enterprises to mitigate losses from non-performing loans, while prioritising government procurement contracts for SMEs.

The new Anutin cabinet is awaiting royal endorsement, expected in the next few days. The government expects to deliver its policy statement in the House before the end of this month.

Once that happens, a four-month countdown to House dissolution and elections begins, under the terms of an agreement made with the People's Party for its support of the Bhumjaithai-led minority government.
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                  New government considers ways to stabilise baht                

                Finance minister-designate says he has already held talks with incoming Bank of Thailand chief
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                                The new government will work with the Bank of Thailand to manage the baht, now trading at its strongest level in four years, and will monitor capital inflows and gold trading for any irregularities, the incoming finance minister said on Thursday.
Ekniti Nitithanprapas told reporters that he had discussed stabilising the currency with Vitai Ratanakorn, who will take office as the central bank governor on Oct 1.

Mr Ekniti also said that any unusual capital inflows or gold trading would be investigated, although his deputy-designate, Vorapak Tanyawong, acknowledged the baht could rise further due to foreign buying of Thai bonds and stocks.

Mr Vorapak said in a Facebook post that the latest American interest rate cut and signals of two more later this year have narrowed the interest rate differential between Thailand and the US. 

This could encourage foreign investors to seek higher returns in emerging markets, especially in Thai bonds and capital markets across Southeast Asia, he said.

As a result, the baht is likely to strengthen further from capital inflows into both bonds and equities.

If the Fed continues cutting rates while US inflation exceeds 2%, the dollar could become more volatile, causing sharp swings in the baht, strengthening or weakening depending on risk-on/risk-off sentiment, said Mr Vorapak.

He said the key challenge for the Bank of Thailand is how to conduct smoothing operations to prevent excessive baht appreciation that could hurt exporters and tourism.

"In summary, the Fed's rate cut was 'as expected', but Thailand must watch the possibility of hot money inflows arriving faster than anticipated, potentially pushing the baht to an unsustainably strong level," said Mr Vorapak.

The baht softened on Thursday to 31.88 per dollar from Wednesday's close of 31.73, but is still up about 8% this year, the second-largest gain among Asian currencies behind only the Taiwan dollar.

The currency's strength relative to regional peers is seen as a threat to exports and tourism, both key drivers of Southeast Asia's second-largest economy.

Earlier this week the central bank said it was considering a tax on gold trading along with other measures to restrain the baht's strength. Gold traders have spoken out against the idea, saying it could hurt the country's appeal as a gold trading hub.

In the January to July period, the value of Thailand's gold shipments surged 82% year-on-year to $7.6 billion, with unusually large export volumes worth $2.1 billion to Cambodia alone.

Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered an investigation into the spike in shipments to Cambodia, amid concerns that it might be linked to money-laundering by the illegal scam gangs that flourish there.
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                  Thaksin in good spirits in prison with 15,000 baht for expenses                

                Former PM has hypertension and insufficient rest, says Paetongtarn
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                                Former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra was in good spirits when his daughters visited him and gave him 15,000 baht for his spending at Bangkok's Klongprem Central Prison on Thursday morning.
Pheu Thai Party leader and former prime minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Pintongta Shinawatra Kunakornwong and their husbands visited Thaksin, whom the Supreme Court sent to jail on Sept 9, ordering him to actually serve the one-year imprisonment sentence handed down two years ago for three cases.

Ms Paetongtarn told reporters that the visit was brief as her father was slightly unwell.

"My father is slightly not well. Last night he might have been tired, so the visit was brief," said Ms Paetongtarn, who was dismissed from office by the Constitutional Court in August for an ethics violation after only a year in power. 

She said her father had hypertension, insufficient rest and his hair was falling out. However, his morale was good, she added.

Ms Pintongta said Thaksin's grandchildren sent him moral support through a letter and wanted to tell him that he can always count on them.

Thaksin's son Panthongtae, aka Oak, did not show up.

Kanokwan Jiewchueaphan, deputy spokeswoman for the Department of Corrections, said Thaksin usually wakes at 6am and sleeps at 9.30pm. He has boiled and parboiled eggs for breakfast. During the day, he reads, watches television and walks while swinging his arms, Ms Kanokwan added.

The billionaire's family left 15,000 baht for his expenses. The Department of Corrections limits deposits to 15,000 baht and caps daily spending at 500 baht. Thaksin mainly uses it for small meals, according to the spokeswoman.

The court rejected Thaksin's claims of illness that had allowed him to stay at Police General Hospital since his return to Thailand in August 2023 until his parole in early 2024.

On Sept 9, he was admitted to Bangkok Remand Prison and the following day was transferred to Klongprem Central Prison for convicts.
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                  Thailand warns Cambodia not to use civilians to encroach                

                Phnom Penh putting its own people's lives at risk, officials say after violent incident in Sa Kaeo
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                                The Thai foreign ministry and the army have urged Cambodia to stop using its civilians and risking their safety to encroach on Thai territory following a violent clash in Sa Kaeo province on Wednesday.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs said Cambodian demonstrators violated many Thai laws by destroying Thai barricades at Bang Nong Ya Kaeo village in Khok Sung district of the eastern border province on Wednesday.

Thai officials had installed barricades on Thai territory but Cambodian demonstrators blocked and damaged them, the ministry said in a statement on late Wednesday.

"Thai officials have exercised the utmost restraint throughout this incident, with explanations provided repeatedly to the Cambodian nationals," it said.

"However, provocations and incursions by the Cambodians continued, making it necessary for Thai crowd control police to intervene, using internationally accepted practices," it added, referring to the use of rubber bullets and tear gas for crowd control. A number of injuries were reported on both sides.

Wednesday's incident was the most significant escalation since the two countries declared a ceasefire to end a deadly five-day conflict at the end of July.

"All actions by the Thai police were proportionate and appropriate to the circumstances, adhering to human rights principles, and prevented the situation from spiralling out of control," the foreign ministry said.

It said "instigations and incitements to protest and unrest" were a violation of the ceasefire agreement that both countries have agreed to strictly adhere to.

"Moreover, such actions are irresponsible, unconstructive, and clearly taken without due regard for the safety and interests of the people." (Story continues below)

						

							
						


(Video: Royal Thai Army RTA Trend Facebook)

Sticks, stones and slingshots

Maj Gen Winthai Suvaree, spokesman for the Royal Thai Army, said the incursion started on Tuesday. On Wednesday Thai officials installed defensive barriers but were obstructed by crowds of Cambodians armed with wooden sticks and slingshots.

"Ultimately, it became necessary to deploy riot police to suppress the incident according to international principles, using tear gas and rubber bullets to prevent the situation from escalating into civil disorder," he said.

"Some personnel sustained injuries from being struck by thrown wooden sticks, stones and slingshot projectiles."

The number of Thai personnel injured and the extent of their injuries were not given. Cambodia said 23 of its nationals were hurt.

"Cambodian authorities remained indifferent (to the incursion) and took no preventive or deterrent measures whatsoever," Maj Gen Winthai said. "This is viewed as provocation and deliberate intent to violate ceasefire agreements by using civilians as fronts."

A Cambodian government statement on Thursday said Prime Minister Hun Manet has sent out letters to world leaders and the UN, seeking support from the international community and Asean to stop what he described as Thailand's "unilateral actions that risk escalating tensions and widening the conflict".

Meanwhile, the United States government on Wednesday urged the governments of both Cambodia and Thailand to de-escalate tensions.

A State Department spokesman called on the two sides to quickly finalise the terms of reference to establish a longer-term observer mission comprising Asean member states on both sides of the border.
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                  Flood alert as Chao Phraya barrage discharge rate increases                

                Residents in low-lying areas downstream from Chai Nat at risk
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                                Residents in low-lying areas downstream from Chai Nat have been warned of possible floods after the Royal Irrigation Department increased the discharge rate of the Chao Phraya barrage on the main river in Thailand's Central Plains.
The department said on Thursday morning that it would raise the discharge rate at the barrage in the Chao Phraya River from 2,200 to 2,300 cubic metres per second from 10am to 8pm on Thursday to handle the increased flow from upstream provinces and considerable rainwater.

The department said the river was flowing at a rate of 2,200 cubic metres per second in Nakhon Sawan, upstream adjacent to Chai Nat.

It warned people in low-lying areas without embankments in Ang Thong, Ayutthaya and Sing Buri provinces to move their belongings higher.

The highest-risk areas are near the Khlong Phong Pheng Canal and Wat Chai Yo in Ang Thong; Sena and Phak Hai districts of Ayutthaya, and In Buri, Muang and Phrom Buri districts of Sing Buri.

During the severe flooding in 2011, the Chao Phraya River flowed through the Chao Phraya barrage in Chai Nat at the rate of 3,703 cubic metres per second.

Meanwhile, the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation reported that as of Thursday morning, floods had affected about 183,000 people in 56 districts of Phitsanulok, Phetchabun, Phichit and Nakhon Sawan provinces in the North; Uthai Thani, Chai Nat, Sing Buri, Ang Thong, Kanchanaburi, Suphan Buri, Ayutthaya and Nakhon Pathom in the Central Plains; and Chachoengsao in the East.
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                  Thai pet food exports take the No.2 spot                
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                                Thailand has become the world's second-largest exporter of pet food, with shipments totalling US$2.68 billion in 2024, growth of 29% year-on-year, according to the Commerce Ministry.
Poonpong Naiyanapakorn, director-general of the Trade Policy and Strategy Office, said Thai pet food exports comprised 10% of the global total last year.

Germany continues to lead the world in pet food exports, tallying $3.28 billion last year or 12.3% of the total. Other leading exporters included the US with exports worth $2.52 billion (9.4%), Poland with exports worth $2.41 billion (9%), and France with exports worth $2.31 billion (8.6%).

He said last year's global pet food market was robust, with imports valued at $26.5 billion. The top import markets were Germany, the US, the UK, Poland, and Canada.

Mr Poonpong said Thailand's competitiveness in dog and cat food remain stable and there is growth potential in various markets, attributed to the country's outstanding reputation for product quality and standards.

In 2024, Thailand's key dog and cat food markets were the US with exports worth $868 million, up 47% year-on-year and accounting for 32.4% of total exports. Exports to Japan tallied $329 million, followed by Australia ($167 million), Italy ($165 million), and Malaysia ($138 million).

These five markets collectively represent 62.3% of Thailand's total pet food exports.

Mr Poonpong said the growth of the pet food market is driven by a rising global trend in pet ownership and demographic shifts, including an increasing elderly population and smaller family sizes.

He said global consumers are increasingly interested in imported products, particularly those with a heightened focus on pet health.

Thai entrepreneurs who innovate multifunctional pet food such as health-conscious, vitamin-enriched formulas tailored for young, sick, or ageing pets, made from high-quality ingredients, are well-positioned to cater to this demand.

Mr Poonpong also advised producers to focus on environmentally-friendly issues, particularly in packaging. By aligning with these trends, Thai exporters could find opportunities to expand their reach to both major markets such as Europe, the US, Japan, and China as well as new markets in the Middle East and Eastern Europe.

In the first seven months of this year, Thailand's exports of dog and cat food reached $1.69 billion, up 10.7%.

The US remains the largest export market, with exports valued at $610 million, up 26%.

However, Thailand should monitor the local content rules following the US's imposition of a 19% reciprocal tariff on Thai products.

He said to navigate potential structural changes in exports, Thai entrepreneurs should focus on enhancing product quality, increasing the use of local ingredients, creating health-focused innovative products, building a strong brand image, and improving standards through research and development.
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                  Online complaints surge by 20% as threats spread                
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                                The Electronic Transactions Development Agency (Etda) has reported a sharp rise in online complaints during the first eight months of 2025, with more than 27,000 cases filed, an increase of 20.1% year-on-year.
The surge reflects growing public concern over digital threats, particularly as online platforms become more accessible and fraudsters exploit technological loopholes, in particular artificial intelligence deepfakes.

Chaichana Mitrpant, executive director of Etda, said complaints declined in previous years -- 45,181 in 2023 and 35,358 in 2024 -- but the recent uptick underscores the evolving nature of online scams.

These include deepfake impersonations, deceptive investment platforms, fake job offers, and fraudulent loan schemes that demand upfront fees without delivering funds.

The agency recorded 27,332 complaints between January and August, up from 22,758 in the same period of 2024.

The top five issues reported were online shopping problems (10,306 cases), illegal websites (9,090 cases), other suspicious matters (2,460 cases), personal data protection issues (1,421 cases) and unfair business practices (1,382 cases).

Online fraud trends that require monitoring are fake online purchases, online scam investments, deceptive platforms, and online job scams, according to the agency.

Despite the rise in online complaints, Etda successfully resolved 98.0% of cases, a total of 26,794, through coordinated efforts with relevant agencies. The agency reported a public satisfaction rate of 95.1%.

To combat these threats, the agency intensified its regulatory framework under the Digital Platform Services (DPS) Act.

Mr Chaichana said the agency works closely with law enforcement, trade departments, and major platforms such as Facebook and TikTok to enhance consumer protection initiatives, including guidelines for user identity verification, standards for online advertising and product listings, rules for publishing consumer reviews, and new regulations covering online marketplaces and ride-sharing platforms.

Etda is also promoting its "DPS Trust Every Click" campaign to promote digital literacy and foster a safer online ecosystem. Outreach efforts include nationwide educational activities and public awareness campaigns in collaboration with government and private sector partners.

"The complexity of online deception continues to grow," he said.

"We must strengthen both regulatory mechanisms and public awareness to ensure that digital platforms remain safe and trustworthy for all Thais."
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                                Thailand's ranking in the Global Innovation Index (GII) 2025 dropped to 45th out of 139 economies from 41st last year, attributed to changes in the methodological framework, the rapid improvement of competitor economies, and declining rankings in some sub-indices.
[image: ]


The report is issued by the World Intellectual Property Organization.

Krithpaka Boonfueng, executive director of the National Innovation Agency (NIA), said the score dipped as the number of economies increased from 132 to 139, while Thailand fared poorly due to low investment from venture capital (VC), low foreign direct investment into new innovation, and no new unicorn startups.

She said Thailand previously received a good rating for infrastructure, but has declined as other countries improved their infrastructure.

"Thailand should provide more support for procurement of local innovation to encourage local innovation firms, which would lift the country's GII ranking," said Ms Krithpaka.

She said the NIA supports industry-specific innovation hubs, such as for agricultural innovation.

Moreover, the agency is expected to establish a private equity trust fund of 4 billion baht this year to stimulate investment in startups from private-public partnerships.

Of the total, 1 billion baht will be contributed by the government and 3 billion from VC partners, said Ms Krithpaka.

She said the fund establishment is awaiting approval from the incoming cabinet.

"We aim to improve our GII ranking to 39th in the near future," said Ms Krithpaka.

The country's innovation input and output sub-indices dipped to 46th and 43rd, respectively.

The innovation input sub-index comprises: institutions, human capital and R&D, infrastructure, market sophistication and business sophistication.

The output sub-index includes two factors: output from knowledge and technology, and output from creativity.

Thailand's ranking in most of these factors declined, except in human capital and R&D, which rose to 53rd from 71st.

The rating for R&D rose to 36th from 47th, while the infrastructure index dipped to 59th from 50th.

Thailand ranked 27th for market sophistication, reflecting the country's strong support for innovation businesses to access capital and markets, noted the NIA.

The country's gross domestic expenditure on R&D remained first for the sixth consecutive year, indicating private sector investment in innovations to foster a competitive edge.

Rivals in Southeast Asia are gaining ground in global innovation, led by Singapore rated fifth, Malaysia 34th, Vietnam 44th, and the Philippines 50th.

From 2000 to 2023, the region's R&D spending rose at a compound annual growth rate of 8.5%, reaching nearly US$60 billion in real terms.

A 134% surge in VC funding in 2021 also highlights Southeast Asia's expanding startup ecosystems.

Thailand's ranking places it as an upper middle-income economy that is performing in line with its level of development, noted the GII.

