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      Breaking News

      
        People's Party drops candidate after online gambling arrest
        The People's Party has suspended Ratchapong Soisuwan, a candidate for the Feb 8 general election in Tak province, following his arrest for alleged involvement in online gambling.

      

      
        Thai woman arrested in Japan for brokering in Thai girl sex work case
        KYODO --- A Thai woman has been arrested in connection with a high-profile Tokyo case alleging that she arranged for a then 12-year-old Thai girl to engage in sex work, police said.

      

      
        PM ends Italian-Thai contracts after deadly crane collapses
        Caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered the Ministry of Transport to terminate two contracts with Italian-Thai Development Plc (ITD) following crane collapse incidents that resulted in over 30 deaths.

      

      
        Dead to Rights: When the camera becomes a weapon
        Reload. Aim. Shoot. The verbs describing life-taking actions with a gun can also describe reloading film, framing a shot, and operating a camera. Dead to Rights (2025), a fictional retelling of the Nanjing massacre, draws a horrendous parallel between guns and cameras as instruments of war.

      

      
        Yahoo shuts down search in Thailand
        Yahoo has ceased its search operations in Thailand, leaving users unable to access the platform without a workaround.

      

      
        Winter Olympics venue warns selfie tourists
        ROME - As Italy prepares to host the Winter Olympics next month, Alpine communities are sounding the alarm over social media-driven tourism that is transforming sacred landscapes into selfie backdrops and &zwnj;straining the fragile mountain ecosystem.

      

      
        Trump says Zelensky holding up Ukraine peace pact
        WASHINGTON - US President Donald Trump told Reuters that  Ukraine --- not Russia --- is holding up a potential peace deal, rhetoric that stands in marked contrast to that of European allies, who have consistently argued Moscow has little interest in ending its war in Ukraine.

      

      
        World Cup ticket requests top 500 million
        The random selection draw phase for 2026 World Cup tickets has concluded, with more than half a billion requests &zwnj;submitted, Fifa announced on Wednesday.

      

      
        Iran denies death-sentence reports
        An Iranian protester who the United States feared faced imminent execution will not be sentenced to death, the judiciary said on Thursday, while President Donald Trump said he would "watch it and see" about threatened military action.

      

      
        Nationwide emergency alert test set for Jan 20
        A nationwide test of the mobile phone emergency alert system will be conducted on Jan 20 at 2pm, with messages sent to millions of users across all 76 provinces and Bangkok, the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation said on Thursday.
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                                The People's Party has suspended Ratchapong Soisuwan, a candidate for the Feb 8 general election in Tak province, following his arrest for alleged involvement in online gambling.
Mr Ratchapong, the incumbent MP for Constituency 2, will not be replaced, according to party leader Natthaphong Ruangpanyawut.

Mr Ratchapong, 32, was detained after Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau police arrested him at his Bangkok residence on Wednesday. Investigators identified multiple bank accounts used to receive gambling proceeds, which were eventually transferred to his account. 

His situation worsened when the Criminal Court denied his bail request on Thursday, citing concerns that he might flee given his alleged role as a ringleader in the operation.

Police brought Mr Ratchapong before the Criminal Court for a 12-day detention, opposing his release on bail. 

His lawyer offered 250,000 baht in surety, but due to the serious nature of the allegations and the investigating officer's objections, the court found reasonable grounds to believe he posed a flight risk and rejected the bail request.

Mr Natthaphong said that the People's Party learned of Mr Ratchapong's previous complaints on Wednesday night, although none were directly related to the current case. The party has launched an investigation that includes checks of criminal records and direct questioning, as Mr Ratchapong had previously denied any involvement.

The People's Party has positioned itself as a leader in the campaign to eliminate the influence of grey capital and corruption in Thailand.

[image: People's Party MP candidate Ratchapong Soisuwan (second from left, faces blurred by police) examines an arrest warrant presented by a police officer during his arrest at his home in Bueng Kum district, Bangkok, on Wednesday. (Photo: Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau)]
People's Party MP candidate Ratchapong Soisuwan (second from left, faces blurred by police) examines an arrest warrant presented by a police officer during his arrest at his home in Bueng Kum district, Bangkok, on Wednesday. (Photo: Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau)



Mr Ratchapong is the second candidate to be suspended in this election campaign. They previously replaced Boonyarit Raorungrot, their candidate for Constituency 33 in Bangkok, after he was arrested on money laundering charges linked to drug trafficking in December.

Mr Natthaphong said that the party's background checks for candidates involve police criminal record requests, local public consultations and interviews with party members. However, he acknowledged that his party does not have access to the same information as law enforcement.

Immediate action

Upon learning of the allegations against Mr Ratchapong, the party acted promptly and will follow internal rules should further details arise. He stressed the importance of a fair investigation, noting that the party's legal team is reviewing police evidence and is in communication with the accused. Decisive action will be taken if clear evidence of guilt is established.

"We cannot fully verify every aspect of a person's background or behaviour," Mr Natthaphong said. "What builds public trust is the party's ability to act swiftly and transparently upon becoming aware of any factual evidence."

He reiterated that the People's Party's commitment to reject any questionable conduct and emphasised that the accused must navigate the judicial process to prove their innocence, reflecting the party's zero-tolerance policy towards corruption and crimes against national security.

[image: Ratchapong Soisuwan. (Photo: People's Party)]
Ratchapong Soisuwan. (Photo: People's Party)
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                                KYODO -- A Thai woman has been arrested in connection with a high-profile Tokyo case alleging that she arranged for a then 12-year-old Thai girl to engage in sex work, police said.
Punsiripanya Phakhaphon, 38, was arrested on Wednesday for alleged prostitution-related offenses. Police believe she acted as a broker, introducing Thai women to a private-room massage parlour that she used to manage. However, she denies the charges, claiming that she no longer worked there.

The girl came to Japan with her mother in late June of last year and is believed to have been left alone to perform sex work at the parlour located in Tokyo's Yushima district.

A note, believed to have been written by the girl on June 28 -- the day after she and her mother arrived in the country -- was found in the parlour. The note said that she was sleeping alone at the facility and was shaking from fear.

The suspect, Ms Punsiripanya, is believed to have worked with Masayuki Hosono, a 52-year-old Japanese man who ran the shop, to force the girl into sex work around June 30.

It is thought that Ms Punsiripanya recruited around 30 to 40 women for the parlour after posting job offers on social media for Thai women. Around mid-June last year, she received an application from the girl's mother.

In September, the girl contacted the Immigration Services Agency for help and has since returned to Thailand.

Her mother was deported from Taiwan to Thailand in December to face charges related to prostitution and immigration law violations. According to investigative sources, she said she made the decision for financial reasons.

Mr Hosono was arrested for violating the country's labour standards law by employing a child under the age of 15. He was recently served a fresh arrest warrant for violating immigration laws by forcing the girl and another Thai woman with overstayed visas to work.

[image: Police officers bring a woman accused of forcing her preteen daughter into prostitution to the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) in Bangkok on Tuesday, shortly after her extradition to Thailand from Taiwan. (Photo: Royal Thai Police)]
Police officers bring a woman accused of forcing her preteen daughter into prostitution to the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) in Bangkok on Tuesday, shortly after her extradition to Thailand from Taiwan. (Photo: Royal Thai Police)
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                                Caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has ordered the Ministry of Transport to terminate two contracts with Italian-Thai Development Plc (ITD) following crane collapse incidents that resulted in over 30 deaths.
Speaking at Government House after an urgent meeting on construction safety, Mr Anutin said that the incidents had caused public alarm and posed serious risks to lives and property.

He instructed the Transport Ministry to cancel the contracts, pursue legal action and blacklist the construction contractor based on advice from the Council of State and the Office of the Attorney General. He said this action aims to restore public confidence and reassure foreign investors.

Mr Anutin expressed concern as the same contractor has been linked to multiple serious accidents over the past 10 months, including the collapse of the State Audit Office building. This trend necessitated the government's urgent response.

The prime minister, also the Bhumaithai Party leader, emphasised the need for clear accountability, saying that the state must compensate and ensure the safety of citizens using public transport services, while also seeking damages and enforcing penalties against contractors to enhance safety standards in future projects.

Regarding the high-speed rail project where a crane collapsed onto a passenger train in Sikhio district of Nakhon Ratchasima province on Wednesday, Mr Anutin said that construction was 85% complete.

He confirmed that the contract must be terminated, and a new contractor will be appointed to finish the remaining work, emphasising that public safety is the top priority.

His comments followed two crane-related accidents that have claimed at least 34 lives.

On Wednesday morning, 32 people were killed and 64 injured when a construction crane fell onto a moving train in Sikhio. On Thursday, two more deaths and five injuries occurred when parts of a crane collapsed onto Rama II Road in Samut Sakhon province, hitting two vehicles below.