Switzerland remains the world's innovation leader in 2025, topping the GII for a 15th consecutive year, while Sweden and the US are second and third for the third year in a row.

South Korea is fourth, its highest rank ever.

These top performers share common strengths: high R&D intensity, world-class institutions, a strong educational system and a strongly innovative private sector.
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                                About 50 national and local politicians from the southern province of Chumphon on Wednesday defected from the United Thai Nation Party (UTN) to the Bhumjaithai Party (BJP), raising questions about whether the ruling party can still honour its agreement not to form a majority government.
The five-point agreement with the People's Party (PP) -- made in exchange for its endorsement of Bhumjaithai leader Anutin Charnvirakul as prime minister -- included commitments that Mr Anutin would refrain from manoeuvres to form a majority government and would dissolve the House within four months.

The newcomers, welcomed at Bhumjaithai headquarters by senior party figure Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn, included former Chumphon MP Chumpol Junsai, Nopporn Usit, chairman of the Chumphon Provincial Administration Organisation (PAO), and members of Phalang Chumphon. Earlier, a group of 16 UTN MPs, led by former UTN deputy leader Suchart Chomklin, had switched their support to Mr Anutin as prime minister.

Mr Chumpol on Wednesday expressed confidence in the Bhumjaithai Party, insisting the group's move was not driven by personal gain. Asked about alleged rifts within the UTN, he said he had no personal conflicts with anyone but acknowledged the party was deeply divided over whether to back Mr Anutin as prime minister.

The defectors were accompanied by UTN MPs Suphol Junsai and Wichai Sudsawat, whom Mr Chumpol said were there to support them.

Mr Phiphat declined to predict how many southern seats Bhumjaithai might win in the next election. However, he hinted that more prominent figures from Surat Thani, Nakhon Si Thammarat, and Songkhla were in talks to join the party to drive regional development.

Meanwhile, Chanin Rungthanakiat, deputy spokesman for the Pheu Thai Party, questioned the PP's silence over the defections, warning the moves could undermine the agreement. He urged the PP not to turn a blind eye, saying its silence would fuel suspicions about its stance, especially as it has insisted on staying in the opposition bloc.

Mr Chanin also raised doubts about the PP's position on constitutional reform, noting that Bhumjaithai and its Senate allies have repeatedly stalled charter amendment efforts.

"Now the party keeps quiet while senators block amendments proposed by Pheu Thai. Are they truly sincere about constitutional reform, or will they simply blame the Senate while letting coalition parties escape accountability?" he said.

Stithorn Thananithichot, a political scientist at Chulalongkorn University, said the defections do not technically breach the agreement because MPs who resign lose their parliamentary status, meaning Bhumjaithai does not gain seats. This differs from cases in which MPs are expelled but retain their status. If such MPs join a coalition partner, the government's majority would effectively expand, violating the agreement, he said.

He added that list-MP resignations also do not count, as replacements from the party list maintain overall parliamentary numbers.

Mr Stithorn suggested a similar scenario could arise in the Democrat Party if former party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva were to return, potentially prompting some factions to resign and join Bhumjaithai in exchange for cabinet seats.

UTN list-MP Chatchawal Kong-udom said party leader Pirapan Salirathavibhaga has not given up despite the defections, stressing that core members, including deputy leader Witthaya Kaewparadai, remain committed to the party. He acknowledged the party will require restructuring following the reported resignation of secretary-general Akanat Promphan. Asked if he would accept the position himself, Mr Chatchawal said he had not been formally approached but would not turn it down if appointed.

Atavit Suwannapakdi, adviser to the industry minister, wrote on Facebook that Mr Pirapan remains focused on his role as energy minister and has no interest in becoming prime minister.
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                                Microsoft Thailand is constructing three local data centres under strategic partnerships to deliver localised cloud services. 
The company is also introducing advanced intelligence technologies to enable Thai organisations to become "frontier firms".

Microsoft defines a frontier firm as an organisation that strategically adopts artificial intelligence (AI) to gain a competitive edge.

"We are continuing our investment in Thailand through local data centres," said Dhanawat Suthumpun, managing director of Microsoft (Thailand) Co Ltd. 

The company also collaborated with EY and the Big Data Institute (BDI) to introduce a national AI sandbox to develop AI use cases.

The company is waiting for the new government to take office and to create more impact from AI policies.

"We hope the new government will make AI a top national priority, continuing its investment policies," said Mr Dhanawat.  

"I believe there is still no clear winner among countries leveraging AI. Thailand has an opportunity to use AI to drive economic growth, but the true leader will likely emerge in 3-5 years." 

In its fiscal 2026 year, beginning in July 2025, Microsoft started helping local organisations become frontier firms. 

"Frontier firms will propel Thailand to go beyond AI users to AI creators or builders," Mr Dhanawat said. 

This goal will be achieved through Microsoft's three core strategies: elevating skills development, enabling with technologies, and governing via ethical AI frameworks. This approach is built on the foundational principles of ethics and security. Microsoft annually invests over US$20 billion in the security arena, solidifying the company's role as a global platform.

The firm will promote advanced AI skills in education to enable teachers, disabled people and the workforce embrace transformation and create new careers and businesses. 

In the last fiscal year, Microsoft Thailand advanced AI education under "THAI Academy" initiatives through the AI Skill Navigator portal, offering over 200 courses, and reached 1.57 million learners. The programme helps learners progress from basic AI understanding to achieve creator-level skills.  

In the 2026 fiscal year, THAI Academy aims to deliver 300,000 industry-recognised credentials of in-depth Al skills for the education sector, civil society, and workforce. 

"With this new fiscal year, our goal elevates users to not just learning AI, but they can use AI to create an impact in their personal life or business," Mr Dhanawat said.

The company will also let businesses use an "intelligence engine" through its Azure AI Foundry initiative that offers a vast catalogue of over 11,000 AI models, serving as an agent factory for intelligence production.  

"Microsoft has evolved from a software factory or software developer to become an 'intelligence factory' for every organisation, with open choices for users to select AI models and connected through API [application programming interface] with third-party enterprise applications," Mr Dhanawat said. 

The company also offers Windows 11 built for the AI era, which has been installed in over 1.4 billion devices worldwide, and Copilot+PC, which features advanced AI capabilities.

The company supports Thailand's national AI governance framework.

Mr Dhanawat said economic circumstances are slowing organisations' pace of embracing AI, due to budget constraints.

But he said Microsoft Thailand continues to see massive opportunities for AI, not just in adoption or experimentation, but also in scaling entire organisations.

Leading businesses are applying technology to create impacts. For example, SCB X says 75% of its revenue will be from AI embedded revenue.

Mr Dhanawat said he hopes to see the top 1,000 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) use AI to strengthen their exports and overcome trade challenges, and this needs government incentives to encourage their AI adoption.
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                                Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul on Thursday brought his economic ministers to meet the Thai Chamber of Commerce, which asked him in return to focus on confidence, liquidity and economic stimulus.
Mr Anutin was accompanied by Ekniti Nitithanprapas, Auttapol Rerkpiboon, Suphajee Suthumpan and Vorapak Tanyawong, who are expected to be finance minister, energy minister, commerce minister and deputy finance minister respectively.

The prime minister said his economic team members were familiar with the needs of the private sector and that his government would work for a quick economic recovery.

Speaking after the meeting, he said his ministers had discussions with chamber members on urgent strategies to drive Thailand's economy, including funding, household debt, interest rates, energy costs, labour, logistics, and future opportunities for the nation.

"I don't care whose policy it is, or where it comes from. If it benefits the nation and the public, I will make it happen. For the four months when our government leads the country, I guarantee our economy will not regress," said Mr Anutin.

The government plans to include a proposal from the chamber in the economic policy statement it presents to parliament, he added.


	Related: New government considers ways to stabilise baht



During the meeting on Thursday, the chamber proposed that the new government:


	boost confidence in Thailand and among investors

	increase liquidity and financial sources

	reduce the cost of living

	promote fair trade, investment and logistics

	ensure security and social stability, especially in border areas

	have plans to cope with international trade risks

	stimulate purchasing power and tourism.



Chamber chairman Poj Aramwattananont said he was encouraged because the economic ministers-designate were knowledgeable and capable and were well recognised by the business community.

He called on the government to adopt a four-month urgent action plan focused on revitalising the economy, emphasising the enhancement of trade by expediting negotiations to address US tariffs, tackling non-tariff trade barriers, and expanding markets in promising regions including China, Africa and the Middle East.

The chamber wants the Bank of Thailand to manage the baht's value at around 34-35 per dollar to ensure export competitiveness. The currency is currently trading at a four-year high around 31.80.

The private sector also urged the government to carry out popular consumption stimulus programmes such as the Khon La Khrueng co-payment scheme and the Easy E-Receipt campaign, while promoting initiatives to "Buy Thai".

Regarding the tourism sector, the chamber recommended setting up one-stop tourist service centres and enhancing safety measures, particularly for Chinese visitors, alongside reducing import duties on lifestyle products in major tourist destinations such as Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket and Chiang Mai.

The group also asked the government to allocate 10 billion baht for small and medium-sized enterprises to mitigate losses from non-performing loans, while prioritising government procurement contracts for SMEs.

The new Anutin cabinet is awaiting royal endorsement, expected in the next few days. The government expects to deliver its policy statement in the House before the end of this month.

Once that happens, a four-month countdown to House dissolution and elections begins, under the terms of an agreement made with the People's Party for its support of the Bhumjaithai-led minority government.
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                Finance minister-designate says he has already held talks with incoming Bank of Thailand chief
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                                The new government will work with the Bank of Thailand to manage the baht, now trading at its strongest level in four years, and will monitor capital inflows and gold trading for any irregularities, the incoming finance minister said on Thursday.
Ekniti Nitithanprapas told reporters that he had discussed stabilising the currency with Vitai Ratanakorn, who will take office as the central bank governor on Oct 1.

Mr Ekniti also said that any unusual capital inflows or gold trading would be investigated, although his deputy-designate, Vorapak Tanyawong, acknowledged the baht could rise further due to foreign buying of Thai bonds and stocks.

Mr Vorapak said in a Facebook post that the latest American interest rate cut and signals of two more later this year have narrowed the interest rate differential between Thailand and the US. 

This could encourage foreign investors to seek higher returns in emerging markets, especially in Thai bonds and capital markets across Southeast Asia, he said.

As a result, the baht is likely to strengthen further from capital inflows into both bonds and equities.

If the Fed continues cutting rates while US inflation exceeds 2%, the dollar could become more volatile, causing sharp swings in the baht, strengthening or weakening depending on risk-on/risk-off sentiment, said Mr Vorapak.

He said the key challenge for the Bank of Thailand is how to conduct smoothing operations to prevent excessive baht appreciation that could hurt exporters and tourism.

"In summary, the Fed's rate cut was 'as expected', but Thailand must watch the possibility of hot money inflows arriving faster than anticipated, potentially pushing the baht to an unsustainably strong level," said Mr Vorapak.

The baht softened on Thursday to 31.88 per dollar from Wednesday's close of 31.73, but is still up about 8% this year, the second-largest gain among Asian currencies behind only the Taiwan dollar.

The currency's strength relative to regional peers is seen as a threat to exports and tourism, both key drivers of Southeast Asia's second-largest economy.

Earlier this week the central bank said it was considering a tax on gold trading along with other measures to restrain the baht's strength. Gold traders have spoken out against the idea, saying it could hurt the country's appeal as a gold trading hub.

In the January to July period, the value of Thailand's gold shipments surged 82% year-on-year to $7.6 billion, with unusually large export volumes worth $2.1 billion to Cambodia alone.

Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered an investigation into the spike in shipments to Cambodia, amid concerns that it might be linked to money-laundering by the illegal scam gangs that flourish there.
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                Thai company selling high-end Rinascente stores to focus more on Southeast Asia
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                                Shares of Central Retail Corporation Plc (CRC) headed for their biggest decline in almost five years on Thursday after the Thai retailer announced a plan to sell its high-end Rinascente department store business in Italy, a move that investors expect will hurt the bottom line.
The company is planning to sell Rinascente to Harng Central Department Store Co, a major shareholder, for EU250 million (9.4 billion baht) to focus on its operations in Southeast Asia, it said in a filing to the Stock Exchange of Thailand on Wednesday.

Harng Central also proposed to assume and repay the shareholder loan owed by CRC Holland BV, a Central Retail unit that operates Rinascente stores.

Central Retail shares closed down 9% on Thursday afternoon at 22.40 baht, in heavy turnover worth 2 billion baht, extending this year's decline to more than 33%. The transaction is subject to shareholders' approval in a meeting scheduled for Nov 6.

Markets, however, view the transaction as negative on expectations there will be earnings dilution and a decline in net profit, according to Yuwanee Prommaporn, an analyst at Krungsri Securities.

"Profit should be down by 11% to 12% next year," she said on Thursday. At the same time, "the disposal valuation of about 14-15 times price/earnings is too undemanding, given that CRC itself is currently trading at 18-19 times."

The proposed deal is in line with the company's strategy "to allocate resources -- both personnel and capital -- efficiently and to maximise benefits", it said in the filing. "The economic growth prospects and retail market potential in Italy and other countries in Europe are relatively low."

It is currently focused on expanding its investments in Southeast Asia and is looking for opportunities in other Asian countries.

Central Retail will consider allocating the net proceeds from the sale, at approximately 7.7 billion baht, as dividends for shareholders, and use the funds from the loan repayment to pay other debts.

Central Group acquired the Rinascente business in 2011. Harng Central, a non-listed affiliate of Central Group, intends to consolidate Rinascente -- with nine stores in Italy -- under the same roof with its other department store businesses in Europe.

The Rinascente stores reported net profit of 302 million baht in the first half, an increase of around 12% year-on-year, the filing said.
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                  GC Partners with Chitralada Institute on Refinery Innovation                

                The collaboration aims to boost refinery efficiency, develop prototype software, and equip students with future-ready industrial skills.
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                                To strengthen refinery operations and develop future-ready talent, PTT Global Chemical Public Company Limited (GC) has entered into an academic and research partnership with Chitralada Technology Institute. The Memorandum of Understanding (MoU), signed by GC Chief Executive Officer Mr Tossaporn Boonyapipat and Institute President Associate Professor Dr Khunying Sumonta Promboon, marks a joint commitment to advancing industrial innovation and education. 
The collaboration focuses on jointly researching and developing software to analyse and predict the condition of refinery equipment and machinery, with the aim of enhancing maintenance efficiency, reducing costs, and enabling practical application across the wider industry. 

This partnership will also provide students with opportunities to gain hands-on experience by addressing real-world challenges from GC's operations, equipping them with skills aligned to labour market needs. Both parties will combine knowledge and expertise to develop prototype software and share resources to create solutions tailored to industrial requirements. 

The initiative supports GC's "3 Smart" strategy - Smart Plant, Smart Sales & Marketing, and Smart Work Process - which leverages digitalisation and innovation to drive business transformation. 

GC is confident the collaboration will not only improve operational efficiency but also lay a crucial foundation for developing a new generation of skilled professionals ready to grow sustainably with the industry. 
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                  Investors nudged to diversify portfolios                
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                                As Thai equities have staged a rebound, UOB Asset Management (UOBAM) recommends investors diversify their portfolios in the second half of 2025 with a focus on tech stocks, bonds and gold.
Nattapon Chansivanon, chief investment officer at UOBAM, said the Thai stock market and the global economy are expected to record a gradual recovery in the second half of the year, supported by clearer US trade and tax policies.

Locally, government stimulus, infrastructure investments and foreign capital inflows into the digital sector are the main driving factors.

Additional monetary easing by the Bank of Thailand could lend further support to financial markets. However, challenges remain, including persistently high household debt and a slow rebound in the tourism industry, said Mr Nattapon.

In the US, the economy is on track for a soft landing, buoyed by fiscal stimulus in the president's "One Big Beautiful Bill" and potential Federal Reserve rate cuts aimed at easing pressure on the labour market.

Wall Street's technology sector continues to attract investors, thanks to the boom in generative artificial intelligence, despite valuations running higher than in other regions. Inflation trends remain a key variable, with tariff-driven price pressures expected to surface late this year or in early 2026, he said.

Europe is showing signs of improvement following rate cuts by the European Central Bank and fiscal spending on defence and infrastructure. Still, stronger growth than expected could reduce the need for further stimulus.

In Asia, Japan is experiencing moderate growth supported by domestic consumption, but faces inflation risks from a tight labour market, raising the likelihood of further rate hikes by the Bank of Japan. Meanwhile, China's fragile domestic demand underscores the need for more decisive policy support to stabilise growth, noted the asset manager.

Against this backdrop, UOBAM recommends a diversified investment strategy with 60% allocated to bonds and 40% to equities, half of which should be US technology stocks and the rest spread across China, India and Thailand. The firm also advises holding around 10% in gold as a hedge, with expected portfolio returns of 6-8%.

Kulachat Chandavimol, chief marketing officer at UOBAM, said its product line-up includes low-risk liquidity funds such as Thai Cash Management Fund, a mutual fund that invests in short-term, high-quality debt instruments and bank deposits such as government and state enterprise bonds and bills, aiming to preserve capital while providing stable, low-yield returns.

Other products are global bond funds and multi-asset funds. For equity exposure, the company highlights opportunities in US growth and technology space via funds such as UUSA-M and UUSTECH.

For long-term investors, quality global equity funds include UGD and UGEAR, alongside sustainable infrastructure plays through UINFRA and gold investments via UOBSG-H.

"While Thailand and regional markets look set to benefit from global recovery trends, investors should remain cautious of risks tied to household debts, inflationary pressures, and China's uneven recovery," said Mr Kulachat.

Diversification across equities, bonds and gold is key to capturing returns while managing volatility in the months ahead, he said.
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                                Thailand has become the world's second-largest exporter of pet food, with shipments totalling US$2.68 billion in 2024, growth of 29% year-on-year, according to the Commerce Ministry.
Poonpong Naiyanapakorn, director-general of the Trade Policy and Strategy Office, said Thai pet food exports comprised 10% of the global total last year.

Germany continues to lead the world in pet food exports, tallying $3.28 billion last year or 12.3% of the total. Other leading exporters included the US with exports worth $2.52 billion (9.4%), Poland with exports worth $2.41 billion (9%), and France with exports worth $2.31 billion (8.6%).

He said last year's global pet food market was robust, with imports valued at $26.5 billion. The top import markets were Germany, the US, the UK, Poland, and Canada.

Mr Poonpong said Thailand's competitiveness in dog and cat food remain stable and there is growth potential in various markets, attributed to the country's outstanding reputation for product quality and standards.

In 2024, Thailand's key dog and cat food markets were the US with exports worth $868 million, up 47% year-on-year and accounting for 32.4% of total exports. Exports to Japan tallied $329 million, followed by Australia ($167 million), Italy ($165 million), and Malaysia ($138 million).

These five markets collectively represent 62.3% of Thailand's total pet food exports.

Mr Poonpong said the growth of the pet food market is driven by a rising global trend in pet ownership and demographic shifts, including an increasing elderly population and smaller family sizes.

He said global consumers are increasingly interested in imported products, particularly those with a heightened focus on pet health.

Thai entrepreneurs who innovate multifunctional pet food such as health-conscious, vitamin-enriched formulas tailored for young, sick, or ageing pets, made from high-quality ingredients, are well-positioned to cater to this demand.

Mr Poonpong also advised producers to focus on environmentally-friendly issues, particularly in packaging. By aligning with these trends, Thai exporters could find opportunities to expand their reach to both major markets such as Europe, the US, Japan, and China as well as new markets in the Middle East and Eastern Europe.

In the first seven months of this year, Thailand's exports of dog and cat food reached $1.69 billion, up 10.7%.

The US remains the largest export market, with exports valued at $610 million, up 26%.

However, Thailand should monitor the local content rules following the US's imposition of a 19% reciprocal tariff on Thai products.

He said to navigate potential structural changes in exports, Thai entrepreneurs should focus on enhancing product quality, increasing the use of local ingredients, creating health-focused innovative products, building a strong brand image, and improving standards through research and development.
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                Firm to open sites in Bangkok, Pattaya
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                                SET-listed developer SC Asset Corporation's subsidiary SCX Corporation, which manages its recurring-income assets, plans to open two new hotels in Bangkok and Pattaya over the next five weeks, targeting 900 million baht in revenue in 2026.
Rachod Nantakwang, chief executive of SCX, said roughly 600 million baht is expected from Kromo Bangkok, Curio Collection by Hilton, which is slated to open next Wednesday. The remainder is to be derived from The Standard Pattaya Na Jomtien, which is scheduled to open on Oct 21.

"We will focus on lifestyle hotels rather than business hotels, as demand among new-generation tourists has shifted. They are looking for experiences and uniqueness," he said. "In Bangkok, lifestyle hotels are very rare with only five properties."

Kromo is located on a leasehold plot near Sukhumvit Soi 29 that SCX acquired in December 2022, when only the foundations had been completed.

The previous owner, Japanese developer Fukuoka Jisho, withdrew its investment following the pandemic.

According to property consultancy CBRE Thailand, which advised Fukuoka Jisho on the sale of the property to SCX for hotel development, the transaction was valued at 1.42 billion baht.

"We revised the plan from a business hotel with room rates of 3,000 baht per night to a lifestyle hotel, partnering with Japanese property firm Daiwa House in a 2.8-billion-baht investment to continue construction," Mr Rachod said.

Kromo features 306 rooms, with rates starting at 7,000 baht per night and an average daily rate of 5,200 baht.

Bookings through to the end of the year currently tally 2,000 room nights, with the majority of guests coming from the US and Europe.

The Standard in Pattaya, with 161 rooms, shares the same lifestyle hotel model and joint-venture structure as Kromo, through a partnership between SCX and SET-listed contractor Syntec Construction, with a total investment of 900 million baht.

"From 2025 to 2029, we plan to invest a total of 25 billion baht. So far, we have already spent 6-7 billion baht across our hotel and logistics businesses," Mr Rachod said. "We are looking to expand lifestyle hotels in Phuket and Samui, through either greenfield or brownfield developments."

At present, 90% of SCX's revenue comes from four Bangkok office towers under the Shinawatra Tower brand, with a total lettable area of 120,000 square metres.

The other 10% is generated by YANH Ratchawat Hotel and the company's logistics business.

It expects the revenue contribution from hotels to rise to 58% by 2029, when it plans to operate a total of 2,000 hotel rooms valued at 5 billion baht, which will later be sold to a real estate investment trust.

"The tourism landscape post-pandemic has shifted from being driven by Chinese travellers to increasing arrivals from Europe, Singapore, and Malaysia," Mr Rachod said. "The new government should stimulate tourism, ensure safety, and enhance the country's image."
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                                The Electronic Transactions Development Agency (Etda) has reported a sharp rise in online complaints during the first eight months of 2025, with more than 27,000 cases filed, an increase of 20.1% year-on-year.
The surge reflects growing public concern over digital threats, particularly as online platforms become more accessible and fraudsters exploit technological loopholes, in particular artificial intelligence deepfakes.

Chaichana Mitrpant, executive director of Etda, said complaints declined in previous years -- 45,181 in 2023 and 35,358 in 2024 -- but the recent uptick underscores the evolving nature of online scams.

These include deepfake impersonations, deceptive investment platforms, fake job offers, and fraudulent loan schemes that demand upfront fees without delivering funds.

The agency recorded 27,332 complaints between January and August, up from 22,758 in the same period of 2024.

The top five issues reported were online shopping problems (10,306 cases), illegal websites (9,090 cases), other suspicious matters (2,460 cases), personal data protection issues (1,421 cases) and unfair business practices (1,382 cases).

Online fraud trends that require monitoring are fake online purchases, online scam investments, deceptive platforms, and online job scams, according to the agency.

Despite the rise in online complaints, Etda successfully resolved 98.0% of cases, a total of 26,794, through coordinated efforts with relevant agencies. The agency reported a public satisfaction rate of 95.1%.

To combat these threats, the agency intensified its regulatory framework under the Digital Platform Services (DPS) Act.

Mr Chaichana said the agency works closely with law enforcement, trade departments, and major platforms such as Facebook and TikTok to enhance consumer protection initiatives, including guidelines for user identity verification, standards for online advertising and product listings, rules for publishing consumer reviews, and new regulations covering online marketplaces and ride-sharing platforms.

Etda is also promoting its "DPS Trust Every Click" campaign to promote digital literacy and foster a safer online ecosystem. Outreach efforts include nationwide educational activities and public awareness campaigns in collaboration with government and private sector partners.

"The complexity of online deception continues to grow," he said.

"We must strengthen both regulatory mechanisms and public awareness to ensure that digital platforms remain safe and trustworthy for all Thais."
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                                Thailand's ranking in the Global Innovation Index (GII) 2025 dropped to 45th out of 139 economies from 41st last year, attributed to changes in the methodological framework, the rapid improvement of competitor economies, and declining rankings in some sub-indices.
[image: ]


The report is issued by the World Intellectual Property Organization.

Krithpaka Boonfueng, executive director of the National Innovation Agency (NIA), said the score dipped as the number of economies increased from 132 to 139, while Thailand fared poorly due to low investment from venture capital (VC), low foreign direct investment into new innovation, and no new unicorn startups.

She said Thailand previously received a good rating for infrastructure, but has declined as other countries improved their infrastructure.

"Thailand should provide more support for procurement of local innovation to encourage local innovation firms, which would lift the country's GII ranking," said Ms Krithpaka.

She said the NIA supports industry-specific innovation hubs, such as for agricultural innovation.

Moreover, the agency is expected to establish a private equity trust fund of 4 billion baht this year to stimulate investment in startups from private-public partnerships.

Of the total, 1 billion baht will be contributed by the government and 3 billion from VC partners, said Ms Krithpaka.

She said the fund establishment is awaiting approval from the incoming cabinet.

"We aim to improve our GII ranking to 39th in the near future," said Ms Krithpaka.

The country's innovation input and output sub-indices dipped to 46th and 43rd, respectively.

The innovation input sub-index comprises: institutions, human capital and R&D, infrastructure, market sophistication and business sophistication.

The output sub-index includes two factors: output from knowledge and technology, and output from creativity.

Thailand's ranking in most of these factors declined, except in human capital and R&D, which rose to 53rd from 71st.

The rating for R&D rose to 36th from 47th, while the infrastructure index dipped to 59th from 50th.

Thailand ranked 27th for market sophistication, reflecting the country's strong support for innovation businesses to access capital and markets, noted the NIA.

The country's gross domestic expenditure on R&D remained first for the sixth consecutive year, indicating private sector investment in innovations to foster a competitive edge.

Rivals in Southeast Asia are gaining ground in global innovation, led by Singapore rated fifth, Malaysia 34th, Vietnam 44th, and the Philippines 50th.

From 2000 to 2023, the region's R&D spending rose at a compound annual growth rate of 8.5%, reaching nearly US$60 billion in real terms.

A 134% surge in VC funding in 2021 also highlights Southeast Asia's expanding startup ecosystems.

Thailand's ranking places it as an upper middle-income economy that is performing in line with its level of development, noted the GII.

Switzerland remains the world's innovation leader in 2025, topping the GII for a 15th consecutive year, while Sweden and the US are second and third for the third year in a row.

South Korea is fourth, its highest rank ever.

These top performers share common strengths: high R&D intensity, world-class institutions, a strong educational system and a strongly innovative private sector.
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        Why is everyone becoming so self-righteous?
        It feels increasingly difficult nowadays to avoid righteousness; or, worse, self-righteousness. We are constantly being told what to do by those who supposedly have seen the light. For example, I was recently scolded by a colleague for suggesting that my own employer should aim to hire the best people, regardless of their sex or race. I was struck by the confidence that this person felt in...

      

      
        Plot twist in Asia's energy story
        Asia's energy story is one of persistent energy poverty, while communities grapple with the health, climate, and economic impacts of fossil fuels. The rise of renewables may prove to be a transformative plot twist in the making. Asia's shift to renewable energy is already underway, and progressing faster than many realise. From rooftop solar panels in suburban Pakistan, to vast offshore wind...

      

      
        The baht is almost as good as gold
        The baht is undoubtedly the strongest currency in the region. Over this year, the baht has appreciated 4.45% against the dollar while the Vietnamese dong has depreciated 8.47%.

      

      
        Fraud sweep causes fallout
        In principle, any government deserves praise for efforts to tackle online fraud and mule accounts. However, the latest attempt by the Bank of Thailand (BoT), the cyber police under the Ministry of Digital Economy and Society, the police, and commercial banks has drawn condemnation, rather than praise.

      

      
        When Labubu dolls transform into a protest symbol
        I was surprised to see Labubus, the mega-popular toy monsters with Puck-like grins, staring at me in the crowd at anti-ICE demonstrations in Los Angeles in June.

      

      
        No time to wait for Thai fiscal reform
        The daunting mission of the four-month-old government led by Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul is to revive an economy that has been sluggish for a long time. Can the Anutin government deliver? After all, tackling "bread-and-butter" issues requires fiscal sustainability.

      

      
        Asean must strengthen cohesion
        Since its founding in 1967, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) has cultivated a reputation for trust and dialogue that has made the region synonymous with peace, stability, and dynamism. The achievements of our ten member states -- soon to be eleven with Timor-Leste's expected admission later in 2025 -- are rooted in a culture of consensus, open communication, and solidarity....

      

      
        Land Bridge to nowhere
        The embattled Land Bridge, a massive logistics project to connect the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea, resurfaced in public attention last month.

      

      
        Floods 'a recurring nightmare'
        Thailand has faced floods for more than a century. Some years are worse than others, but the pattern is consistent. The catastrophic 2011 floods remain the most painful reminder: according to the World Bank, they caused US$46.5 billion (1.5 trillion baht) in economic losses, displaced 13 million people, and claimed approximately 800 lives. Much of the country's industrial heartland was...

      

      
        Brazil and the US: Same crime, different fate
        If Donald Trump were a religious man, he might have said "There but for the grace of God go I" when he heard that former Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro had been sentenced to 27 years in prison. Bolsonaro's crime was to have plotted a coup to take back the presidency he lost in the 2022 election.
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																It feels increasingly difficult nowadays to avoid righteousness; or, worse, self-righteousness. We are constantly being told what to do by those who supposedly have seen the light. For example, I was recently scolded by a colleague for suggesting that my own employer should aim to hire the best people, regardless of their sex or race. I was struck by the confidence that this person felt in instructing me on what I should value; it felt high-handed and uninformed.
Of course, there is a difference between righteousness and self-righteousness (though the slippery slope between them is short and steep). The advantage of righteousness is that it is justified, as in the case of a zealot who opens people's minds to the possibility that they are prejudiced. By contrast, lecturing a stranger on how to weigh the trade-off between merit and equity strikes me as self-righteous.

Why is there so much of this behaviour today? To address that question, we need to understand what makes people so sure of themselves. The answer may be a little surprising: Self-righteousness comes from judging the world by the perceived correctness of actions rather than by the quality of outcomes.

Consider tariffs. To evaluate the issue objectively, one must understand the causes of trade, trade imbalances, and their effects. In other words, one must frame the issue "consequentially". Presumably, the goal of a tariff policy is to produce beneficial outcomes. But that can be accomplished only by understanding why people trade and how to create conditions for the kind of trade you want. You must think about how the world works and how to tweak it to produce the outcomes you desire.

This may seem obvious, but successful execution requires a deep understanding of difficult economic questions. Once you begin trying to understand how trade works, you discover how complicated it is. Will imposing a 25% tariff on Canada cause Canadians to meet your demands, or will it drive them into a corner? This isn't a question about what you value. It's a question about how the world works. A good consequentialist analysis will try to deliver an objective answer.