[image: Wreckage at the site where a train was derailed when a construction crane collapsed and fell onto its carriages, causing several casualties, in Sikhio district, Nakhon Ratchasima province, on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)]
Wreckage at the site where a train was derailed when a construction crane collapsed and fell onto its carriages, causing several casualties, in Sikhio district, Nakhon Ratchasima province, on Wednesday. (Photo: Reuters)
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									Dead to Rights: When the camera becomes a weapon

									
								

									Reload. Aim. Shoot. The verbs describing life-taking actions with a gun can also describe reloading film, framing a shot, and operating a camera. Dead to Rights (2025), a fictional retelling of the Nanjing massacre, draws a horrendous parallel between guns and cameras as instruments of war.
									The Nanjing Massacre

Described as the darkest chapter of the Sino-Japanese war, the Nanjing Massacre was a mass rape and murder committed by the Imperial Japanese Army against the people of Nanjing during the capture of the city. The atrocities, including rapes, torture, looting, burning and alleged killing competitions, spanned six weeks from late 1937 to early 1938 and resulted in an estimated 200,000 deaths.

[image: The Chinese captives stand before a river, awaiting their fate. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)]
The Chinese captives stand before a river, awaiting their fate. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)



Beautiful, emotional and sometimes overly dramatic

Dead to Rights is depicted from the perspective of a civilian trapped in the city, immersing us in the horror. The film does not shy away from depicting violence in graphic images accompanied by gut-wrenching scenes of people treated as subhuman.

The plot successfully weaves multiple storylines into an emotional tale. However, it occasionally trades subtlety for drama. A Chinese soldier trying to escape by hanging under a car, for instance, is slashed by a scattered metal piece that just happens to be on the road, leaving a blood trail for the Japanese to follow. The forced dramatisation like this proves frustrating.

Picture of fear, truth, and memory

As its title suggests, Dead to Rights--the act of catching something red-handed--is about exposing crime, specifically how the Japanese attempted to cover up their atrocities in defence of Sino-Japanese relations.

[image: Ah Chang, a postman who disguises himself as a photo studio assistant. (Photo: Niu Vision Media)]
Ah Chang, a postman who disguises himself as a photo studio assistant. (Photo: Niu Vision Media)



At the heart of this is Ah Chang, a postman who disguises himself as a photo studio assistant and helps Japanese soldier-photographer Hideo Ito develop pictures of the Nanjing events as propaganda in exchange for sparing his life. Photography becomes the thread linking their survival.

The camera serves as a tool as important as any weapon in warfare, capturing moments of Japanese conquest to rally citizens at home while reminding the Chinese of their defeat. The film even cuts between reloading a gun and reloading camera film in parallel, drawing a direct comparison between both instruments.

[image: A photo of high-ranking Japanese soldiers posing victoriously in front of Chinese captives. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)]
A photo of high-ranking Japanese soldiers posing victoriously in front of Chinese captives. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)



Not all photos, however, are allowed publication. The Japanese censor those showing crimes, understanding that war is fought not only on battlefields but through newspapers, textbooks, and today's social media feeds. This attempt to erase atrocity from history adds another layer to the crime.

[image: A developed photo showing a Japanese soldier pointing a gun at captured Chinese soldiers. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)]
A developed photo showing a Japanese soldier pointing a gun at captured Chinese soldiers. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)



Yet photographs ultimately expose the truth. Ah Chang, who initially helped merely to survive,  finds himself preserving evidence of the massacre. The film ends powerfully with a montage switching between victims' everyday lives and the harsh reality of their horrific deaths, a reminder that photographs are simply tools that can serve either purpose.
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									Yahoo shuts down search in Thailand

									Once-popular platform has had negligible share for years in Google-dominated market
								

									Yahoo has ceased its search operations in Thailand, leaving users unable to access the platform without a workaround.
									Attempts to use Yahoo Search from Thai IP addresses now result in an announcement or a redirect to sg.search.yahoo.com, which operates under Singapore law. The move effectively geoblocks Thai users, signalling a shift in Yahoo's regional strategy.

The decision comes as Google continues to dominate the global search market, including Thailand, where Yahoo's share has long been negligible. Many tech analysts say maintaining search operations in such markets has become economically unjustifiable, especially with Google's overwhelming presence and Yahoo's reliance on Bing for backend support.

Yahoo abandoned its own search technology years ago, opting instead to use Microsoft Bing for results. This arrangement turned Yahoo's search into little more than a front-end service, reducing the need for separate infrastructure in smaller markets like Thailand. Industry watchers believe this made the withdrawal inevitable.

Online communities have dismissed suggestions of a technical glitch, insisting the shutdown was deliberate. Speculation ranges from operational streamlining to regulatory compliance challenges, with some pointing to Yahoo's ongoing consolidation efforts under new ownership. The company has been focusing on core services such as email and finance, while trimming non-essential offerings.

Privacy concerns may also have played a role. Thailand's Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA), fully enforced since June 2022, imposes strict rules on data collection, security measures and cross-border transfers. Compliance costs for global firms can be significant, and Yahoo's exit may reflect a desire to avoid these obligations in a market where returns are limited. For users, the impact is immediate.

Yahoo Search is inaccessible without a virtual private network (VPN), which introduces its own risks depending on the provider.

Those seeking alternatives are turning to Google, Bing, or privacy-focused platforms like DuckDuckGo. Experts advise reviewing privacy policies carefully before making the switch.
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                                ROME - As Italy prepares to host the Winter Olympics next month, Alpine communities are sounding the alarm over social media-driven tourism that is transforming sacred landscapes into selfie backdrops and straining the fragile mountain ecosystem.
The Games will be based in Milan and in Cortina d'Ampezzo, a  town nestled among the jagged limestone peaks of the Dolomites -- a Unesco World Heritage Site -- with additional events held in the nearby localities of Predazzo, Tesero and Anterselva.

Organisers argue that an Olympics based largely on existing venues will have a limited impact on the environment, while leaving upgraded facilities and stronger local economies.

But some local officials and environmental groups counter that the global spotlight risks accelerating a troubling trend: overtourism fuelled by Instagram and TikTok, driven both by individual users and promotional campaigns.

They warn that once-quiet destinations such as the Seceda summit and Lake Sorapis have already been transformed into viral hotspots overwhelmed by visitors.

Reinhold Messner, the Italian climber who made the first solo ascent of Mount Everest, has pointed the finger at influencers.

"They attract people who know nothing about the mountains. They arrive by car, park wherever they want, and take photos. They bring only noise, traffic and aggression," he said.

A 2023 Apple advertisement featuring Seceda's dramatic ridgeline helped spark a wave of visitors. By last summer, images of long queues at the cable car station -- with tourists holding smartphones and parasols instead of hiking gear -- had gone viral.

Geotagging has similarly transformed Lake Sorapis, whose turquoise glacial waters now make it one of the most photographed sites in the Dolomites.

"A certain style of communications sometimes gets out of control," Cortina Mayor Gianluca Lorenzi told Reuters, noting that on peak days up to 2,000 people can gather around the lake, diminishing the visitor experience. (Story continues below)

[image: Lake Sorapis in the Dolomites is among the sites threatened by hordes of tourists seeking Instagrammable images, say officials inn the Dolomites region. (Photo: Samuel Boatto via Wikimedia Commons)]
Lake Sorapis in the Dolomites is among the sites threatened by hordes of tourists seeking Instagrammable images, say officials inn the Dolomites region. (Photo: Samuel Boatto via Wikimedia Commons)



Remnants of ancient coral reefs

The Dolomites are remnants of ancient coral reefs that formed 250 million years ago beneath a tropical sea. Fossils of ammonites and dinosaur footprints dot the region.

The mountains' pale dolomite rock creates a phenomenon known as enrosadira, where peaks glow pink and orange at sunrise and sunset, a spectacle now widely shared online.

Cortina has hosted the Games before. The 1956 Winter Olympics, the first ever to be broadcast internationally on television, had a lasting economic impact on the town.

"The construction of new sports facilities ... and the opening of ski lifts helped strengthen the resort's appeal and better balance the summer and winter seasons," wrote Andrea Goldstein in his book Cortina 1956.

This time, however, the Games come after a decade in which mountain tourism in Italy has tripled, fuelled in part by regional social media campaigns that heavily promoted the Dolomites' most breathtaking views.

According to a study by The European House Ambrosetti think tank, the Games will attract an additional nine million visitors to the five provinces hosting competitions -- Milan, Belluno, Bolzano, Sondrio and Trento -- between 2027 and 2030.

Thomas Benedikter, director of South Tyrol's Politis civic education centre, has warned that the influx risks exhausting water resources and degrading the Dolomites' most valuable asset: the landscape itself.

"Artificial snowmaking and hotel water use compete with agriculture, industry, and households," he said. "Hotels, wellness centres, and ski infrastructure consume space and scar the scenery, the true capital of tourism,  too often forgotten."