Owing to this complexity, consequentialist perspectives are shockingly rare among politicians and the public. People tend to adopt a much simpler one, seeing issues in terms of sacred values with which a given action either does or does not accord. Thus, instead of looking at the causes and consequences of trade, the Trump administration focuses on a particular action, as if tariffs are, by virtue of their righteousness, some kind of cure-all. The framing of the issue plays the same role as a religious dictate. It is a core belief, in this case based on little more than the faith of one man.

Psychologists have shown that this perspective makes people more intransigent and less likely to compromise. Violations of sacred values cause outrage to the point that people will take actions to purify themselves (as with self-flagellation) and to right the perceived wrong.

By contrast, it is quite hard to be self-righteous when adopting a consequentialist frame. Discussions of causes and consequences are not only difficult; they require attention to detail, recognition of real-world complexities, and humility about what you don't know. It is less about yourself and more about the issue, because such conversations leave no cognitive or emotional space for indignation. Yankees and Red Sox fans can have a conversation about strategy and statistics. But as soon as one side starts cheering for its team, there's little that the other side can do but cheer for its own.

The problem with certainty is that it is rarely justified. Issues that elicit strong disagreement tend to be complicated. Offering an informed argument about trade policy requires an enormous amount of expertise, and even experts disagree (at least about the details; even advocates of tariffs agree that US President Donald Trump's implementation of the policy has been suboptimal).

People simply do not know how little they know. We live under the illusion that we have a better understanding of how things work than we actually do.

So, before asserting self-righteous claims about someone else's opinions or actions, think about their end goal. What consequences are they trying to achieve? In small matters, like how to interact with the people around us, and large ones, like how to strengthen the economy, thinking in these terms can open persuasive lines of argument. Perhaps more importantly, it would force us to stop talking past one another. (c)2025 Project Syndicate

Steven Sloman, Professor of Cognitive and Psychological Sciences at Brown University, is the author, most recently, of 'The Cost of Conviction: How Our Deepest Values Lead Us Astray' (MIT Press, 2025).
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																Asia's energy story is one of persistent energy poverty, while communities grapple with the health, climate, and economic impacts of fossil fuels. The rise of renewables may prove to be a transformative plot twist in the making. Asia's shift to renewable energy is already underway, and progressing faster than many realise. From rooftop solar panels in suburban Pakistan, to vast offshore wind farms along China's coast, to utility-scale projects electrifying farms in Bangladesh, renewable energy is showing potential to redefine energy security across Asia.
Asia's energy landscape has been and continues to be dominated by coal, the most polluting fossil fuel and increasingly a strategic and economic liability. China's power sector accounted for 58% of global coal consumption. Countries such as India, Indonesia, Vietnam and the Philippines also leaned heavily on coal to drive rapid economic growth, urbanisation, and industrial development.

A crucial arc for Asia's energy story are the strategic decisions taken by Asian countries. China ramped up its solar and wind capacity, directing more than half of its new energy investments towards renewables. It now leads the world in total installed solar power capacity of 1,100 GW, the first time a country has surpassed 1,000 GW. Its offshore wind capacity grew from less than 5 GW in 2018 to 42.7 GW by March 2025. India set an ambitious target of 450 GW of renewable energy capacity by 2030 driven primarily by solar and wind. It increased its solar power capacity from 2.82 GW in 2014 to 100 GW in 2025 and initiated large-scale onshore wind projects across Gujarat, Tamil Nadu, and Karnataka. Remarkably, both China and India have reached their 2030 renewable energy installation targets at least five years ahead of schedule.

Bangladesh has launched utility-scale solar projects to meet rising power demand and reduce dependence on imported coal. In Pakistan, households have installed an estimated 15 GW of rooftop solar PV since 2024. Vietnam's solar capacity grew from virtually zero in 2018 to over 17 GW by 2023, an extraordinary transformation in less than five years. Indonesia and the Philippines have also ramped up utility-scale solar development, while Thailand and Malaysia have invested in floating solar installations.

These are strategic decisions for two reasons. One, solar and wind have become viable alternatives to fossil fuels. Solar and wind are domestically sourced fuels, reducing dependence on imported coal and gas. Solar projects can be deployed quickly and near demand centres, cutting transmission costs and losses while enhancing grid resilience. Most importantly, solar and wind are now often the cheapest sources of new electricity, with utility-scale solar in India and China even undercutting the operating costs of existing coal plants. Two, renewables diversify the energy mix, reducing reliance on coal and gas and ensuring a more stable and secure energy supply. Countries with solar rooftops and wind farms are less likely to experience blackouts or price spikes compared to a single source of energy failure. Of course, solar and wind power projects are not without social, environmental, and economic risks. Regulatory systems with robust principles, standards, and safeguards are required. But these risks are considerably less and easier to address than those of fossil fuel energy projects.

Unfortunately, the pace and scale of renewable energy development in Asia remain insufficient to meet climate goals. Supplanting existing fossil fuel capacity has not begun, and coal ambitions persist across Asia. In countries like Indonesia and Vietnam, the pipeline of planned coal plants remains substantial. Energy planners in most Asian countries continue to rely on an outdated model that views coal as essential for baseload power, rather than prioritising renewable energy, storage, and modern grid solutions. Meanwhile, political interests tied to coal mining and state-owned utilities remain deeply entrenched. Some governments have even extended the lifespans of existing coal plants, citing concerns over energy security and job preservation.

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) play a critical role in Asia's transition to renewable energy and the phaseout of coal. These national climate action plans outline each country's commitments to reducing greenhouse gas emissions of which key measures include increasing the share of renewable energy and phasing out coal. As such, NDCs are essential for setting clear targets and timelines for renewable energy adoption and a managed, orderly coal phaseout.

The NDCs of Asian countries vary widely in both ambition and structure. While most indicate a general shift towards cleaner energy systems, few include explicit commitments to a full coal phaseout. Coal remains deeply embedded in many energy systems due to economic, political, and infrastructure-related constraints. In addition, many Asian nations require external financing, technology transfer, and capacity-building support.

The UNFCCC has set a September 2025 deadline for submitting NDCs to be included in the synthesis report for COP30 this November. It is crucial that Asian nations submit strong, actionable NDCs -- not merely updated climate pledges, but comprehensive energy security strategies and clear roadmaps for a rapid and just energy transition. The success of Asia's renewable energy transition, as well as global climate goals, depends on whether the region can decisively shift the balance from coal to renewables.

Lidy Nacpil is coordinator of Asian Peoples' Movement on Debt and Development.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/3106520/plot-twist-in-asias-energy-story



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									The baht is almost as good as gold								

								ECONOMY TALK
							

																	
										
											[image: Exporters are calling on the central bank to allow a weaker baht to help counter a rising US dollar and maintain export competitiveness. (Photo: 123RF)]
																							
													Exporters are calling on the central bank to allow a weaker baht to help counter a rising US dollar and maintain export competitiveness. (Photo: 123RF)												

																					

									

																The baht is undoubtedly the strongest currency in the region. Over this year, the baht has appreciated 4.45% against the dollar while the Vietnamese dong has depreciated 8.47%.
That means that Vietnam has a 12.92% competitive edge over Thailand in international trade and tourism markets. With such a large competitive gain, it will be difficult for Thailand to compete against Vietnam.

That would be fair if Vietnam were a weak economy, and a weak economy deserves a weak currency to boost its exports. However, the opposite is true. Vietnam's GDP grew 7.96% in Q2/2025, and its exports grew 18.0%. Thai GDP grew 2.8% in the same quarter, and our exports only grew 12.2%. What is wrong with economic theories?

Not only does Vietnamese trade growth outpace Thailand, its interest rates are also substantially higher. Vietnam's benchmark interest rate is 4.5% which is three times higher than the 1.5% policy rate of the Bank of Thailand. Theory says that, under the conditions of high interest rates and buoyant export growth, capital should pour into Vietnam at an unprecedented rate, making the Vietnamese dong the strongest currency in the region. Not the Thai baht.

The first thing that enters people's minds must be that the Bank of Thailand (BoT) is incompetent. Before blaming the BoT for not doing enough to defend the baht to support the country's competitiveness, let me give readers these numbers. The BoT lowered interest rates four times from 2.5% to 1.5%.

Unfortunately, lowering domestic interest rates failed to deter hot money from flooding into Thailand. On the contrary, more hot money seems to have flown in. The reason is that interest rates were never an issue of concern. Speculative gain on currency appreciation is the issue.

If speculators believe the baht will be stronger by 0.5% in a week, the expected speculative gain would be 26% per annum. If speculators leverage their bets, which is a common practice, the potential gain would increase to 52%-260%. Is this not a very tempting bet? An interest rate loss of 4-5% a year is nothing to be concerned about.

To deter speculators and show that the BoT stands ready to defend the baht, the Bank directly intervenes by buying dollars in the market. From the beginning of this year, the Bank has purchased US$25.8 billion (819 billion baht) for its foreign exchange reserve. Last week alone, an additional US$1.43 billion was purchased.

What more does the BoT have to do? Some say the BoT should intervene even more, but whoever has that idea does not have experience with currency speculators. With the temptation of a 260% gain, speculators are prepared to pour an endless amount of money betting on the Thai currency. It is difficult to win against speculators with deep pockets.

Remember George Soros of the 1997 Tom Yum Kung crisis?

If lowering interest rates and direct intervention do not work, what else can be done then? My advice is do nothing extraordinary and let the baht strengthen. It is natural that way. Excessive intervention is risky. Let me explain why the Thai baht is so attractive among currency speculators and investors.

The baht is a "safe haven" currency. Gold is the safest haven. The baht is (almost) as good as gold. That is because Thailand has strong foreign reserves.

Our foreign reserves are equivalent to 52.4% of GDP, which is the fourth strongest in the world after Hong Kong, Switzerland, and Singapore. Our reserve holding is rock solid compared to Vietnam's 18.01% of GDP. Despite the much stronger performance of the Vietnamese economy, the Thai baht is a far safer bet than the Vietnamese dong.

When the dollar is in a swinging mood, especially weakening, money goes to the "Big Four" -- gold, the Swiss Franc, the Singapore dollar, and the Thai baht. People have short memories, as this has happened many times before -- it is nothing new. Whenever the dollar weakens, the Big Four strengthen.

To prevent an unwelcome strengthening of the baht, the BoT made heavy interventions in 2017 when the dollar index dipped to the 92.1 level and again in 2020 when the index plummeted to the 93.3 level. The speculative inflow saw the baht at 30.01 baht/dollar in 2020. Intervention amounts were $41.7 billion and $27.4 billion in 2017 and 2020 respectively. Therefore, the intervention level in 2025 is nothing extraordinary.

This might be just a coincidence. President Donald Trump's first term in office was from Jan 20, 2017 to Jan 20, 2020. Is a weak dollar his secret policy?

As of Tuesday, the US dollar index was 97.14 and the baht 31.69 to the dollar after the $25.8 billion intervention.

If economic fundamentals are irrelevant, what should Thailand do? Tolerate the manipulation by speculators? My recommendation is to do what the BoT has been doing. Excessive intervention against the market would just invite unknown risks. The best way is to shoo away speculative forces.

One option would be to become like China, which means abandoning the flexible exchange rate system. Currency control is tight there, and the daily exchange rate is determined at 9am by the People's Bank of China, not by the market. This is exactly the regime that Thailand adopted before the 1997 crisis. Therefore, it is not recommended, unless the BoT has an iron grip like China's central bank.

Another option is to reduce our foreign reserves. This is not a whacky idea, and it could be done without harming the domestic economy. Once our reserves are not the fourth strongest in the world, the baht will no longer be attractive to speculators. Although Thai foreign reserves are high at $267 billion, $195 billion is committed to paying back external debt. The NET (debt-free) foreign reserves are only $72 billion, which is not high. However, no speculator ever looks at the NET figure.

One possible strategy is having the Thai private sector repaying short-term foreign debt, which, as of Q1/2025, was $69 billion. All short-term debts mature within one year anyway. After paying off short-term debts, our reserves will still be at a comfortably high level of 36.6% of GDP, but we would definitely lose our Big Four status. If that is done and hot money starts leaving Thailand, the baht could drop to 34 baht to the dollar, the currency value that will make Thailand competitive again.

Before I end this article, does anyone wonder where the inflow of speculative money goes? It goes to buying government bonds. That is why the 5-year bond yield has dropped by about 1% to 1.42%. Do not forget that the 2025 fiscal year budget allowed the government to have a deficit of 865 billion baht. The hot money just comes in at the right time. Thai people, rich and poor alike, are tight for cash to buy bonds.

The exchange rate is a complex issue and cannot always be explained by economic theories, as these theories often exclude speculators. In textbooks, exchange rate movements are explained by trade movements, but in the real world, speculative forces can be far stronger than trade movements. Intervention should be done in moderation. If the baht should be strong, let it be strong.
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																In principle, any government deserves praise for efforts to tackle online fraud and mule accounts. However, the latest attempt by the Bank of Thailand (BoT), the cyber police under the Ministry of Digital Economy and Society, the police, and commercial banks has drawn condemnation, rather than praise.
Last week, thousands of individuals -- primarily online sellers -- complained after their bank accounts were frozen. Despite professing their innocence, their bank accounts were flagged by authorities for possible links to fraudsters' proxy accounts. At its peak, between Aug 17 and Aug 23, around 14,000 accounts were suspended. This figure declined to some 10,000 accounts between Sept 7 and Sept 11.

The sweeping temporary account freezing is the latest strategy of law enforcers to freeze suspected money transactions by fraudsters. This comes as officials struggle to confiscate money which has been wrongfully gained, and return it to victims as soon as possible. This process, however, risks affecting innocent people whose accounts might be linked to fraudsters' mule accounts without their knowledge.

After receiving an earful of complaints, the agencies acknowledged their shortcomings and promised to address the loopholes and implement a more precise programme to freeze and intercept only suspicious accounts. This week, these agencies opened a "war room" to expedite the unlocking of frozen accounts. Commercial banks and the police have been instructed to handle account freezing more carefully to avoid affecting innocent people.

Account freezing is a necessary action to trace fraudsters and recover stolen money to its rightful owners; however, it is not enough to stop these elusive fraudsters. Currently, the BoT estimates there are 2.8 million mule accounts and over 190,000 account holders. Each month, victims are duped into paying 2 billion baht to these fraudsters, who use mule accounts to move and launder their illicitly obtained money.

Law enforcement needs to tackle the problem at its core by doing more than tracking down money trails and freezing accounts, which is vital, but not enough. To start with, it is time for the government to establish a special task force and allocate sufficient resources to combat online fraud and mule accounts. Currently, the police bear the burden of receiving complaints and pressing charges. Each day, police stations must handle nearly 1,000 complaints of online fraud, in addition to their other crime-deterrent duties.

One thing law enforcers should do more is arrest recruiters, with a case in Sanam Luang being an example. Last week, the Mirror Foundation, a local advocacy group assisting homeless people, warned that fraudsters have been operating in the area, offering up to 5,000 baht to homeless individuals to open mule accounts. Sombat Boonngam-anong, founder of the foundation, also accused local officials of taking bribes from these recruiters.

The government also needs to ramp up cybersecurity efforts to reduce identity theft and the proliferation of dark websites that sell private data.

But it is not enough to just arrest wrongdoers.

The government, as well as society in general, must create a safe online environment, educate online users and develop responsible and efficient institutions to protect consumers from fraud. Only a safe online environment can prevent fraudsters and dismantle mule accounts.
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																I was surprised to see Labubus, the mega-popular toy monsters with Puck-like grins, staring at me in the crowd at anti-ICE demonstrations in Los Angeles in June.
Some were in the periphery, hanging off purses and phones. Others were intentional symbols of protest, their quixotic expressions drawn on flyers and posters that called for Immigration and Customs Enforcement to get out of LA.

The Labubu toy empire, well on its way to becoming a billion-dollar business this year, is the latest in a long line of collectable crazes, whose goal is to get you to buy endless variations of branded product -- gotta catch 'em all, as Pokemon put it. Yet here these vinyl-and-plush personifications of commodification were, pressed alongside Angelenos who'd taken to the streets to protest masked federal agents abducting their families, friends, and neighbours.

Back in the 1970s, the poet and musician Gil Scott-Heron warned that "the revolution will not be televised." What does it mean if the revolution has become, for lack of a better word, Labubu-ised?

Labubus are not the first mass-produced character to show up at a protest. Following the Egyptian Revolution of 2011, SpongeBob SquarePants, the porous and yellow Nickelodeon property, became a common sight in Egypt and neighbouring countries. "Is SpongeBob SquarePants the New Che Guevara?" Vice asked as SpongeBob merchandise proliferated.

But many watching the SpongeBob creep were not convinced by the character LARPing as a revolutionary figure. On the second anniversary of the revolution, documentary filmmaker Sherief Elkatsha memorably raised the question: Why SpongeBob? (And if it had to be SpongeBob, "Why isn't he at least holding a Molotov cocktail?") For Mr Elkatsha, SpongeBob's face stamped on T-shirts and socks felt symptomatic not of solidarity but of a general weariness he'd observed in Cairo, a reflection of how the "'we' of last year has turned into 'me.'"

That same year, however, a character from the Hundred Acre Wood underwent a more intentional political makeover. In June 2013, a photograph of Chinese and US leaders Xi Jinping and Barack Obama went viral on Chinese social media in the form of a meme that juxtaposed the men alongside an image of Winnie-the-Pooh and Tigger. Instantly, Mr Xi became associated with the Disney version of "Little Bear Winnie". From there, dissident bloggers used the character to criticise Mr Xi's regime. By 2017, Pooh was seen as enough of a threat by the government that Chinese censors began repressing images of the bear online. Winnie-the-Pooh remains blocked on the Chinese internet to this day.

For good or bad, massive IP properties may be the closest thing we have to a global cultural commons today, which is why people will continue to try to turn these commercialised characters into Duchampian political readymades. Because they were never designed to make ideological statements, their success in these new roles will depend on how effectively activists can communicate through them.

The Labubus at the LA protest could not convey the meaning that, say, the mariachi musicians and folk lorico dancers did; the latter not only bolstered crowds, but also, amid state-sanctioned persecution of immigrant communities, foregrounded the Mexican diaspora's rich heritage in Los Angeles.

Still, I noticed again and again how people's faces lit up when they recognised the dolls. At one point, when a person dressed up in a Labubu suit paraded by, the crowd around me started cheering. "Labubu on the right side of history," wrote a Reddit poster, who uploaded a photo of a Pepto-Bismol pink, life-sized Labubu. More of this, someone wrote in the comment section, posting a link to a viral video of a life-sized Pikachu who'd attended mass protests in Turkey that March.

Later, I learned that LaMont Digital, a communications agency, was behind the life-sized Labubu stunt. They decided to bring it to the protests after President Donald Trump announced he was deploying the National Guard to the city, falsely claiming that LA was a war zone. As Alf LaMont, the agency's CEO, reasoned, it's a lot harder to make the case that the city is burning if you see smiling faces of people there posing with a Labubu.

Even he was surprised, though, by its impact. A photo by Kemal Cilengir for LA Taco of LaMont's coworker dressed in the suit, doing a high-knee kick, and holding a sign that reads "ICE out of LA", became a defining shot of the moment.

Chris Connery, emeritus faculty in the literature and History of Consciousness departments at the University of California, Santa Cruz, said he wasn't shocked to learn about Labubus being embraced in this context. "There's a kind of improbability, unpredictability to popular cultural fads that are in excess of whatever aesthetic or material components they possess," he told me.

I'd called up Mr Connery, whose work explores Marxist theory, because I came across a news story about a Labubu who'd been placed on Karl Marx's grave. I wondered if Mr Connery might be open to speculating what Marx would make of all this.

Mr Connery imagined that if the German philosopher were to encounter a Labubu, he'd feel "a mixture of horror, resignation, maybe some amusement."

I'd expected him to say something like that.

But then Mr Connery kept talking. He explained that Marx's perspective on the possibilities for exiting capitalism broadened near the end of his life. "One of the hopeful and utopian elements of Marxist thinking is that he's looking for ways out in many different places," he said. "And maybe he would find even in Labubus some kind of germ."

In other words, yes, Marx might even approve of the revolution being Labubu-ized.

"We don't want to give up on desire," said Mr Connery as to why we shouldn't be so quick to dismiss the impact of these pint-sized plush monsters. "Even when it's mixed with, let's say, baser or cruder motives, I think that's going to be a part of any liberatory politics." Zocalo Public Square



Jackie Mansky is a senior editor at Zocalo Public Square.
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																The daunting mission of the four-month-old government led by Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul is to revive an economy that has been sluggish for a long time. Can the Anutin government deliver? After all, tackling "bread-and-butter" issues requires fiscal sustainability.
At the same time, the government's fiscal position shows clear signs that reform is much needed to make it sustainable. Without fiscal resilience, the government will not be able to pay for its own expenditures.

The government's fiscal reform has long been a subject of discussion. What is so worrying is that our government spending just keeps on rising and rising. Our government's spending lists are being laden with recurrent expenses such as civil servants' salaries, healthcare benefits for civil servants, the universal healthcare scheme or the 30-baht healthcare programme, monthly allowances for the elderly, as well as a plethora of "electoral pledges" -- populist projects, if you will.

So, how can the government find the money? The growing expenditures have forced the government to borrow more, breeding more public debt -- a precursor of more problems such as reduction in private investment and financial instability.

The level of our public debt figure is disturbing. As of July, the public debt-to-GDP ratio stood at 64.49%. If economic growth remains below 3% in the coming few years, the public debt ratio could soon hit the stability ceiling of 70% of GDP.

Dire need for reform

The government and responsible state bodies have acknowledged the need for fiscal reform. This year is the first time the Fiscal Policy Office (FPO) has held a seminar under the theme of fiscal transformation. Needless to say, this serves as an explicit call for fiscal reform.

It strongly emphasised the urgent need to reduce the budget deficit, keeping it at no more than 3% of GDP, to support sustainable economic development.

Since the 1997 "Tom Yum Kung crisis", Thailand has run deficit budgets almost every year, with only 2005 and 2006 serving as exceptions.

For nearly three decades, Thailand's budget deficits have steadily increased. It is noteworthy that the figure has been higher in the last three fiscal years -- 2023, 2024, and 2025. In these last three years, deficit levels exceeded the threshold consistent with maintaining public debt sustainability. This indicates that the government is beginning to face problems in managing its debt.

According to data from the FPO, in fiscal 2023 the government's budget deficit stood at 2.80% of GDP, compared with the sustainable debt level of 2.47%. In fiscal 2024, the deficit rose to 3.72% of GDP, versus 1.82% for sustainability. In fiscal 2025, the deficit surged to 4.91%, while the sustainable level was just 1.72%. This indicates that the government is beginning to face problems in managing its debt.

But reducing the budget deficit will be easier said than done. To reduce it, the country's economy must be healthier and the fiscal condition resilient. The government must be able to collect enough tax, and government spending must be efficient.

The fiscal burden will continue to grow, especially as Thailand becomes an increasingly aging society. Healthcare expenditures as a share of GDP are projected to rise. The National Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC) estimates that government healthcare spending will increase from about 10% of GDP in 2025 to 12.71% within 15 years.

But how can the government find the money?

Government healthcare expenditures are among the so-called "hard-to-cut" fiscal burdens. In other words, any reduction would affect a large portion of the population and could undermine the government's popularity, if not stability.

Other hard-to-cut items include principal repayments and obligations of the debt, treasury compensation, interest payments, civil service salaries, and healthcare benefits for both public and state employees.

In fiscal 2024 alone, these expenditures accounted for 66.11% of the budget. This explains why the government's investment spending, crucial for economic development, remains low, averaging just 18.7% of total spending during 2017-2025.

The government's rising expenditures, which have driven up public debt, coupled with its weak debt-servicing capacity, have caused the ratio of interest payments to government revenue to rise.

It is projected that from fiscal 2026, this ratio will exceed 12% -- a worrying level at which rating agencies begin to assess the government's debt-servicing ability. By 2030, the ratio is expected to rise further to 14-15%.

In layman's terms, our current fiscal situation is like a patient with a high fever. The patient is very frail. Given a serious complication such as an economic crisis, his health condition could easily spiral out of control.

More tax revenue

Recently, former finance minister Pichai Chunhavajira, under the Pheu Thai Party-led government, openly floated an idea of raising the level of value-added tax (VAT). Such a hike would be rather unusual for the party, which has avoided tax hikes for fear of losing electoral support.

But the suggestion signals that Thai society must begin seriously considering the government's fiscal reform.

Raising VAT is an easy and quick way of increasing government revenue. Every 1% rise would generate 70 billion baht in government revenue.

Nevertheless, the idea of raising VAT, currently set at 7%, has not been embraced by the Pheu Thai government or any past administration, out of concern it would burden the public, especially low-income groups.

The FPO has proposed measures to soften the impact on the poor by channelling the additional revenue into infrastructure investment to support sustainable economic development, as well as expanding assistance and opportunities for vulnerable and low-income groups.

In my view, we are already far beyond the point of debating whether fiscal reform is necessary.

If the government's fiscal system collapses, the consequences will be severe, affecting millions of people: from those who rely on old-age allowances, to the poor who depend on free healthcare. It would ultimately undermine international confidence in Thailand's economy.

So, fiscal reform must begin now, before it is too late.
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																Since its founding in 1967, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) has cultivated a reputation for trust and dialogue that has made the region synonymous with peace, stability, and dynamism. The achievements of our ten member states -- soon to be eleven with Timor-Leste's expected admission later in 2025 -- are rooted in a culture of consensus, open communication, and solidarity. This tradition of cooperation has enabled Asean to manage tensions, prevent conflict, and nurture prosperity across one of the world's most diverse regions.
Asean's spirit of solidarity was tested recently when Malaysia, the group's current chair, convened the leaders of Cambodia and Thailand amid violent clashes along their border. Through careful listening, principled mediation, and the constructive involvement of both the United States and China, the parties secured an immediate ceasefire. The episode reaffirmed not only the enduring value of dialogue and mutual respect but also the confidence that Asean's citizens place in the association as a custodian of peace and stability.

As great-power rivalries escalate, geoeconomic competition intensifies, and confidence in multilateralism erodes, Asean faces a changed world. In such an environment, Asean's centrality is not merely a diplomatic aspiration -- it is an existential necessity.

Established amid the turbulence of the Cold War, Asean has long stood for peace, neutrality, and stability. The 46th Asean Summit, held in Kuala Lumpur in May, reaffirmed that mission while marking a historic milestone: the unanimous decision to welcome Timor-Leste as our eleventh member, deepening Asean's commitment to inclusivity and unity.

Preserving Asean's autonomy -- the ability to speak with one voice rather than being spoken for -- requires vigilance. It demands that we hold fast to the values of patience and steady diplomacy that have long underpinned the regional order.

With a population of 660 million, Asean is one of the world's most dynamic markets. To realise its potential, however, the region must narrow development gaps and forge stronger, more equitable linkages among member states. At the 47th Asean Summit this October, also in Kuala Lumpur, we will advance efforts to dismantle tariff and non-tariff barriers and renew our commitment to trade that delivers inclusive, sustainable benefits.

As protectionism rises and tariff wars threaten global growth, Asean must chart a different path and build resilience through openness and reform. The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), the largest trade agreement in history, anchors our regional economic architecture. Its effective implementation is vital to ensuring tangible opportunities for our people and sustained prosperity for our economies.

At the same time, Asean must broaden its global partnerships. Our landmark Asean-Gulf Cooperation Council-China Summit earlier this year, alongside ongoing efforts to modernise agreements with China, India, and South Korea, underscores our readiness to build bridges well beyond our immediate neighbourhood. With the digital economy set to drive Asean's next phase of growth, concluding the Asean Digital Economy Framework has become an urgent priority, particularly amid intensifying competition for leadership in AI and other transformative technologies.

These initiatives -- covering trade, technology, and connectivity -- serve a single overriding purpose: safeguarding Asean's autonomy in an era of uncertainty. At our May summit, Asean leaders warned against unilateral trade measures, retaliatory tariffs, and growing fragmentation. Our response to these global threats must be a renewed commitment to openness, reform, and a rules-based trading system.

Economic openness fosters resilience and reform. Fragmentation, by contrast, drives up costs, discourages investment, and increases vulnerability to shocks. Currency volatility, sudden capital flight, and disruptions to food, energy, and raw-material supply chains quickly spill across borders, destabilising societies. While globalisation has its flaws, it has also created interdependence through shared interests, curbing reckless unilateralism.

That restraint is more necessary than ever in the face of climate change. Embedding sustainability in Asean's economic agenda is now an urgent imperative. The acceleration of the Asean Power Grid exemplifies our determination to invest in clean energy, generate green jobs, and achieve long-term energy security. Business as usual is no longer an option; bold action today is the price of a just and sustainable tomorrow.

In an increasingly unpredictable world, Asean's fortunes will rise or fall together. We must therefore strengthen our cohesion by revitalising longstanding geostrategic frameworks, such as the Zone of Peace, Freedom, and Neutrality, and by reinforcing Asean-led mechanisms like the East Asia Summit and the Asean Regional Forum. These platforms remain indispensable for dialogue, trust-building, and preventive diplomacy.

The Asean-GCC Summit, along with our new trilateral initiative with the GCC and China, represents a bold step towards aligning Southeast Asia's talent and energy needs with Gulf capital and China's global reach. The newly established Asean Geoeconomics Task Force will further strengthen our capacity to respond collectively in times of volatility and uncertainty.

Asean cannot dictate the course of global events, but neither must we resign ourselves to passivity.

We must shape our own future with courage, foresight, and solidarity. By staying true to its founding values while adapting to new realities, Asean can remain a beacon of peace, prosperity, and progress for generations to come. (c)2025 Project Syndicate



Anwar Ibrahim is Prime Minister and Minister of Finance of Malaysia.
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																The embattled Land Bridge, a massive logistics project to connect the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea, resurfaced in public attention last month.
This is because, despite a shoddy Environmental and Health Impact Assessment (EHIA), the Office of Transport and Traffic Policy and Planning (OTP) under the helm of the Pheu Thai government gave this one-trillion-baht megaproject the go-ahead.

The Anutin government is also pushing the scheme, though it is in two minds. Last week, the government announced it would push the project forward. This week, after facing criticism, the prime minister appears to be backpedalling, saying he is still listening to people's views.

It can only be hoped that PM Anutin Charnvirakul will listen to all sides, not just some politicians and supporters of the scheme. If the prime minister is sincere about heeding different opinions, many groups will be willing to share theirs with him.

One group among them is the Ranong locals, who on Aug 5 opposed a so-called public hearing on the EHIA. Critics and experts criticised the EHIA for being riddled with flaws: incomplete data, weak baseline studies, and methods designed to minimise impacts. It was less science than a rubber stamp.

Opposition is not limited to locals and environmental organisations. The Senate's Political Development Committee has also warned of risks. The National Human Rights Commission has also urged the government to halt the project until a thorough and credible review is conducted.

Respected think-tanks, such as the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI), have even warned the government and the OTP that they overestimated the benefits of the Land Bridge.

The Land Bridge was central to the Prayut Chan-o-cha and Pheu Thai governments' Southern Economic Corridor to turn a region rich with resources and beauty into an industrial zone. Supporters have sold the Land Bridge as a bold plan to bypass the Strait of Malacca.

But shipping experts point out the obvious: The costs and delays of transferring cargo from the Gulf of Thailand across land to the Andaman Sea will never rival the efficiency of Singapore's Tuas Port, which is set to become the world's largest fully automated shipping hub.