Influencers rethink role

As tensions rise, a growing number of locals are pushing back. Overcrowding has led to erosion of trails and increased littering, and some residents have begun staging protests.

In the Gardena Valley, a farmer installed a 5-euro turnstile on a trail to protest tourists trampling his land. A similar backlash erupted in the Funes Valley, where a photogenic church became a social media sensation.

"A taxi driver told me he had just dropped off a tourist who wanted a selfie at that small church -- an 80-kilometre round trip from Bolzano," said Simonetta Nardin, editor-in-chief of Salto, an online magazine based in the city.

"Places that were once part of long hiking tours have become drive-up destinations, visited just to snap a photo."

The criticism is prompting reflection even among local influencers.

"I don't believe it's a [?]hundred influencers causing overtourism -- most of the pressure comes from tourism agencies," content creator Arianna Nutte said in a podcast. "But we are complicit."

She added that some mountain guides  have begun asking hikers to sign non-disclosure agreements: visitors may take photos, but they must not reveal where they were taken.

Another outdoor content creator, Matteo Perani, says he has stopped sharing exact locations to avoid drawing crowds to fragile areas.

Environmental groups, meanwhile, are calling for tougher rules: restrictions on new ski lifts, traffic limits on Alpine passes, and caps on hotel construction.

Cortina's mayor has proposed restricted traffic zones with cameras to monitor and manage visitor flows. At Lake Sorapis, authorities are considering creating a small  parking lot with a fixed number of spaces - once it fills, access would be denied, encouraging visitors to explore less crowded locations.

"We must manage overtourism by ensuring parking and services so that influx does not lead to the collapse of the area," he said.

"When posting on social media people must understand that certain areas cannot absorb hordes of visitors."
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                                WASHINGTON - US President Donald Trump told Reuters that  Ukraine -- not Russia -- is holding up a potential peace deal, rhetoric that stands in marked contrast to that of European allies, who have consistently argued Moscow has little interest in ending its war in Ukraine.
In an exclusive interview in the Oval Office on Wednesday, Trump said Russian President Vladimir Putin is ready to wrap up his nearly four-year-old invasion of Ukraine. Zelensky, the US president said, was more reticent.

"I think he's ready to make a deal," Trump said of the Russian president. "I think Ukraine is less ready to make a deal."

Asked why US-led negotiations had not yet resolved Europe's largest land conflict since World War Two, Trump responded: "Zelensky".

Trump's comments suggested renewed frustration with the Ukrainian leader. The two have long had a volatile relationship, though their interactions seem to have improved over Trump's first year back in [?]office.

At times, Trump has been more willing to accept Putin's assurances at face value than the leaders of some US allies, frustrating Kyiv, European capitals and US lawmakers, including some Republicans.

In December, Reuters reported that US intelligence reports continued to warn that Putin had not abandoned his aims of capturing all of Ukraine and reclaiming parts of Europe that belonged to the former Soviet empire. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard disputed that report at the time.

'Hard time getting there'

After several fits and starts, US-led negotiations have been centered in recent weeks on security guarantees for a post-war Ukraine to ensure that Russia does not invade it again after a potential peace deal.

In broad terms, US negotiators have pushed Ukraine to abandon its eastern Donbas region as  part of any accord with Russia.

Ukrainian officials have been deeply involved in recent talks, which have been led on the US side by special envoy Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner, Trump's son-in-law. Some European officials have cast doubt on the likelihood of Putin agreeing to some terms recently hashed out by Kyiv, Washington and European leaders.

Trump told Reuters he was not aware of a potential upcoming trip to Moscow by Witkoff and Kushner, which Bloomberg reported earlier [?]on Wednesday.

Asked if he would meet Zelensky at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland  next week, Trump said he would but implied no plans were set.

"I would -- if he's there," Trump said. "I'm going to be there."

Asked why he believed Zelensky was holding back on negotiations, Trump did not elaborate, saying only: "I just think he's, you know, having a hard time getting  there."

Zelensky has publicly ruled out any territorial concessions to Moscow, saying Kyiv has no right under the country's constitution to give up any land.
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                                The random selection draw phase for 2026 World Cup tickets has concluded, with more than half a billion requests submitted, Fifa announced on Wednesday.
During the  phase, which began on Dec 11, people could apply for tickets using their credit card. Every person who applied will be put into a pool from which every applicant has an equal chance of being drawn to earn the chance to purchase tickets.

Those who are unsuccessful will have the opportunity to secure their seats during the subsequent sales phases as additional tickets are made available.

Applicants will be notified of the outcome of the first draw via email no earlier [?]than Feb 5, according to Fifa's news release.

The countries with the most applicants were the host nations -- the United States, Mexico and Canada -- with Germany, England, Brazil, Spain, Portugal, Argentina and Colombia among the nations outside North America with the most hopefuls.

"Half a billion ticket requests in just over a month is more than demand -- it's a global statement," Fifa president Gianni Infantino said in the statement.

"On behalf of Fifa, I would like to thank and  congratulate football fans everywhere for this extraordinary response."

The 48-team World Cup is taking place across 16 host cities in the United States, Mexico and Canada from June 11 to July 19.

The match that received the most applications was Colombia vs Portugal, a Group [?]K contest scheduled for June 27 in Miami.

 Behind that match in popularity was Mexico vs South Korea in Guadalajara (Group A on June 18); the final in East Rutherford, New Jersey, on July 19; the opening match between Mexico and South Africa in Mexico City (Group A on June 11); and a round-of-32 match in Toronto (July 2).
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                                An Iranian protester who the United States feared faced imminent execution will not be sentenced to death, the judiciary said on Thursday, while President Donald Trump said he would "watch it and see" about threatened military action.
Trump had repeatedly talked in recent days about coming to the aid of the Iranian people over the crackdown on protests that rights groups say has left nearly 3,500 people dead.

The demonstrations were sparked by economic grievances but evolved rapidly into a nationwide push to unseat the Islamic republic in place since 1979.

The protests, in which thousands of people have taken to the streets in all corners of Iran against a government with zero tolerance for dissent, have constituted the greatest challenge the ruling theocratic system has faced.

Up until Wednesday, the United States was threatening military action against the authorities should they carry out the death penalty against people arrested over the protests.

In an announcement at the White House, Trump said he had now received assurances from "very important sources on the other side" that executions would not go ahead.

All eyes were on protester Erfan Soltani, 26, in prison in Karaj outside Tehran since his arrest, who is facing charges of propaganda against Iran's Islamic system and acting against national security.

On Thursday, the Iranian judiciary said Soltani has "not been sentenced to death" and if he is convicted, "the punishment, according to the law, will be imprisonment, as the death penalty does not exist for such charges".

The developments came hours ahead of a UN Security Council meeting on Iran later on Thursday, which was requested by the US.

"They've said the killing has stopped and the executions won't take place -- there were supposed to be a lot of executions today and that the executions won't take place -- and we're going to find out," Trump said.

The comments sent oil prices plunging on Thursday, as concerns eased of a looming supply shock in energy markets. Iran makes up around three percent of global oil production.

Asked by an AFP reporter in the Oval Office if US military action was now off the table, Trump replied: "We're going to watch it and see what the process is."

'No hanging today or tomorrow'

Iran's judiciary chief on Wednesday vowed fast-track trials for those arrested, and prosecutors have said some detainees will face capital charges of "waging war against God".

State media reported hundreds of arrests and the detention of a foreign national for espionage, without giving details.

In an interview with US network Fox News, Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi said there would be "no hanging today or tomorrow", while accusing US ally Israel of orchestrating violence in Iran, without providing evidence.

Araghchi contends the protests devolved into widespread violence between Jan 7 and 10 because they were infiltrated by external "elements who had a plan to create a big number of killings in order to provoke President Trump to enter into this conflict and start a new war against Iran".

The authorities imposed an unprecedented internet blackout on Jan 8, as protests exploded in size and intensity, severely hampering the demonstrators' ability to communicate with each other and the outside world.

Rights monitors say authorities are using the blackout to carry out their harshest repression in years.

Iran's Minister of Justice Amin Hossein Rahimi echoed Araghchi's allegation, telling state news agencies that after January 7, "those weren't protests any longer" and anyone who was arrested on the streets then "was definitely a criminal".

'Full control'

Araghchi said the Iranian government was "in full control" and reported an atmosphere of "calm" after what he called three days of "terrorist operation".

Iran also struck a defiant tone about responding to any US attack, as Washington appeared to draw down staff at a base in Qatar that Tehran targeted in a strike last year.

Iran targeted the Al Udeid base in June in retaliation for US strikes on its nuclear facilities.

Ali Shamkhani, a senior adviser to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, warned Trump the strike showed "Iran's will and capability to respond to any attack".

Fears of possible US military action continued to rile the region.

The British government said its embassy in Tehran had been "temporarily closed", while the US embassy in Saudi Arabia urged staff to exercise caution and avoid military installations, and India's government urged its citizens to leave the country.

Germany's Lufthansa on Wednesday said its flights would avoid Iranian and Iraqi airspace "until further notice" after the US threats against Iran.

'Unprecedented brutality'

G7 nations said on Wednesday they were "deeply alarmed at the high level of reported deaths and injuries" and warned of further sanctions if the crackdown continued.

The monitor NetBlocks said Iran's internet blackout had lasted over 156 hours.

Despite the shutdown, new videos, with locations verified by AFP, showed bodies lined up in the Kahrizak morgue south of Tehran, wrapped in black bags as distraught relatives searched for loved ones.

The US-based Institute for the Study of War said authorities were using "an unprecedented level of brutality to suppress protests", noting reports of protest activity had sharply declined.

Iran Human Rights, based in Norway, said security forces had killed at least 3,428 protesters and arrested more than 10,000.


	Related: AI-generated protest videos gain traction in Iran
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                  Nationwide emergency alert test set for Jan 20                

                Authorities urge mobile phone users not to panic when they hear alert tone at 2pm Tuesday
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                                A nationwide test of the mobile phone emergency alert system will be conducted on Jan 20 at 2pm, with messages sent to millions of users across all 76 provinces and Bangkok, the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation said on Thursday.
The exercise on Tuesday will be the first nationwide test and will simulate a national-level emergency alert intended for large-scale disasters affecting many areas, said Theerapat Katchamat, the director-general of the department.

Mobile phones will emit an alert tone and display an automatic message for about eight seconds, even if the device is on silent mode, locked or set to vibrate. The message will clearly state that it is a test and not a real emergency, in both Thai and English:


	"thds`baecchngetuue`nphay aimaichsthaankaarncchring cchaakkrmp`ngkanaelabrrethaasaathaarnphay (pph.) oprd`yaatuuentrahnk

	This is a test message from the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation (DDPM), not a real situation. No action required."



Only smartphones running iOS version 18 or Android version 11 or higher will support the cell broadcast alerts.

The department said it was giving advance notice in order to prevent confusion and to familiarise the public with the system ahead of its use in real emergencies.

"The department urges the public not to panic," Mr Theerapat said.

"The message will contain no links to click (to prevent potential scams), will be sent only under the sender name 'DDPM', and will disappear automatically without requiring any action from recipients."

The cell broadcast emergency alert system has been developed jointly by the DDPM, the National Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission and mobile network operators.

The system underwent three trial phases in 2025 -- at building, district and provincial levels -- and has since been used in real situations such as the flooding in the North and South, security incidents related to the Thai-Cambodian border conflict, and health risk warnings from PM2.5 air pollution.
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									Diving ever deeper

									Omega's fourth-generation Seamaster Planet Ocean celebrates 20 years of marine exploration
								

									Omega marks the 20th anniversary of the Seamaster Planet Ocean with the unveiling of an all-new fourth generation -- not merely an update, but a decisive rethinking of one of its most important modern dive watch lines.
									Introduced through a global rollout that began in Miami and continued in Chongqing, China, the new Planet Ocean arrives as a sharper, slimmer and more lifestyle-oriented evolution, while remaining firmly rooted in Omega's deep-sea heritage.
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Chongqing was a deliberate choice. A city of vertiginous topography and cinematic intensity, it feels perpetually futuristic -- a metropolis where monorails slice through apartment towers and layered highways coil around mountainsides.

In recent years, viral videos have turned Chongqing into a global curiosity, but its importance long predates social media. As China's wartime capital during World War II, the inland city played a crucial political and strategic role, its rugged geography offering protection during one of the country's most turbulent periods.

Today, glass-and-steel skyscrapers rise from the same steep terrain once dotted with bamboo stilt houses, forming a dense urban collage that glows after dark.

For Omega, particularly in the context of Asia, Chongqing represents progress, resilience and scale -- values that align naturally with the Planet Ocean story. Continuing the worldwide launch of the redesigned collection, the brand hosted a dedicated celebration at the Yifang Art Museum, a venue defined by modern geometric forms softened by water features.

[image: ]


The setting echoed the new Planet Ocean itself: architectural, purposeful and inseparable from its marine roots. Thai actor and brand ambassador Kanawut "Gulf" Traipipattanapong was among the guests in attendance.

As the event unfolded, late-afternoon sunlight reflected across the museum's pools, casting a warm orange glow -- a colour inseparable from the Planet Ocean identity. As evening fell, layered lighting transformed the space into an immersive, sea-inspired environment, subtly referencing Omega's long association with underwater exploration.

That relationship runs deep. Long before the Planet Ocean existed, dive watches were already central to Omega's identity. In 1932, the brand introduced the Marine, its first commercially available underwater watch, featuring a patented double-case construction sealed with cork.

[image: ]


Tested in Lake Geneva, it exceeded expectations, reaching depths of 73m and later 135m under laboratory conditions. This early technical confidence laid the groundwork for what would become one of Swiss watchmaking's most enduring dive lineages.

The Seamaster name officially entered Omega's catalogue in 1948, coinciding with the brand's 100th anniversary. Early models balanced elegance with utility, marketed for "town, sea and country", yet incorporated critical innovations such as rubber O-ring gaskets to ensure water resistance. By the mid-1950s, the Seamaster had already proven its real-world credibility on deep dives.

A defining moment arrived in 1957 with the Seamaster 300, launched alongside the Speedmaster and Railmaster as part of Omega's legendary Master trilogy. Regarded as the brand's first true professional dive watch, it became a favourite of oceanographic pioneers including Jacques Cousteau.

From there, Omega's dive portfolio expanded to include purpose-built tools such as the Seamaster Ploprof, as well as enduring icons like the Seamaster Diver 300M and the more refined Aqua Terra.

Against this backdrop, the Planet Ocean emerged in 2005 as Omega's most uncompromising modern dive watch. Rated to 600m -- far beyond the needs of most divers -- it was conceived as a technical statement.

[image: Planet Ocean fourth generation in orange. (Photos courtesy of OMEGA (THAILAND) LTD)]
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Available in 42mm and 45.5mm cases, the original Planet Ocean featured aluminium bezels in black-and-silver or orange-and-black, matte black dials with bold Super-LumiNova markers, and a manually operated helium escape valve at 10 o'clock. Inside, the Co-Axial Calibre 2500 underscored Omega's commitment to mechanical innovation.

Reflecting on the line's importance, Omega President and CEO Raynald Aeschlimann framed the Planet Ocean as part of a broader philosophy.

"We are leaders in the industry," he said. "Most universal means also that we have just not one product. We are very diversified."

For Aeschlimann, Planet Ocean has always been about more than specifications -- it is a platform for expressing Omega's technical credibility across different lifestyles.

Over the following two decades, the Planet Ocean evolved through successive generations. The second generation introduced titanium case options and larger movements, while exhibition casebacks revealed Omega's signature Geneva stripes. The third generation advanced further with METAS-certified Master Chronometer calibres capable of resisting magnetic fields up to 15,000 gauss.

Along the way, special editions expanded the line's cultural reach, from the James Bond 600M worn by Daniel Craig in Quantum Of Solace, to Liquidmetal models combining ceramic bezels with proprietary alloy numerals, and the technically ambitious Planet Ocean GMT with its long-elusive ceramic orange bezel.

Yet by its 20th anniversary, Omega recognised that the Planet Ocean needed more than incremental updates.

"Planet Ocean is exactly the same," Aeschlimann explained, "we are bringing our experience, our technology, our innovation, our credibility -- but we just did not do one to one. We brought it into something that is much more lifestyle. It's a wearable watch".

The fourth-generation Planet Ocean, launched in 2025, represents the most comprehensive revision in the collection's history. The new stainless steel case measures 42mm in diameter and has been slimmed down dramatically to just 13.79mm in thickness -- a significant reduction that immediately changes how the watch wears.

A flat sapphire crystal replaces the previously domed profile, while the matte black dial features redesigned numerals that feel bolder and more contemporary.

Three bezel colours define the lineup: blue, black and Omega's signature orange. Each is paired with carefully matched numeral finishes -- white for blue, rhodium-plated for black, and tone-on-tone orange for the most recognisable variant. Legibility remains paramount, with Super-LumiNova X1 applied in two emissions: blue for the hour hand and indices, and green for the minute hand and dive bezel.

Powering the new Planet Ocean is the METAS-certified Co-Axial Master Chronometer Calibre 8912, a movement shared with Omega's most extreme dive instruments, including the Ultra Deep and the Ploprof. Featuring a free-sprung balance with silicon balance spring, twin barrels mounted in series and a 60-hour power reserve, the calibre prioritises robustness, precision and long-term stability.