The law that enables it makes matters worse. The Southern Economic Corridor framework overrides at least 14 existing protections, from land use to the environment and labour.

It hands sweeping authority to a "super board" to rezone land, greenlight projects, and bypass oversight. Investors, including foreign investors chiefly from China, will be granted 99-year leases, allowed to own land, and permitted to hire unlimited foreign workers.

Ranong's 189,000-rai mangrove reserves, some of the world's best preserved, face destruction. With degraded nature, tourism on the Andaman coast will wither. Agriculture and food security will shrink as water is diverted to industry. Millions of fisherfolk who have relied on the sea for generations will be pushed aside.

It is surprising Mr Anutin wishes to push ahead with the project. He should spend his four-month stretch in government, which the People's Party has allowed him, on more bread-and-butter issues.

Mr Anutin must leave this project for the next elected government to decide, or at best, consign the Land Bridge project to the "impossible" tray.
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																Thailand has faced floods for more than a century. Some years are worse than others, but the pattern is consistent. The catastrophic 2011 floods remain the most painful reminder: according to the World Bank, they caused US$46.5 billion (1.5 trillion baht) in economic losses, displaced 13 million people, and claimed approximately 800 lives. Much of the country's industrial heartland was submerged for months, severely impacting global supply chains.
Fast forward to 2025, and the story is largely unchanged. Recent floods in Nan (July), Chiang Mai (August), and Phetchabun (September) highlight that devastating inundations continue to occur.

Flooding is not limited to rural provinces; Bangkok itself has endured severe inundations in 1938, 1995, and 2011.

Major floods also struck provinces in 1983, 2000, 2010, 2013, 2014, 2016, 2019, 2024, and 2025. The frequency of such events underscores how deeply entrenched this problem is in Thai life.

Why Floods Happen So often

Floods in Thailand are the product of both natural conditions and human-made vulnerabilities:


	Geography: Thailand sits on a low-lying delta plain with major rivers running north to south, making it naturally prone to flooding.

	Weather: Seasonal monsoons and tropical storms bring intense rainfall, sometimes amplified by typhoons from the Pacific.

	Land Subsidence: Irreversible sinking of the deltaic plain worsens the problem, particularly in Bangkok and surrounding provinces.

	Urbanisation and Land Use: Rapid, poorly planned urban expansion has blocked natural drainage corridors, paved over wetlands, and increased runoff.

	Deforestation: Reduced forest cover decreases natural absorption capacity and accelerates soil erosion.

	Poor Waterway Management: Canals and rivers (klongs) are often clogged with waste or inadequately maintained.

	Inadequate Infrastructure: Existing dikes and embankments are vulnerable to collapse, while large-scale flood defences have lagged behind demand.

	Governance Challenges: Overlapping responsibilities among agencies, poor coordination, and centralised decision-making hinder effective management.

	Climate Change: Rising sea levels, hotter temperatures, and more intense storms exacerbate existing vulnerabilities.



2011 'a wake-up call'

Interestingly, months before the epic flood in 2011, a team of Dutch experts had warned that Thailand faced a high risk of catastrophic flooding within a few years. Their prediction proved alarmingly accurate when the country was submerged just four months later. The Dutch, coming from a nation where about 26% of land lies below sea level and about 59% of the country is vulnerable to flooding, have long been global leaders in flood management. Their warning highlighted the need for Thailand to adopt comprehensive, long-term strategies rather than reactive measures.

Despite promises of reform and ambitious flood defence plans after 2011, progress has been slow. Large-scale projects often stall at the planning stage, hindered by cost, politics, or lack of consensus. Former Science and Technology Minister Plodprasop Suraswadi's 2011 megaproject proposal serves as an example -- grand in vision but ultimately unfulfilled.

Attitudes Towards Flooding

While flood is perceived as disaster, some communities accept it as part of life. As one resident remarked: "When floods come, we lift our furniture upstairs, wait for the waters to recede, then clean up and continue life as usual."

Others even see benefits. Farmers and fishermen in provinces along the Mekong and its tributaries note that seasonal floods replenish fisheries and enrich agricultural land. This cultural acceptance of flooding makes it harder for government efforts to build consensus around costly preventive measures.

However, the economic reality is harder to ignore. Beyond direct losses, recurring floods undermine investor confidence, damage infrastructure, and threaten cultural heritage sites. Unesco has repeatedly raised concerns about flooding risks to Thailand's temples, palaces, and historical remains, including in Ayutthaya.

Policy Shortcomings

One of the biggest obstacles to solving Thailand's flood problem is governance. Despite multiple agencies tasked with water and disaster management -- such as the Royal Irrigation Department (RID), Department of Water Resources (DWR), and the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation (DDPM) -- coordination is poor, responsibilities overlap, and leadership is fragmented.

While new bodies such as the Office of Water Resources Management (OWRM) and the National Disaster Management Center (NDMC) were created to strengthen coordination, fragmentation remains a major weakness. The government tends to favour top-down policies, which often sidelines local knowledge. Politicians tend to prioritise short-term that deliver results within their election cycles, rather than committing to the multi-decade strategies that flood prevention requires.

Lessons from Abroad

Thailand is not alone in facing flood challenges. The Netherlands, Germany, and other countries have developed long-term, integrated water management strategies that combine engineering with community participation.

A notable example is the Rhine Cities Union, where local governments along the river collaborate annually to share experiences, coordinate flood protection projects, and integrate public input. This approach emphasises cooperation, capacity-building, and long-term vision--principles Thailand could adapt. International experience shows that flood management cannot rely on engineering alone. Effective solutions must include institutional reform, stakeholder engagement, public education, and climate adaptation planning.

Possible Solutions

Breaking the cycle of recurring floods will require bold, long-term interventions. Key priorities include:


	Integrated Water Management: Better coordination across agencies and levels of government, with clear accountability.

	Infrastructure Investment: Building and maintaining dikes, reservoirs, drainage systems, and floodways, supported by modern technology.

	Land Use Reform: Enforcing zoning laws, protecting wetlands, and preventing risky construction along waterways.

	Community Engagement: Involving local communities in planning, preparedness, and maintenance.

	Climate Adaptation: Designing policies and infrastructure with rising seas and intensified storms in mind.

	Financing Mechanisms: Introducing tools like water taxes or insurance schemes to ensure sustainable funding for long-term projects.



Achieving these changes will not be easy. They demand financial resources, political will, and a shift in public mindset. But without policy supports, actions and commitment, Thailand risks repeating the nightmare of 2011 -- or much worse.



George G van der Meulen, Ph.D, is a lecturer professor at the Asian Institute of Technology (AIT) and managing director of Compuplan Knowledge Institute of applied geo-Spatial Informatics (CKI). Chamniern Paul Vorratnchaiphan, Ph.D, is president of Institute for Research and Social Action Foundation.
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									Brazil and the US: Same crime, different fate								
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																If Donald Trump were a religious man, he might have said "There but for the grace of God go I" when he heard that former Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro had been sentenced to 27 years in prison. Bolsonaro's crime was to have plotted a coup to take back the presidency he lost in the 2022 election.
Mr Trump is acutely aware of the similarities between Bolsonaro's case and his own bumbling, half-hearted attempt to incite a coup on Jan 6, 2021. Both men were voted out after a single term in office, both immediately declared that the election had been "stolen" by the opposition, and both then chickened out of a coup at the last moment.

Mr Trump feels the parallels so keenly that he did not just condemn the Bolsonaro trial, claiming that it was a "witch-hunt". Although the United States has a positive trade balance with Brazil, Mr Trump has imposed 50% tariffs on imports from Brazil as an explicit punishment for putting his friend and ally on trial.

Mr Trump must be feeling close to all-powerful right now. Only eight months into his second term after a triumphant comeback election, he is nearing the point where he can sweep the whole 238-year-old constitutional apparatus of the United States aside and rule by decree.

Indeed, to a large extent, he already rules by decree, with both the Supreme Court and the two Houses of Congress subservient to his will. But he has not done anything irrevocable yet, so there is still some point in considering why Brazil's democracy has survived while America's is in great peril.

The Brazilian coup plans were serious and extensive. Four top military officers were involved, and assassins from the special forces were to kill a Supreme Court judge and the president-elect (Luiz Inacio 'Lula' da Silva). That would have provided a pretext for a military takeover.

The plans were printed out in the Presidential Palace, and a "popular" uprising of Bolsonaro supporters would have coincided with the assassinations to justify the takeover of the federal government.

But it didn't happen because the army and air force heads refused to go along with the coup. The assassins were called off literally at the last moment. A mob of Bolsonaristas eventually showed up in Brasilia and stormed the Congress and the Supreme Court, but it was all over by then, so they just vandalised the buildings and went home again.

The siege of the US Congress the previous January was a less organised affair. Mr Trump's most extreme supporters had been planning a protest in Washington on the day when Vice President Pence was supposed to ratify the election results, but Mr Trump's incendiary speech on the morning of Jan 6 was short on detailed instructions, and then he went home.

A mob of extreme Trump backers broke into the Capitol, and they might have murdered Mr Pence if they had caught him, but this shambles was never going to end as a successful coup. Compared to the Brazilian events, it was much less serious -- yet look at which country is in deep trouble now. What went wrong in the United States?

Basically, Brazil brought the guilty men to book right away (although the actual court proceedings took a long time). The United States waited too long, and Mr Trump went and got away with it.

If Congress had acted promptly, the impeachment would have been successful, and Mr Trump could never have run again. But they waited, and the old partisan loyalties quickly reasserted themselves, and it never did happen.

That is not to say that another hard-right populist could not have won the US election in 2024, but it would have been a lot less likely. The old, law-abiding Republican Party might have taken back control, and the extremists on both sides might have been rejected. But maybe not, because the polarisation is more deeply entrenched in the United States.

An overwhelming majority of Republican voters still believe that Mr Trump really won the 2020 election. By contrast, only 36% of Brazilians doubt Bolsonaro was part of the coup plot, even though the voters are almost equally split between him and Mr Lula.

There is an election due in Brazil next year, and if Bolsonaro's party wins the presidency, he would swiftly be amnestied. Nothing is certain, but for the moment, Mr Trump's assault on Brazil's sovereignty is pushing public opinion in Mr Lula's favour. Meanwhile, in the US, the scene darkens.
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									New movies out this week: Sept 18-24

									'Tee Yod' and 'Tee Yod 2' return to cimenas for a limited time before the release of 'Tee Yod 3' next month
								

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

Afterburner

Directed by J.J. Perry.

Who's in it? 

Samuel L. Jackson, Dave Bautista and Olga Kurylenko.

What's it about? 

After a massive solar flare destroys the Earth's eastern hemisphere, an emboldened treasure hunter for hire adventures to Europe to uncover the coveted Mona Lisa, only to learn the world needs a hero more than it needs a painting.

Why watch it?

A post-apocalyptic action movie.
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The Reunion

Directed by Chanon Somrit and Krit Insumphun.

Who's in it?

Maneewan Pornsawan, Warodom Khemmonta, Siranudh Scott, Warapairin Thanawarisporn, Panuwat Kerdthongtavee, Nisamanee Lertvorapong and Pimlada Waewthaiso.

What's it about?

The story of an old friend gone missing and another who was murdered, forcing their restless spirit to return in search of the truth. A devoted friend comes to follow through on a promise. What exactly happened at Don Sue Witthaya School?

[image: ]

Zombiddal (My Daughter Is A Zombie)

Directed by Pil Gam-Sung.

Who's in it? 

Jo Jung-suk, Lee Jeong-eun and Cho Yeo-jeong.

What's it about? 

Lee Jeong Hwan, a fierce animal trainer, lives a chaotic daily life with his rebellious teenage daughter, Lee Su A, who is full of passion for dancing. One day, Su A becomes infected by a zombie virus that has swept across the globe.

Why watch it?

Based on the webcomic Zombiega Dweeeobeorin Naui Ddal by Lee Yoon-Chang.
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E yi (Malice)

Directed by  

Mukuan Lai and Wenyi Yao.

Who's in it?

Xuan Huang, Enyou Yang and Gengxi Li.

What's it about? 

Journalist Ye Pan is looking for the truth behind a puzzling double fall. During her investigation, she reports nurse Li Yue and mother You Xi as suspects, which triggers public outcry and the situation gradually gets out of control.

Why watch it?

To brush up on your Mandarin.
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Caught Stealing

Directed by Darren Aronofsky.

Who's in it?

Austin Butler, Regina King and Zoe Kravitz.

What's it about? 

Burned-out ex-baseball player Hank Thompson unexpectedly finds himself embroiled in a dangerous struggle for survival amidst the criminal underbelly of 1990s New York City, forced to navigate a treacherous underworld he never imagined.

Why watch it? 

To achieve the desirable perky buttocks that baseball players are known to have, Butler worked with celebrity trainer Beth Lewis and his fitness routine included "a tonne of hip thrusters". Since Butler's character, Hank, is a baseball star turned bartender, Aronofsky also wanted him to look like he had a "drinking problem", so Butler ate a lot of pizza and drank a lot of beer so he wouldn't appear too toned. "I've got a whole section of Celine pants that I just can't even wear anymore," he admitted.
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Yamada-kun to Lv999 no Koi wo Suru (My Love Story with Yamada-kun at Lv999)

Directed by Yuka Yasukawa.

Who's in it?

Ryuto Sakuma, Mizuki Yamashita and Noa.

What's it about? 

A gamer who suffered a break-up attempts to take revenge by teaming up with pro gamer Yamada.

Why watch it? 

Remake of My Love Story with Yamada-kun at Lv999 (2023).
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Ejen Ali: The Movie 2

Directed by Muhammad Usamah Zaid and Nazmi Yatim.

Who's in it?

The voices of Ida Rahayu Yusoff, Noorhayati Maslini and Shafiq Isa.

What's it about? 

A secret agent's life changes after being selected to pilot an experimental suit enhanced by artificial intelligence, designed to revolutionise covert operations.

Why watch it? 

A Malaysian animated movie.



Premieres on Sept 20
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Jin xing qu (Marching Boys)

Directed by Jui-Chih Chiang

Who's in it?

Rosen Tsai, Yu-Jen Liu and Jie-En Yu.

What's it about?

In 1992, five years after Taiwan lifted martial law, Jiang, a high school student destined for a top medical college, secretly joins the school's marching band to chase his passion for music. When the band faces closure due to its outdated focus on martial music, Jiang and his fellow members rally together, determined to save it and reclaim its honour in a prestigious competition.

Why watch it? 

The Taiwanese film is a story about love and family pressures during a difficult period in history.



Premieres on Sept 21
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Quy Cau (Crimson Snout)

Directed by Luu Thanh Luan. 

Who's in it?

Van Dung, Mie and Hanh Thuy Ngo Pham.

What's it about?

The return of Nam and his girlfriend Xuan brings countless troubles to the family. He gradually discovers the broken relationships of the family members.

Why watch it? 

Vietnamese horror movie. 
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New Group

Directed by Yuta Shimotsu.

Who's in it?

Yuzu Aoki, Pierre Taki and Anna Yamada.

What's it about?

High school student Ai sees her world collapse when a strange cult-like mentality gradually turns people around her into mindless followers who can transform simple gymnastics routines into a nightmarish dance of death.

Why watch it? 

Explores themes of mindless conformity and groupthink within Japanese society.
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Bone Lake

Directed by Mercedes Bryce Morgan.

Who's in it?

Alex Roe, Maddie Hasson and Marco Pigossi.

What's it about?

A couple's vacation at a secluded estate is upended when they're forced to share the mansion with a mysterious couple. A dream getaway spirals into a nightmarish maze of sex, lies, and manipulation, triggering a battle for survival.

Why watch it? 

A nightmarish maze of sex, lies and manipulation.



Premieres on Sept 22
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Tee Yod (Death Whisperer)

Directed by Taweewat Wantha.