For Aeschlimann, these upgrades are inseparable from Omega's customer-focused mindset.

"Everything we do, we do it for our customers," he pointed out. "They want to feel on the wrist the experience of a lifestyle, of something they can wear on a daily basis."

That philosophy is evident in the watch's most controversial change: the removal of the helium escape valve.

Once a defining Planet Ocean feature, the valve has been omitted in favour of a cleaner, more symmetrical case profile. The exhibition caseback has also been replaced by a solid titanium back with a waved edge, engraved with Omega's Hippocampus emblem, branding and water-resistance details.

"We keep the DNA, we respect the history," the CEO explained, "but at the same time, we make it into a much more trendy, experience-oriented, wearable one. What is very important is the aesthetic".

The redesigned steel bracelet reinforces this shift. Slimmer, flatter and more integrated into the case, it features a single row of polished links flanked by brushed ones, striking a balance between sportiness and refinement.

In total, the collection is offered in seven configurations: blue, black and orange models paired with either the steel bracelet or a black rubber strap, while the signature orange version may also be matched with an orange rubber strap for a more expressive look.

As the Planet Ocean enters its third decade, Omega positions it as a bridge -- linking the extreme tool-watch world of the Ultra Deep with the everyday versatility of the Seamaster Diver 300M.

"The Planet Ocean embodies Omega's pioneering and innovative spirit," Aeschlimann said. "On its 20th anniversary, we have reimagined this iconic timepiece... With the Planet Ocean, we've always felt there are no boundaries to what we can achieve."
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                  Thaksin 'expected to be paroled in May'                

                Corrections source says ex-PM will qualify once he has served two-thirds of sentence
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                                Former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra is expected to be granted parole in May, when he will have served two-thirds of his one-year prison term, according to a source at the Department of Corrections.
News of the possible parole was widely reported by Thai media on Thursday after Thaksin's family visited him at Klongprem Central Prison.

Pidok Sooksawas, husband of Thaksin's daughter and former prime minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, arrived at the prison on Ngamwongwan Road in Bangkok at 9.50am.

He was accompanied by Thaksin's lawyer Winyat Chatmontree amid a heavy media presence, with supporters from the red-shirt movement gathered outside the prison gates.

According to a source at the department, inmate classification reviews are normally conducted four times a year -- in March, April, August and December -- in accordance with the 2019 ministerial regulation governing inmate privileges and conditions for sentence reduction, parole and release.

Consideration is based on factors such as conduct during incarceration, participation in public service activities, certification of good behaviour, length of sentence and time already served.

In Thaksin's case, he was sentenced by the Supreme Court to one year in prison and taken into custody on Sept 9, 2025. As he did not meet the qualifying period in time for the December review round, his inmate classification has not yet been upgraded from medium to good, according to the source, who asked not to be named.

However, this was not a major concern, as Thaksin met the criteria for general parole, said the source. For inmates serving a one-year sentence, eligibility for parole requires completion of two-thirds of the term, or eight months.

Thaksin is therefore expected to qualify for parole in May this year, said the source.

'Good spirits'

After the visit, Mr Pidok told reporters that his father-in-law was in good spirits and feeling less lonely, as he has been able to follow news reports and watch political debates.

The former prime minister asked him to convey encouragement to all Pheu Thai Party candidates contesting the Feb 8 general election.

Thaksin also expressed deep sorrow about the accident in which a crane collapsed onto a moving train in Nakhon Ratchasima, killing 32 people on Wednesday.

He asked that his condolences be conveyed to the families of those injured and killed and said the accident should never have happened, according to Mr Pidok.

When asked whether Mr Thaksin had offered any views or recommendations on construction standards or transport infrastructure, Mr Pidok said they had not discussed the issue in detail.

Mr Pidok ended the interview and walked away to greet red-shirt supporters who had showed up to give their encouragement to the former prime minister.

Thaksin, 76, has been in Klongprem Central Prison in Bangkok since Sept 9 last year, when the Supreme Court ordered him to actually serve his one-year sentence for abuse of authority and conflict of interest while serving as prime minister prior to 2006.

The court did not recognise Thaksin's prolonged stay at Police General Hospital in 2023-24 as qualifying for prison time.

Thaksin returned to Thailand on Aug 22, 2023, after more than 15 years of self-exile abroad.

The billionaire patriarch of the Pheu Thai Party was immediately sentenced to eight years in prison -- later reduced to one year by royal clemency.

He was taken to Bangkok Remand Prison but was moved to Police General Hospital the same night, only 13 hours after he entered the prison.
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                  No more bodies found at Korat train crash site                

                Search called off for 3 missing persons, forensic teams focusing on remains collected at scene
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                                NAKHON RATCHASIMA - Authorities have ended the search for three missing persons after failing to locate their bodies at the site where a crane collapsed onto a moving train on Wednesday, killing 32 people.
Forensic teams are now working to identify remains collected from the scene, officials said on Thursday morning.

All 32 bodies recovered have been transferred to Maharat Nakhon Ratchasima Hospital for identification procedures, which began at 9am on Thursday.

Pol Maj Gen Narongsak Promtha, chief of Nakhon Ratchasima provincial police, on Thursday morning inspected recovery and clearance operations along the rail line between the Nong Nam Khun and Sikhiu stations before briefing the media.

He said the provincial governor ordered the search to be called off at about 9pm on Wednesday after a thorough sweep found no additional bodies of the three missing passengers. Only body fragments were recovered and they have been sent for forensic identification, said Pol Maj Gen Narongsak.

Police are now verifying the identities of the three passengers by cross-checking the the passenger list and will follow up with families to confirm whether they boarded the train or were injured.

Contractors questioned

So far, no charges have been filed against anyone. Investigators were gathering evidence and have summoned representatives from two contracting firms involved for questioning, said Pol Maj Gen Narongsak.

The immediate priority is clearing the site and completing on-site operations. The crane operator is still being questioned and has provided useful information, but charges cannot be laid until experts determine responsibility, he said.

Some passengers' belongings have already been returned, while others are being retained for further checks. Those who believe they have lost property can contact the Sikhiu police station. All photographic and physical evidence from the train has been collected by forensic officers.

The incident occurred at 9.05am as the Bangkok-Ubon Ratchathani express train was passing through Ban Thanon Khot in Sikhiu district, about 230 kilometres northeast of Bangkok. The train was reportedly carrying 195 passengers and crew and travelling at 120km per hour.

The crane fell onto two carriages of the train, according to the State Railway of Thailand (SRT). The impact of the collapse -- involving a crane used to lift concrete girders for an elevated high-speed rail line -- caused the coaches to derail and catch fire, according to local media reports.

On Thursday morning, relatives of those killed began arriving at the forensic department of Maharat Nakhon Ratchasima Hospital. The atmosphere was sombre as they awaited formal identification of their loved ones.

The forensic identification process began at 9am, after which families would be able to take the bodies for funeral rites from noon onwards.

In a related development, His Majesty the King and Her Majesty the Queen have expressed deep concern and sorrow over the deadly accident in Nakhon Ratchasima. Their Majesties have taken all the injured under royal patronage and extended the same honour to those who lost their lives in the incident.

In addition, royal financial assistance has been granted to the families of the deceased to support funeral arrangements, with each family receiving 20,000 baht.
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                  Rama II Road crane collapse kills two                

                Accident in Samut Sakhon comes day after Korat train tragedy that took 32 lives
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                                SAMUT SAKHON - Two people were killed and five injured when parts of a construction crane collapsed onto Rama II Road in Samut Sakhon on Thursday morning, reportedly hitting two vehicles travelling below, police said.
The incident occurred shortly after 9am in the southbound lane at kilometre marker 28-30 before a bridge crossing over the Tha Chin River in Muang district, according to the traffic news outlet FM91 Trafficpro.

Two people were found dead and five injured, according to Pol Lt Pirote Pinthip, traffic inspector at the Muang Samut Sakhon police station, FM91 Trafficpro reported at 10am.

Local news reports said the collapsed parts of the crane, which was being used for the expressway bridge construction, struck two vehicles travelling below.

Police and rescuers were working at the scene to assess the damage. They cordoned off the area and closed some traffic lanes on both the outbound and inbound sides for safety.

As a result, traffic congestion was building up and motorists were advised to avoid the route.

Rama II Road is the main and most direct route connecting Bangkok with the southern region and is known for frequent accidents related to the prolonged construction of an expressway above it.

The accident comes just a day after a construction crane fell onto a moving train in Sikhiu district of Nakhon Ratchasima province, killing at least 32 people and inuring 64 others.


	Accident-prone Thailand: Construction mishaps pile up
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                  US confirms sweeping visa service suspensions                

                Thailand among 75 countries on list as Trump immigration crackdown grows
              

                                  
                    
                      
                      
                                                  
                        

                        [image: Passengers walk through a terminal at John F Kennedy International Airport in New York City. (Reuters File Photo)]
                      
                                              
                          Passengers walk through a terminal at John F Kennedy International Airport in New York City. (Reuters File Photo)                        

                                          

                  

                                WASHINGTON - The administration of US President Donald Trump is suspending processing of immigrant visas for applicants from 75 countries including Thailand, a State Department spokesperson confirmed on Wednesday, as part of Washington's intensifying immigration crackdown.
In Southeast Asia, the regulation will affect applicants for immigration from Cambodia, Laos and Myanmar in addition to Thailand, effective from Jan 21.

The pause  will also impact applicants from Latin American countries including Brazil, Colombia and Uruguay; Balkan countries such as Bosnia and Albania, South Asian countries Pakistan and Bangladesh; and those from many nations in Africa, the Middle East and the Caribbean (full list below).

"The State Department will use its long-standing authority to deem ineligible potential immigrants who would become a public charge on the United States and exploit the generosity of the American people," said Tommy Pigott, principal deputy spokesperson at the State Department.

"Immigrant visa processing from these 75 countries will be paused while the State Department reassesses immigration processing procedures to prevent the entry of foreign nationals who would take welfare and public benefits," he added.

The move, which was first reported by Fox News, does not impact US visitor visas, which have been in the spotlight given the United States is hosting the 2026 World Cup and 2028 Olympics.

The decision follows a November directive to US diplomats asking them to ensure that visa applicants are financially self-sufficient [?]and do not risk becoming dependent on government subsidies during their stay in the US, according to a State Department cable seen by Reuters at the time.

Aggressive enforcement

Trump has pursued a sweeping immigration crackdown since returning to office in January. His administration has aggressively prioritised immigration enforcement, sending federal agents to major US cities and sparking violent confrontations with both migrants and US citizens.

While he campaigned on stopping illegal immigration into the United States, his administration has also made legal immigration more difficult -- for example, by imposing new and expensive fees on the applicants of H-1B visas for highly skilled workers.

"This administration has proven itself to have the most anti-legal immigration agenda in American history," David Bier, director of Immigration Studies at the Cato Institute.

"This action will ban nearly half of all legal immigrants to the United States, turning away about 315,000 legal immigrants over the next year alone," Bier said.

The  State Department has revoked more than 100,000 visas since Trump took office, it said on Monday. The administration has also adopted a stricter policy on granting visas, with tightened social media vetting and expanded screening.

The State Department said that immigrant visa applicants who are nationals of the affected countries could still submit visa applications and attend interviews, but no immigrant visas will be issued to these nationals during the pause.

Trump, a Republican, captured the White House saying a tougher stance on immigration was needed after years of high levels of illegal immigration under his Democratic predecessor, Joe Biden.

In November, Trump had vowed to "permanently pause" migration from all "Third World Countries" following a shooting near the White House by an Afghan national that killed a National Guard member.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt posted on X that the countries affected would include Somalia -- whose people Trump has attacked in heated terms after immigrants were involved in a funding scandal in Minnesota -- as well as Russia and Iran.

Trump has made no secret of his desire to reduce immigration by people who are not of European descent. He has described Somalis as "garbage" who should "go back to where they came from" and instead said he was open to Scandinavians moving to the United States.

Countries affected

The full [?]list of countries that will be affected by the suspension, according to a the US Department of state website, are:

Afghanistan, Albania, Algeria,  Antigua and Barbuda, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bahamas, Bangladesh, Barbados, Belarus, Belize, Bhutan, Bosnia, Brazil, Burma, Cambodia, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Colombia, Congo, Cuba, Dominica, Egypt, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Fiji, Gambia, Georgia, Ghana, Grenada, Guatemala, Guinea, Haiti, Iran, Iraq, Ivory Coast, Jamaica, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kosovo, Kuwait, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Lebanon, Liberia, Libya, Macedonia, Moldova, Mongolia, Montenegro, Morocco, Nepal, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Republic of the Congo,  Russia, Rwanda, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Thailand, Togo, Tunisia, Uganda, Uruguay, Uzbekistan and Yemen.
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                                Global trade in 2026 is expected to grow more complex, driven by geopolitical tensions, protectionist policies, stricter environmental rules and shifting supply chains. Yet opportunities in neighbouring countries and South Asia persist in a divided world, according to the International Institute for Trade and Development (ITD).
Suphakit Chareonkul, executive director of ITD, said the challenges facing Thai businesses extend far beyond tariffs. New trade rules related to sustainability, such as the EU's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), as well as digitalisation and artificial intelligence, are reshaping global trade.

Despite these challenges, Mr Suphakit pointed to positive factors underpinning Thailand's resilience.

"Thailand has a robust agricultural supply base in an unstable world. Investors see our stability and safety, but we must find ways to integrate ourselves into global supply chains," he said.

Mr Suphakit expects Thailand's economy in 2026 will expand at a slower pace than its Asean peers, citing political instability, inconsistent government policies and challenges in building investor confidence.

He said small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which contribute about 35% of Thailand's GDP, remain particularly vulnerable.

Limited access to ad-vanced technology, higher production costs and a lack of deep analytical data for long-term planning have left many SMEs exposed to global disruptions.

The opportunities for Thai SMEs are immense, but Mr Suphakit said they face constraints from new trade regulations such as CBAM.

[image: Suphakit: Trade rules shift sector]
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"We aim to equip SMEs with tools to strengthen their business plans and leverage their back-end systems for export opportunities," he said.

Mr Suphakit said SMEs often focus only on short-term problems, but they must learn to track supply chains, understand new trade rules and adapt to every regulation.

ITD plans to provide insights as an intelligence hub, create impact through forums, and foster integration by linking with other countries.

NETWORK EXPANSION

Wimon Punkong, deputy executive director of academic at ITD, said there are opportunities and potential markets in neighbouring countries and South Asia amid a divided world.

The institute is focusing on international cooperation with the Global South, where trade measures are expanding rapidly.

"China has been significantly growing, evidenced by the influx of new products into Thailand. The opportunities across Asean and South Asia are many," said Mr Wimon.

For 2026, ITD plans to expand its flagship Southeast Asia Trade and Development Forum, inviting international analysts and policymakers to share insights, especially on green financing and digitalisation.

"We want SMEs to access green funds and embrace borderless trade through digitalisation," he said, adding ITD is exploring partnerships with Southeast Asian countries.

"We want to partner with Indonesia to understand its halal food strategy, collaborate with Malaysia to learn about its policies promoting digital hubs, and partner with Vietnam to study how both the government and private sector can support startups."

Mr Wimon said Asean should be seen as a partner in a challenging world, not a competitor.

ITD aims to build networks of researchers, government and private sector actors to produce policy papers for sustainable trade development, which will be presented to the new government, he said.
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                                Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has instructed the Southern Border Provinces Administrative Centre (SBPAC) to urgently provide relief and compensation following coordinated bomb and arson attacks on 11 PTT petrol stations in the deep South.
Mr Anutin on Wednesday received a briefing from SBPAC secretary-general Piyasiri Watthanawarangkura on the situation.

The attacks took place on Sunday, when assailants planted bombs and set fires at petrol stations in Narathiwat, Pattani and Yala, with five of the 11 stations located in Narathiwat.

The prime minister ordered state agencies to explore urgent measures to support those affected, including arranging temporary trading areas for displaced businesses.

He said assistance must go beyond financial compensation and be delivered quickly, fairly and with a clear timeline. He said he would personally monitor developments on a daily basis.

Mr Anutin also ordered enhanced intelligence operations in the affected areas, emphasising officials must place local residents at the centre of their work. Any obstacles to providing assistance must be reported immediately, he said, adding the government is ready to give full support.

Meanwhile, Mr Piyasiri and SBPAC relief teams, together with district and provincial officials, visited the owner of the Tanyong Mat PTT petrol station in Rangae district, Narathiwat, and an injured police officer at Naradhiwas Rajanagarindra Hospital.

He conveyed the prime minister's concern to the victims and said the SBPAC had been instructed to expedite relief and rehabilitation measures so affected entrepreneurs can resume business operations as soon as possible.

Other SBPAC officials also visited petrol station owners in Chanae, Cho Airong, Waeng and Sungai Kolok districts, as well as two injured civilians receiving treatment at Waeng Hospital.

Police investigators said evidence found at the scenes, including improvised explosive devices concealed in fire extinguishers, gas cylinders and metal boxes, as well as the synchronised nature of the attacks, points to the Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) insurgent group. Forensic examinations are continuing.

Preliminary assessments show minor injuries to two police officers and seven civilians. In addition to the 11 petrol stations, nearby convenience stores, restaurants, offices, vehicles and other property were damaged.
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                                Kasikornbank (KBank) expects loan repayments to hit a record high in 2025, with loan growth in 2026 projected to increase marginally in line with Thai economic conditions.
According to Chongrak Rattanapian, co-president of KBank, the level of loan repayments last year is expected to set a peak, driven mainly by large corporate customers. This trend aligns with an investment slowdown amid weaker economic growth in Thailand, he said.