Who's in it?

Nadech Kugimiya, Jelilcha Kapaun and Mim Rattawadee Wongthong.

What's it about?

After Yak, the elder brother, returned to his hometown, he must find a way to save his younger sister from a bizarre illness that is causing her to behave differently.

Why watch it? 

Inspired by real events.
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Vermines (Infested)

Directed by Sebastien Vanicek.  

Who's in it?

Theo Christine, Sofia Lesaffre and Jerome Niel.

What's it about?

Kaleb is about to turn 30 and has never been lonelier. He's fighting with his sister over their inheritance and has cut ties with his best friend. Passionate about exotic animals, he comes home one day with an unusual spider and accidentally lets it slip away. Soon his underprivileged suburb is thrown into chaos as the deadly arachnids multiply. Ordered to be placed under quarantine, the project's inhabitants are forced to live in lockdown alongside terrifying spiders that are becoming bigger and bigger.

Why watch it? 

The visually striking buildings where the action is set have not been created for the movie; these are the Picasso arenas in Noisy-le-Grand, near Paris, designed by architect Manuel Nunez Yanowsky in the 80s.
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Missing Child Videotape

Directed by Ryota Kondo.

Who's in it?

Takashi Fujii, Amon Hirai and Kokoro Morita.

What's it about?

A videotape arrives from Keita's mother, unveiling his brother's disappearance. Haunted by this memory, Keita ventures to the ruins of a mysterious mountain to confront the incident.

Why watch it? 

Remake of Missing Child Videotape (2023).



Premieres on Sept 23
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Tee Yod 2 (Death Whisperer 2)

Directed by Taweewat Wantha.  

Who's in it?

Nadech Kugimiya, Kajbhunditt Jaidee and Peerakrit Phacharaboonyakiat.

What's it about?

Three years after his sister's murder, Yak tirelessly hunts the dark spirit who killed her, driven by a desire for vengeance. 

Why watch it? 

The sequel to Tee Yod (Death Whisperer).



Premieres on Sept 24
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Taklee Genesis x Worlds Collide

Directed by Chookiat Sakveerakul.

Who's in it?

War Wanarat Ratsameerat, Paula Taylor, Inthira Charoenpura, Peter Corp Dyrendal, Nattapong Arunnate and Russell Geoffrey Banks.

What's it about?

Haunted by her father's disappearance 30 years ago, Stella, returns to her hometown to care for her ill mother. One night, her dad contacts her via an old radio. Stella must time-travel to bring him back by activating the Taklee Genesis.

Why watch it? 

This movie is also known as Project Genesis.
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BTS 2016 HYYH On Stage Epilogue Remastered

Who's in it? 

Suga, J-Hope, Jung Kook, RM, Jin, Jimin and V. 

What's it about? 

The grand finale of "The Most Beautiful Moment In Life" series by BTS, where the story of youth shines brightest. From the lingering tenderness of "Autumn Leaves" and "Butterfly" to the explosive performances of "Fire", "Save MeE," and "Epilogue: Young Forever," the story of youth that defined BTS as we know today, is vividly brought to life on screen.
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BTS 2017 The Wings Tour The Final Remastered

Who's in it?

Suga, J-Hope, Jung Kook, RM, Jin, Jimin and V. 

What's it about? 

"The Wings Tour", also known as "2017 BTS Live Trilogy Episode III: The Wings Tour", was the second worldwide concert tour headlined by the South Korean boy band to promote their second Korean studio album, "Wings". The tour began on Feb 18, 2017, and concluded on Dec 10, 2017, in South Korea.

Why watch it? 

BTS cemented their global status with their first Billboard Music Award win, and their meteoric rise is powerfully captured in this concert.
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Cha Eun-woo: Memories

Directed by Kim Ji-ae.

Who's in it?

Cha Eun-woo.

What's it about?

A  tale filled with Cha Eun-woo's acting, singing and performances.
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									Jimmy Kimmel show off air 'indefinitely' after Charlie Kirk comments

									
								

									LOS ANGELES -- Jimmy Kimmel's late-night television show has been taken off the air "indefinitely" after the host was criticised for comments about the motives behind the killing of conservative influencer Charlie Kirk, US network ABC said.
									The stunning decision to suspend one of the United States' most popular and influential late-night shows comes as President Donald Trump has widened his legal attacks on media organizations that he accuses of bias against him.

"Jimmy Kimmel Live will be preempted indefinitely," an ABC spokesperson told AFP, using a television industry term for when a show is replaced or removed from the schedule.

Kirk, a close ally of President Donald Trump, was shot dead last week during a speaking event on a Utah university campus.

Authorities said 22-year-old Tyler Robinson used a rifle to shoot Kirk with a single bullet to the neck from a rooftop. He was arrested and has been formally charged with his murder.

On Monday, Kimmel spoke about the shooting in his popular late-night show's monologue.

"We had some new lows over the weekend with the MAGA gang desperately trying to characterize this kid who murdered Charlie Kirk as anything other than one of them and with everything they can to score political points from it," said Kimmel.

"MAGA" refers to the president's "Make America Great Again" movement.

The White House this week said it would be pursuing an alleged left-wing "domestic terror movement" in the wake of Kirk's killing, prompting alarm that such a campaign could be used to silence political dissent.

ABC's decision came shortly after Nexstar -- one of the country's biggest owners of ABC affiliate stations -- said it would not broadcast "Jimmy Kimmel Live" for "the foreseeable future."

In a statement, Nexstar broadcasting president Andrew Alford said the company "strongly objects" to Kimmel's comments.

"Mr Kimmel's comments about the death of Mr Kirk are offensive and insensitive at a critical time in our national political discourse, and we do not believe they reflect the spectrum of opinions, views, or values of the local communities in which we are located," he said.

"Continuing to give Mr Kimmel a broadcast platform in the communities we serve is simply not in the public interest at the current time, and we have made the difficult decision to preempt his show in an effort to let cooler heads prevail as we move toward the resumption of respectful, constructive dialogue."

Kimmel did not immediately comment, and representatives for the entertainer did not respond to AFP queries.

'Actual malice'

The decision to suspend Kimmel's show comes as Trump has intensified his long-established hostility toward the media.

Since his return to the White House, the president has repeatedly badmouthed journalists critical of his administration, restricting access and bringing lawsuits demanding huge amounts of compensation.

The US president filed a US$15 billion defamation lawsuit against The New York Times on Monday, alleging a "decades-long pattern" of smears driven by feelings of "actual malice."

While broad constitutional protections exist for US media, Trump has found success in similar lawsuits brought against other news organizations, winning multi-million dollar settlements from Disney-owned ABC and Paramount-owned CBS.

The settlements in those cases -- which are to be paid to Trump's future presidential library -- were seen as being motivated by the desire of the news organisations' parent companies to stay in Trump's good graces.
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									Top music body says AI firms guilty of 'wilful' copyright theft

									
								

									PARIS - AI companies have sucked up the world's entire music catalogue and are guilty of "wilful, commercial-scale copyright infringement", a major music industry group told AFP.
									"The world's largest tech companies as well as AI-specific companies, such as OpenAI, Suno, and Udio, Mistral, etc. are engaged in the largest copyright infringement exercise that has been seen," John Phelan, director general of the International Confederation of Music Publishers (ICMP), told AFP.

For nearly two years, the Brussels-based body, which brings together major record labels and other music industry professionals, investigated how generative artificial intelligence (AI) companies used material to enrich their services.

The ICMP is one of a number of industry bodies spanning the news media and publishing to target the booming artificial intelligence sector over its use of content without paying royalties.

AI music generators such as Suno and Udio can produce tracks with voices, melodies and musical styles that echo those of original artists such as the Beatles, Mariah Carey, Depeche Mode, or the Beach Boys.

The Recording Industry Association of America, a US trade group, filed a lawsuit in June 2024 against both companies.

"What is legal or illegal is how the technologies are used. That means the corporate decisions made by the chief executives of companies matter immensely and should comply with the law," Phelan told AFP.

"What we see is they are engaged in wilful, commercial-scale copyright infringement."

One exception was Eleven Music, an AI-generated music service provider, which signed a deal with the Kobalt Music royalties management group in August, Phelan said.

Contacted by AFP, OpenAI declined to comment. Google, Mistral, Suno and Udio did not respond.

Tech giants often invoke "fair use", a copyright exception that allows the use of a work without permission under certain circumstances.

- 'Threat' -

Research by the ICMP, first published in music outlet Billboard on September 9, claimed that AI companies had engaged in widespread "scraping", a practice that uses programmes known as "crawlers" which explore the internet for content.

"We believe they are doing so from licensed services such as YouTube (owned by Google) and other digital sources," including music platforms, the group added.

Lyrics can be harvested to feed some models, which then use them for inspiration or reproduce them without permission, according to the ICMP.

In response, rights holders are calling for tougher regulation, notably through the European Union's Artificial Intelligence Act, to ensure transparency about the data used.

"It is essential to understand the scale of the threat facing authors, composers and publishers," warned Juliette Metz, president of the French music publishers' association and also an ICMP member.

"There can be no use of copyright-protected music without a licence," she said.

In the United States, AI start-up Anthropic, creator of Claude, announced on September 6 that it had agreed to pay at least $1.5 billion into a compensation fund for authors, rights holders and publishers who sued the firm for illegally downloading millions of books.

The three US-based music majors -- Universal, Warner and Sony -- have entered into negotiations with Suno and Udio, aiming for a licensing deal.

Music generated entirely by AI is already seeping onto streaming platforms.

"Velvet Sundown", a 1970s-style fake rock band, as well as country music creations "Aventhis" and "The Devil Inside" have racked up millions of plays on streaming giant Spotify.

AI-generated music accounts for 28 percent of content uploaded daily on Deezer, the French music platform, which has reported "a surge" over the past year in uploads.

It has an AI-music detection tool that is able to identify songs generated using models such as Suno and Udio.

A major study in December last year by the International Confederation of Societies of Authors and Composers (CISAC), which represents more than five million creators worldwide, warned about the danger of AI-generated music.

It forecast that artists could see their incomes shrink by more than 20 percent in the next four years as the market for AI-composed music grows.
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									Peanuts gang celebrate 75 years at RCB Galleria

									
								

									Snoopy and the Peanuts gang are waiting to take Thai fans into a world of nostalgia and joy during "How Do You Do, Snoopy?: 75 Years: A Journey Of Friendship Through Art", which is running at RCB Galleria 1-2, 2nd floor of River City Bangkok, Charoen Krung 24, until Dec 7.
									This is a heartwarming exhibition celebrating 75 years of Peanuts, one of the most beloved comic strips by American cartoonist Charles M. Schulz, whose beloved icons like Snoopy and Charlie Brown have captured hearts across generations and around the globe.

On display for the first time in Thailand are more than 100 exclusive works that showcase the talents of 25 artists, including 10 from Thailand and collaborations with 24 global fashion houses, inviting everyone on an imaginative exploration of friendship told through a dynamic blend of art, culture, fashion and entertainment.

The exhibition offers a fresh perspective on the timeless charm of Snoopy and the Peanuts gang, reimagined through the eyes of talented creators from across Thailand and beyond. It is divided into four major zones.
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More than 50 original Peanuts comic strips are presented at "Art Of Peanuts" where visitors will explore the Zen-like philosophy and subtle artistic resonances between Schulz's drawing style and traditional Eastern forms such as ink wash painting and ukiyo-e.

The "Snoopy In Art" zone features paintings, sculptures and animations inspired by the beloved beagle Snoopy by a distinguished group of internationally and nationally acclaimed artists. These works reflect a bold spectrum of styles and concepts, forming a lively cross-cultural dialogue through art.

The 10 Thai artists bringing a uniquely Thai interpretation to the world of Peanuts in this zone include Fahfahs, Tum Ulit, Munins, Tuagomstudio, Julibaker and Summer, Mackcha, 2Choey, Yamada, Poorboy and Kenz.

Following its successful showcase in Paris in March, "Snoopy And Belle In Fashion" takes centre stage in the third zone. The collection features couture outfits by global brands -- including Balenciaga, Fendi, Swarovski and Thierry Mugler -- who have created exclusive designs for Snoopy and his sister Belle, transforming them from beloved comic strip characters into icons on the international fashion stage.
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Captivated by dreams of space with his deep-rooted connection to exploration and Nasa, Snoopy became the namesake of the Apollo 10 lunar module in 1969 and in 2022, he flew aboard the Artemis I spacecraft as the zero-gravity indicator.

The last zone, "Snoopy In Space", is a chance for visitors to join him on an immersive, interactive journey -- a mission to search for Snoopy's spaceship.

Tickets cost 450 baht (350 baht for students and those aged 60 years and above) and can be purchased from ticketmelon.com, eventpop.me and ticket.eventpass.co.

Visit linktr.ee/HowdoyoudoSnoopy75Years.
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									Firms warned about using outdated Windows systems

									Windows 10 support ends next month but Microsoft will offer extended coverage for a fee
								

									Using outdated versions of Microsoft Windows in a corporate setting creates significant risks for businesses as they are more vulnerable to exploits and their systems may become incompatible with newer software and security tools, say experts from the cybersecurity firm Kaspersky.
									More than half of general PC users globally and nearly 60% of corporate users are still using the Windows 10 operating system (OS), while only 33% of all users have upgraded their devices to Windows 11, according to Kaspersky's statistics.

Kaspersky's research data indicates while there is only a month left before support from Microsoft ends, more than half of all users (53%) are still running Windows 10.

Furthermore, 8.5% of devises continue to operate on the outdated Windows 7 OS. Support for this version ended in 2020.

Among business users, 59.5% of corporate devices use Windows 10, whereas in small businesses this figure is lower at 51%. The share of Windows 7 users in both categories is slightly above 6%.

Incompatibility of an outdated OS with newer software and security tools can pose a severe threat to business continuity, according to Oleg Gorobets, a security expert at Kaspersky.

"Migrating to a newer OS may be misguidedly perceived as an unnecessary and even disruptive action offering only minor new features, while complicating existing workflows because of interface changes," he said.

From a cybersecurity point of view, he said a system that is not receiving security updates is "like a house with a rotting fence that can be knocked down with just a single kick".  

The risk for both general and corporate business users far outweighs any minor inconveniences of moving to a new OS version, said Mr Gorobets.

Kaspersky suggests using the latest OS version with automatic updates enabled. Individuals and small businesses should use solutions that guard against exploits in outdated systems.

Extended coverage options

After Oct 14, Windows 10 users will no longer receive security and feature updates or technical support, making them more vulnerable to security, privacy and compliance risks.

Microsoft said it understands shifting to new devices or upgrading to Windows 11 takes time. Consequently, it is offering extended coverage to help keep devices protected with monthly security updates after support ends.

It said an easy-to-use enrolment wizard will soon let Windows 10 users apply for Windows 10 Extended Security Updates (ESU), with flexible options including syncing settings with Windows Backup.

Enterprise customers can extend Windows 10 support for up to three years through ESU, with the first year priced at US$61 per device annually.

For individual users, Microsoft offers free access to ESU by enabling Windows Backup to sync settings to the cloud. These users can redeem 1,000 Microsoft Rewards points.

This method allow users to receive security updates until Oct 13, 2026, without additional payment, equivalent to a $30 subscription.
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									New releases for your streaming pleasure: Sept 17-23

									12 new titles from Apple TV+, HBO Max, Netflix and Prime Video
								

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

[image: ]

The Morning Show: Season 4

Premieres on Sept 17

Spring 2024, almost two years after the events of season 2, and the UBA-NBN merger is complete. The newsroom must grapple with newfound responsibility, hidden motives and the elusive nature of truth in a polarised America. In a world rife with deepfakes, conspiracy theories and corporate cover-ups -- who can you trust? And how can you know what's actually real? 



HBO/HBO MAX

[image: ]

Black Bag

Premieres on Sept 20

An intelligence agent is suspected of betraying the nation, forcing her agent husband to choose between loyalty to his marriage or his country.