Although the bank recorded positive new loan growth last year, loan repayments significantly exceeded new lending. As a result, KBank expects total outstanding loans to remain flat in 2025, indicating customers are prioritising risk management and strengthening balance sheets, said Mr Chongrak.

"Businesses with strong collateral but limited growth opportunities in this economic environment are choosing to repay loans rather than reinvest. This suggests a self-correcting or deleveraging phase," he said.

KBank, the country's third-largest lender by total assets, is scheduled to announce its 2025 results next week, then outline its financial targets for 2026. For 2025, the bank targeted flat loan growth after total outstanding loans contracted by 2.74% in the first nine months of 2025 compared with the end of 2024.

Given the slow pace of economic growth and easing monetary policy, Mr Chongrak expects total loan growth across the Thai banking sector to be flat to marginal in 2026.

Similarly, KBank anticipates flat to marginal loan growth this year, driven mainly by wholesale and mortgage lending under a selective growth strategy.

For business loans, the bank will focus on resilient and high-value sectors, including medical and tourism, automotive, and agro-processing.

"Under our selective loan growth strategy, the bank remains committed to supporting small and medium-sized enterprises [SMEs] with strong business potential, particularly those that are part of supply chains for high-growth corporate clients. KBank is also ready to support the authorities' new SME loan scheme," he said.

The Bank of Thailand, in collaboration with the Finance Ministry and the Thai Bankers' Association, recently launched the SMEs Credit Boost programme to improve access to funding through credit guarantee mechanisms.

The scheme targets potential industries such as tourism, medical and wellness services, agriculture and agro-processing, automobiles and auto parts, intelligent electronics, retail, and logistics, with credit lines of up to 100 million baht for SMEs and 150 million baht for corporate clients.

Kasikorn Research Center expects total outstanding loans in the banking sector to contract by 0.7% in 2026, marking a third consecutive year of decline.

The contraction is expected to be driven mainly by SME and retail loans, which are projected to fall by 4% and 1%, respectively, while corporate lending is expected to grow by 2%.
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                                Bangkok Bank (BBL) has called on the new government to emphasise investment support to accommodate an anticipated increase in foreign trade and investment flows across Southeast Asia over five years.
Speaking on Wednesday after the bank's seminar titled "New Asean: A Paradigm Shift", BBL president Chartsiri Sophonpanich said the bank would like to see the new government pay greater attention to private investment and foreign direct investment (FDI) in preparation for rising international trade and investment flows into the region over the next five years.

Amid intensifying geopolitical tensions, international trade and investment are increasingly seeking both security and business opportunities. Southeast Asia has emerged as a key destination for these flows, supported by its strong growth potential and large population base.

Thailand remains one of the region's key FDI destinations, with a surge in applications submitted to the Board of Investment (BoI) for promotions over the past few years. This momentum is expected to continue in the coming years, noted the bank.

"With greater opportunities expected, the new government should prioritise attracting FDI and supporting domestic investment," said Mr Chartsiri. "If investment can be effectively encouraged, Thailand's economic structure could transform in 3-5 years, helping to raise incomes, ease household debt and drive economic growth."

During the first nine months of 2025, BoI applications surged by 94% year-on-year to 1.37 trillion baht, driven by substantial investments in digital technology, electronics and electric vehicle sectors. FDI accounted for 80% of the total, led by investors from Singapore, China and Japan.

He said trade wars triggered a realignment of trade flows, with Chinese products increasingly shifting away from the US market towards Southeast Asia, while Thailand's trade with the US expanded rapidly, rising by around 30% last year.

Beyond its large market and labour force, as well as a combined GDP of US$4.25 trillion, Southeast Asia benefits from a strategic location with strong connectivity to global shipping routes and supply chains, positioning the region as a base for logistics, manufacturing and export-oriented industries.

This positive outlook creates greater opportunities for Thai businesses to expand into regional markets, said Mr Chartsiri.

BBL said it is ready to support Thai companies of all sizes to capitalise on these opportunities, while assisting traditional Thai industries in transitioning towards modern industries aligned with global transformation trends.

He said the leading Thai bank for international banking is prepared to provide financial support to international businesses expanding across the region and investing in Thailand, particularly in the BoI's five strategic sectors: bio-, circular and green; electronics and vehicle systems; semiconductors and advanced electronics; digital and artificial intelligence; and international business centres.
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                                Democrat Party leader and prime ministerial candidate Abhisit Vejjajiva took his campaign to Lumpini Park on Wednesday, pledging stronger legal frameworks and incentives to address Bangkok's worsening air pollution.
Mr Abhisit led party members on a walk at Lumpini Park despite a warning from the Department of Disaster Prevention and Mitigation advising the public to avoid outdoor activities, as PM2.5 levels in Bangkok reached hazardous levels on Wednesday.

He was joined by fellow prime ministerial candidate Karndee Leopairote, deputy party leader Sakoltee Phattiyakul, and Bangkok MP candidates for Constituency 1, Peerawut Pimsomrudee, and Jedsada Lertthanasarn for Constituency 2.

During the event, Mr Abhisit outlined his vision to improve residents' quality of life, with a particular focus on tackling PM2.5 pollution through reforms to the legal framework. He said three laws are needed to ensure improve people's quality of life, namely the Clean Air Act to protect people's right to clean air, a circular economy law to reduce waste and pollution at the source, and a climate change law to prepare the country for long-term environmental risks.

He added the party would introduce incentives to cut emissions from the transport sector by proposing an affordable, integrated public transport network linking electric trains and buses, with fares capped at 5-30 baht to encourage wider use.

Mr Abhisit said agricultural supply chains must be reformed to end open burning, promising to support farmers with funding and technology to manage crop waste, while discouraging the consumption products which contribute to pollution. He also said Thailand should raise the issue of transboundary haze on the Asean platform, pushing clean air as an urgent regional agenda and working with neighbouring countries to reduce pollution hotspots.

The Democrats will hold a fundraising event on Friday, he said, adding that all funds raised from the public will be managed in a transparent manner. The party will also unveil a 90-day plan to launch a new growth engine for the Thai economy tomorrow.

Mr Abhisit also promised to raise rubber prices to 80 baht per kilogramme through value-added processing, while ensuring fair pricing for palm oil. He also said the Land Bridge megaproject is not viable given the country's economic condition.
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                                Most Thai businesses are deeply worried about corruption, with a new survey revealing 97% of companies believe graft has become a critical threat to the country's economy and requires urgent solutions, according to the Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry and Banking (JSCCIB).
The nationwide poll surveyed 1,771 companies and 3,043 individuals, revealing widespread concern across both the private sector and the public.

Among the public, 77% of respondents said corruption among political parties and politicians is one of the country's most pressing issues, said Sauwanee Thairungroj, adviser to the University Council of the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce.

The results come weeks before Thais head to the polls for a general election on Feb 8, where corruption has emerged as a central theme in campaign debates.

"Corruption undermines the country's development and long-term competitiveness," said Poj Aramwattananont, chairman of the Thai Chamber of Commerce and head of the JSCCIB.

The survey also found 71% of businesses believe corruption is tied to transnational crime, posing risks to national security.

Respondents expressed frustration with three types of politicians: "grey ministers", referring to those who rise to power despite questionable backgrounds; those who fail to keep promises; and politicians entangled in conflicts of interest.

In response, 66% of companies want the business sector to take the lead in tackling corruption, with 42% urging the JSCCIB and non-governmental organisations to spearhead reforms.

The committee said it will compile recommendations from both businesses and civic groups into policy proposals for the next government.

The initiative is part of the "Zero Corruption: JSCCIB and Allies Will Not Tolerate It" campaign, aimed at restoring investor confidence and building a transparent, competitive economy.

Kriengkrai Thiennukul, chairman of the Federation of Thai Industries and a JSCCIB member, warned that corruption has become a "structural cost" weighing down businesses already struggling with sluggish growth.

"Thailand's economy in 2026 is expected to expand by only 1.5-1.6%, the lowest in Southeast Asia," he said.

"Weak competitiveness could hit the export sector, a vital engine of the economy."
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                                TikTok, the global short-form video platform, has launched its 2026 Thailand Election Center to protect platform integrity, elevate authoritative information and combat harmful misinformation.
The centre is collaborating with the Election Commission (EC), Collaborative Fact Checking (Cofact) Thailand and Thai PBS to provide the community with reliable, verified information so they can make informed decisions in the general election slated for Feb 8.

Chanida Klyphun, director of public policy for Southeast Asia at TikTok, said its Election Center can be accessed through in-app search prompts, providing users with links to authoritative sources.

The centre houses centralised information on voting procedures, polling locations and candidate lists sourced directly from the EC, which are all available using search functions.