PRIME VIDEO

[image: ]

Gen V: Season 2

Premieres on Sept 17

School is back in session. As the rest of America adjusts to Homelander's iron fist, back at Godolkin University, the mysterious new Dean preaches a curriculum that promises to make students more powerful than ever. Cate and Sam are celebrated heroes, while Marie, Jordan, and Emma reluctantly return to college, burdened by months of trauma and loss. But parties and classes are hard to care about with war brewing between Humans and Supes, both on and off campus. The gang learns of a secret program that goes back to the founding of Godolkin University that may have larger implications than they realise. And, somehow, Marie is a part of it. 

[image: ]

Kill Bill: Volume 1-2

Premieres on Sept 21

Quentin Tarantino's two-part revenge masterpiece tells the story of The Bride, a former assassin betrayed and left for dead. Awakened by vengeance, she embarks on a relentless quest to hunt down those who destroyed her life. 



NETFLIX
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Next Gen Chef

Premieres on Sept 17 

Twenty-one rising chefs vie to be crowned a generational talent and win US$500,000 in this cutthroat competition set at the Culinary Institute of America.

[image: ]

Same Day With Someone

Premieres on Sept 18

When fate plays tricks on a privileged young woman, bringing her perfect life crashing down, she is forced to relive that day over and over until she can find a way to break the cycle.

[image: ]

The Ba***ds Of Bollywood

Premieres on Sept 18 

In this high-stakes drama, an ambitious outsider and his friends navigate the chaotic, larger-than-life, yet uncertain world of Bollywood.

[image: ]

Platonik: Mavi Dolunay Otel (Platonic Blue Moon Hotel)

Premieres on Sept 18 

A businessman checks into a modest boutique hotel under an alias, captivating the owner's daughters -- one sees him as a soulmate, the other as destiny.

[image: ]

Black Rabbit

Premieres on Sept 18 

A rising-star restaurateur is forced into New York's criminal underworld when his chaotic brother returns to town with loan sharks on his trail.

[image: ]

Billionaires' Bunker

Premieres on Sept 19 

When a group of billionaires takes shelter in a luxury bunker, an old feud between two families resurfaces amid an unprecedented global conflict.

[image: ]

She Said Maybe

Premieres on Sept 19 

When German-raised Mavi learns she belongs to a superrich Turkish dynasty, new family expectations quickly turn her world and love life upside down. 

[image: ]

Haunted Hotel 

Premieres on Sept 19

After inheriting a hotel from her late brother, a single mom moves in with his good-natured ghost and high-maintenance guest who never checks out. An adult animated comedy.
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									X possibly falling short in compliance with Japan rules on content removal

									
								

									KYODO -- Social media platform X's requirement for non-users to become members of the service in order to request the deletion of harmful posts targeting them potentially violates rules in Japan against imposing "excessive" burdens on online victims, sources familiar with the matter said Wednesday.
									X, formerly Twitter, is one of nine platform operators designated in Japan that are required by law to set up arrangements for victims of malicious online posts to demand their removal. These operators must promptly review and respond to such requests.

The revelation came amid criticism that X, owned by American billionaire Elon Musk, has not adequately informed the public about how to submit deletion requests, calling into question the company's commitment to taking effective measures to help victims of online bullying and defamation, as required by legislation that took effect in April, according to experts.

According to the law, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications has urged operators to treat non-users the same as users when they request content removal. However, X and another operator have not followed these guidelines.

Other designated operators, including those of YouTube and the messaging application Line, have established mechanisms for responding to removal requests.

"We will assess the situation in a comprehensive manner and decide whether excessive burdens are being imposed on victims," a communications ministry official said.

As of Wednesday, the operators of X and bakusai.com, an anonymous online bulletin board, had not responded to inquiries by Kyodo News.

Etsuko Masuda, a member of the ministry panel addressing the issue, said the government and platform operators need to make more efforts to disseminate information about the mechanisms.

She said that if such information were more widely recognised, it would help deter potential perpetrators.
								



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/tech/3106140/x-possibly-falling-short-in-compliance-with-japan-rules-on-content-removal



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Park Chan-wook's murder comedy to open Asia's biggest film festival

									
								

									BUSAN -- Celebrated director Park Chan-wook's star-studded murder comedy will open Asia's biggest film festival Wednesday, which launches its first fully fledged competition lineup as South Korea projects its soft power worldwide.
									The 30th edition of Busan International Film Festival (BIFF) arrives after the global success of critical works exploring Korean culture and experiences, such as "Squid Game", "Parasite" and this year's megahit "KPop Demon Hunters".

The festival, which has long focused on emerging talents in the region, is undergoing a revamp this year, launching its first major competition section featuring 14 titles -- including four South Korean pictures.

The section includes seasoned Chinese director Zhang Lu's "Gloaming In Luomu" and Taiwan's megastar Shu Qi's directorial debut "Girl", and will be judged by juries headed by South Korean filmmaker Na Hong-jin.

The latest edition "sought not only to further expand its long-standing role as a platform for discovering emerging Asian talent, but also to effectively showcase the works of acclaimed Asian masters", festival director Jung Han-seok told Agence France-Presse (AFP).

Karen Park, the festival's programme director, said the lineup was designed to honour Asian cinema in the way it wishes to be understood.

"I believe it is meaningful that an Asian film festival, which understands Asian culture and its linguistic and historical contexts, evaluates Asian films and offers its own perspectives on them," she said.

Auteur Park Chan-wook -- best known for "Old Boy" -- which thrust him into the international spotlight in 2004 -- returns to Busan with his latest feature, "No Other Choice", after it featured at the Venice Film Festival which ended earlier this month.

Based on American writer Donald E. Westlake's 1997 novel "The Ax", the film, this year's BIFF opener, follows a desperate laid-off worker who decides to kill off potential competitors for a new job.

It stars South Korea's top actors -- "Squid Game" star Lee Byung-hun and "Crash Landing on You" actress Son Ye-jin -- in the lead.

The film was warmly received at Venice in August, with specialist outlet Variety calling it a "dazzling murder comedy" and a "masterclass in controlled chaos".

The opening film marks a shift from last year's choice of Netflix's period war drama "Uprising", which drew criticism in South Korea's cinema community given BIFF's tradition of championing theatrical films.

Future of Asian cinema

This year's edition features 241 official entries from 64 countries, including 90 world premieres.

Among them is "Hana Korea", a North Korean refugee drama with "Pachinko" star Kim Min-ha, and "The People Upstairs", from South Korean actor-director Ha Jung-woo, which centres on the issue of inter-floor noise.

BIFF will also host a singalong screening of Netflix's K-pop fantasy hit "KPop Demon Hunters".

As for emerging talents, there has been a "wave of exciting new voices emerging" in Asia, "especially in short films where sensitive themes are tackled with remarkable freedom", said Park Sung-ho, one of BIFF's programmers.

"In much of Asia, freedom of expression is still not widely guaranteed, yet within shorts young directors have revealed their individuality in striking ways, offering reasons to feel optimistic about the future of Asian cinema," he told AFP.

Among the star-studded guests are Asia's celebrated auteurs Bong Joon-ho and Jia Zhangke, French actress Juliette Binoche, American star Milla Jovovich, "KPop Demon Hunters" director Maggie Kang and Hollywood auteur Michael Mann.
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									Botox under burqas: Cosmetic surgery in vogue in Afghanistan

									
								

									KABUL -- Decked out with fake crystal chandeliers and velvet sofas, cosmetic surgery clinics in Afghanistan's capital are a world away from the austerity of Taliban rule, where Botox, lip filler and hair transplants reign.
									Despite the Taliban authorities' strict theocratic rule and prevailing conservatism and poverty in Afghanistan, the 20 or so clinics in Kabul have flourished since the end of decades of war in the country.

Foreign doctors, especially from Turkey, travel to Kabul to train Afghans, who equally undertake internships in Istanbul, while equipment is imported from Asia or Europe.

In the waiting rooms, the clientele is often well-off and includes men with thinning hair. But the majority are women, sometimes heavily made up and always covered from head to toe, more rarely in an all-enveloping burqa.

At 25, Silsila Hamidi decided to get a second facelift, convinced her skin had suffered from the stress of being a woman in Afghanistan.

"Even if others can't see us, we see ourselves: looking beautiful in the mirror gives us energy," said Hamidi, before she went under the knife to lift the upper part of her face, which "was starting to sag".

Skirting details, the medical school graduate said her skin suffers from the "many pressures" faced by Afghan women.

Under Taliban government restrictions, women's access to work has been severely constrained. They can no longer travel long distances without a male guardian, must not raise their voices outside the home and are banned from universities, parks and gyms.

Salons banned, but not Botox

While surgical cosmetic interventions may be booming, hair salons and beauty parlours catering to women have been banned.

"If they were open... our skin wouldn't be in this state, we wouldn't need surgery," said Hamidi, who, at 23, had work done on the lower part of her face.

The Taliban authorities, who ordinarily forbid altering physical characteristics in accordance with their interpretation of Islamic law, did not reply for multiple requests for comment on cosmetic surgery.

Those in the sector said it is allowed as it is considered medicine.

The government does not interfere with their work, clinic workers told Agence France-Presse (AFP), but morality police check that gender segregation is respected: a male nurse for a male patient, a female nurse for a female patient.

Some claim that even Taliban members are clients.

"Here, having no hair or beard is considered a sign of weakness," said Sajed Zadran, deputy director of the Negin Asia clinic, which boasts state of-the-art Chinese-made equipment.

Since the Taliban ordered men to grow their beards at least the length of a fist, transplants have become fashionable, said Bilal Khan, co-director of the EuroAsia clinic, which is about to open a second facility.

And because not all clients are wealthy, some "borrow money to have hair before their wedding", Khan added.

In the four-storey villa transformed into a clinic, the methods are the same as those used abroad and pose "no risk", said Abdul Nassim Sadiqi, a dermatologist.

At his clinic, it costs US$43-87 for Botox and $260-509 for hair implants.

Instagram effect

The sums are a fortune for many Afghans -- nearly half of whom live in poverty, according to the World Bank -- but a boon for those like Mohammed Shoaib Yarzada, an Afghan restaurateur based in London.

Put off by the thousands of pounds (US dollars) required in Britain for the same operation, he took advantage of his first visit to Afghanistan in 14 years to have his scalp replenished.

"When I enter the clinic, it's as if I am abroad, in Europe," he said.

To attract new customers, each clinic floods its social media pages with promises of beauty: smoothed skin, plump lips and abundant hair.

Afghanistan, like the West, is not exempt from the sway of social media influencers, said Lucky Khaan, 29, co-director of Negin Asia, which registers dozens of new patients every day.

"Many patients come without real problems but want to have surgery because they have seen trends on Instagram," said Khaan, a Russian doctor of Afghan origin, whose face is wrinkle-free.

While according to the United Nations (UN), 10 million Afghans suffer from hunger and one in three lacks access to basic medical care, some, "who lack money for food, prefer to invest in their beauty", added the surgeon.
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									The final chapter

									Director Michael Chaves focuses on the emotional journey  of the Warren family in The Conjuring: Last Rites
								

									The Conjuring: Last Rites opened in cinemas as a powerful, spine-chilling final chapter in a franchise built on real events.
									Vera Farmiga and Patrick Wilson return as Ed and Lorraine Warren, now facing not just demons from beyond but tension from within their own family -- particularly through their daughter Judy, played by Mia Tomlinson.

The film promised an emotional weight alongside supernatural scares and from the earliest announcements, director and executive producer Michael Chaves set out to deliver just that.

From his first conversations with James Wan and Peter Safran, Chaves said they "saw The Conjuring: Last Rites as something that would bring to a close this journey of Ed and Lorraine Warren", and they asked: "How can we land this with as much emotional impact as possible, while delivering all the scares you've come to expect?"

Chaves recalled that after sketching out a strong script, the question became how to open the film so that everything felt full circle.
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"If this film is going to be about endings, we should think about the beginning. We need to make it feel like it's coming full circle," he said, and he pitched that Last Rites begin with one of the first cases the Warrens ever handled -- and at the same time mark Judy's birth. It was a night meant to reveal both the genesis of their family and the origin of their greatest vulnerability.

"I wanted this opening scene to be the darkest thing we've seen in the series," he said. So that viewers would be immediately reminded that the Warrens' greatest horror had always been what they loved most.

The result, Chaves maintained, was a film that invited audiences to connect with Ed, Lorraine and Judy in intimate ways. He explained that because viewers had watched Judy grow across prior stories, Last Rites gave them a chance to feel protective: "You want to be protective of her. You don't want to let her go, which is truly what the Warrens are struggling with."

In his vision, the horror was not just external threats, but also internal stakes -- what it cost the Warrens to hold on and what letting go might demand of them.

Anchoring all of this was the Smurl case, a haunting in West Pittston that Chaves said had haunted him long before filming. He described how the Smurls lived in a duplex with three generations under one roof, suffering escalating supernatural activity from the day of their daughter's confirmation. What had seemed trivial at first -- a light falling -- grew into something no one could ignore.

Chaves had done a "deep dive" into the case and had interviewed the Smurl sisters via Zoom; those conversations he recalled as being "really powerful". It weighed on him to hear how their family had begun to fray, how neighbours had turned on them, how disbelief had compounded the terror.

"They didn't ask to be haunted," he said, "and their friends and neighbours turned against them. They thought they were crackpots."

Chaves also emphasised how Judy's character was shifted from secondary to central in Last Rites. Judy always existed in the Conjuring line, but here "we wanted to reorient that and really show that their child is the most important thing in their life".

He raised the question of what it was like for Judy to inherit Lorraine's power, to see things that were terrible, to be advised to simply shut them out -- something that seemed like a solution but ultimately became "wallpapering over the bigger issue". That thematic thread, Chaves believed, allowed the audience to explore not just ghosts, but what it meant to grow up under legacy, expectation and fear.

Casting Judy was pivotal. Chaves said Mia Tomlinson had first auditioned for young Lorraine, but then insisted: "I really want to go for Judy -- it's the part that really speaks to me." He reflected that she was "honestly the first Judy that we had seen", and he thought she "was incredible -- even better than she had done with young Lorraine".

Tomlinson, in Chaves' view, brought fragility and a sense of being sheltered by her mother, but also the potential to stand on her own. The parallels between mother and daughter were drawn quietly, in whispering, in coded language, in restaurant scenes between Lorraine and Judy that felt endlessly recognisable.

And Ben Hardy, Chaves said, "just rocked the part of Tony". He described Tony's humour, his flaws, his quiet depth, particularly in a scene where Tony tells a story awaiting a reveal -- "a 'stop and listen' reveal" -- that shapes how he is seen by the Warrens and by Judy, and begins his own journey.

While the film's horror often comes in scares and supernatural assaults, Chaves said when it required authenticity he sought it -- especially in research and personal experience. He revealed that after speaking with the Smurl sisters and hearing their conviction, something shifted, "over the course of working on these movies... I've become a believer".

He went further with stories from the shoot. During filming in England at a place called The Old Vicarage, he claimed he heard voices at night in an otherwise empty house; his daughter took a fuzzy, dark photograph she believed showed a priest-like figure.

Chaves said: "My experiences on The Conjuring: Last Rites have made me a believer," and that those events changed how he approached what counts as real dread in the film.

Even as he embraced the supernatural, Chaves never lost sight of the people behind the horror. He framed this film as honouring the real Warrens, whose work had touched many lives.

"The real Warrens touched so many lives. There were so many people who were in need, dealing with hauntings or unexplained behaviour. And the Warrens were there -- they travelled across the country to listen to people whom no one believed."

That sense of legacy, of real sacrifice, underpinned the emotional core Chaves wanted for Last Rites. In closing the chapter, Chaves admitted it had been deeply personal. "I was so lucky to be part of the Conjuring Universe. Saying goodbye to this experience -- and to the friends I've made along the way -- has been really emotional."
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