The platform's safety measures are built to stay ahead of evolving threats by deploying industry-leading technology to detect artificial intelligence (AI)-generated content, providing users with reporting tools to flag misleading information, she said.

"We want to ensure TikTok remains a secure space for electoral discourse," Ms Chanida said.

TikTok learned from operations during previous elections abroad, including in Singapore, improving its operation mechanism via a transparency report.

To safeguard the platform, the company employs a proactive approach for content integrity, removing harmful misinformation regarding civic processes and labelling unverified claims.

According to TikTok's latest Community Guidelines Enforcement Report in 2025, the platform achieved a 99.5% proactive removal rate for barred content in Thailand, meaning the vast majority was removed before it was reported to TikTok.

The platform also maintains a strict ban on political advertising and prohibits accounts belonging to politicians, governments or political parties from accessing monetisation features.

"Elections are pivotal moments for community dialogue. We remain focused on keeping our community safe while protecting the integrity of the platform," Ms Chanida said.

The Election Center connects millions of voters to official data from the EC, including voting procedures, candidate lists, and other essential details, ensuring users can easily access thoroughly vetted facts, she said.

"We collaborate with 20 global fact-checking organisations and local leaders such as Cofact and Thai PBS Verify to validate claims and disrupt coordinated influence operations," said Ms Chanida.

Sawaeng Boonmee, secretary-general of the EC, said the collaboration with TikTok ensures voters have access to accurate and timely information, reaffirming the commission's commitment to empowering Thais to participate in the electoral process with confidence.

Supinya Klangnarong, co-founder of Cofact, said the project aims to help Thais navigate the digital landscape safely, offering verified information.
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                                Business executives warn of renewed turbulence if the US Supreme Court eventually rules against President Donald Trump in a high-profile case challenging the legality of his global import tariffs, saying uncertainties would mar economic sentiment.
Markets predict a high likelihood of Trump losing the case, but caution that such a judgement would not necessarily reduce uncertainty.

Instead, Trump is widely expected to turn to contingency plans, potentially announcing new tariffs and encouraging affected exporters to pursue legal action themselves -- a move that could extend market disruption.

The comments came as the Supreme Court on Wednesday did not deliver a verdict in the critical case. Some analysts believe a decision on such a major case is more likely in May or June.

Kobsak Pootrakool, chairman of the Federation of Thai Capital Market Organizations, said there is a real possibility Trump could lose the case, but he is unlikely to let the issue rest.

"If the ruling goes against him, he is expected to announce alternative measures, effectively telling affected parties to seek compensation through lawsuits," Mr Kobsak said.

"This would create continued volatility across the global economic and investment system."

The US government has already prepared new legislation that would allow it to impose tariffs on many countries. For example, countries purchasing oil from Russia could face tariffs ranging from 0% to as high as 500%.

Similar laws could also be applied to Iran, and such measures would not be subject to court challenges as they are enacted through legislation.

Under this scenario, the heightened global trade war driven by US tariffs is expected to continue this year, with clear negative implications for Thai exports, he said.

Kitipong Urapeepatanapong, chairman of the Stock Exchange of Thailand, echoed similar concerns, noting a Trump legal defeat is unlikely to mark the end of trade-related risks.

"There is a high chance Trump could lose the case, but he will not simply accept the outcome. He may roll out a new round of tariffs, potentially raising rates to 25%," said Mr Kitipong.

"Exporters who suffer losses would be told to pursue legal action. Even the act of imposing new tariffs could become a trade barrier, meaning those affected would again have to seek relief through the courts. As a result, global uncertainty is likely to persist."

Poonyawat Sreesing, senior economist at Siam Commercial Bank's Economic Intelligence Center, warned of prolonged uncertainty as long as the Supreme Court is deliberating.

"The market remains in wait-and-see mode because a ruling could be made before or after June, as some market participants forecast," he told the Bangkok Post, adding the US has prepared other tools if the court rules against Trump.

For example, if Trump loses the case, existing legislation allows the president to enact tariffs of up to 15% for up to 150 days.

The US could invoke Section 232 of the 1962 Trade Expansion Act to address imports of products that threaten national security, while specific sectoral tariffs is another option, said Mr Poonyawat.

The ongoing uncertainties surrounding Trump's tariffs add to headwinds for the Thai economy, which include escalating global geopolitical risks, the Thailand-Cambodia border conflict, and a slowing tourism recovery.

Domestic political uncertainties remain a concern, though Thailand has a national election planned for next month, he said.

There are even warnings of a credit rating downgrade because of low economic growth and high public debt, Mr Poonyawat said.
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                                The Vayupak Fund 1 delivered a return of 6.09% last year, outperforming the Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) index, which fell by 10%.
According to Krungthai Asset Management (KTAM), which manages the state-controlled Vayupak Fund, fewer negative factors are expected this year than last year.

Chavinda Hanratanakool, chief executive of KTAM, said last year many factors undermined investor confidence, including US President Donald Trump's tariff policy, selling pressure from matured long-term equity funds, geopolitical risks, and the direction of US interest rates.

This year KTAM expects the impact of Federal Reserve interest rate movements on the stock market to be less significant, although geopolitical issues remain unpredictable, she said.

The asset manager predicts fewer negative factors this year, including less impact from domestic politics as a clearer policy direction from a new government is anticipated in the second half of 2026.

Established by the Finance Ministry in 2024, the Vayupak Fund 1 has total assets of 490 billion baht. Of this amount, 150 billion baht comes from Type A investors, comprising retail and institutional investors, while more than 330 billion is from Type B investment, which represents the ministry's portion.

KTAM has been managing the fund for 15 months, with the minimum return for Type A units set at 3%.

Mrs Chavinda said the fund outperformed the SET index because its investment policy focuses on stocks deemed strategic to the country, such as environmental, social and governance-related companies, as well as investments in high-quality debt instruments.

"As a result, stocks in the Vayupak Fund 1 are less volatile than the SET index, which means the fund's portfolio suffers less downside impact," she said.

Stock selection for the fund emphasises corporate governance, and stocks facing governance issues are removed from the portfolio immediately, said Mrs Chavinda.

Finance permanent secretary Lavaron Sangsnit said the fund's performance exceeded expectations due to professional management.

Despite unfavourable market conditions last year, Vayupak Fund 1 outperformed all benchmarks set by its board, he said.

In addition to paying dividends of up to 6.09%, the units issued at a par value of 10 baht also generated capital gains, with the current market price at 10.70 baht per unit.
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                                The new government is being advised to step up efforts to pursue economic reforms, with a primary focus on the tourism, agriculture and industrial sectors, or risk economic growth of only 1-2% a year, economists say.
Supavud Saicheua, chairman of the National Economic and Social Development Council, said investment in transport infrastructure is essential to upgrading the tourism industry. For example, connecting major tourist destinations by rail would improve convenience for travellers and enhance cost efficiency.

Such infrastructure development would help transform Thailand's economic structure, rather than relying on short-term stimulus measures. Improved connectivity would not only support tourism but also raise productivity and unlock new business opportunities nationwide, he said.

Agriculture is another key sector in need of reform, requiring a transition from traditional practices to a modern industry. This shift involves moving from low-value carbohydrate products to higher-value protein and food products that better match global demand. With the global population ageing, carbohydrate consumption is expected to decline, while demand for protein is likely to rise, said Mr Supavud.

However, these reforms are absent from the policy platforms of political parties, Mr Supavud said. Most policies are designed to please voters in the short term rather than drive meaningful change, he noted.

"National change cannot happen unless people are willing to change as well. Continuing to do the same things will not produce new outcomes," he said. "Clinging to outdated policies will not prepare Thailand for future challenges."

Regarding the impact of repeated cash handout schemes rolled out in multiple phases, Mr Supavud said such measures have been used for years and have contributed to the country's budget deficit, which stands at around 3% of GDP.

Thailand's public debt has continued to rise, while credit rating agencies have warned of a potential sovereign downgrade.

"If there is no economic reform, Thailand's GDP growth is expected to remain persistently low at just 1-2% a year. If reforms are implemented, growth could return to its potential of around 4-5%, allowing the economy to move forward in a more balanced and stable manner," he said.

Meanwhile, Kobsak Pootrakul, senior executive vice-president and chief economist at Bangkok Bank (BBL), said Thailand's slower economic growth is partly attributable to a weakening industrial sector.

The deterioration of several established industries, such as automotive, electronics, agriculture, and petrochemicals, has dampened the country's productivity and competitiveness, he said. These industries, which have driven economic growth for more than 30 years, are becoming outdated, leading to factory closures and production cuts.

Thailand needs to develop new industries as growth engines over the next four to five years to lift GDP growth back to 4-5%. To achieve this, the government should allocate a significantly larger budget to the Board of Investment (BoI).

"I want to reiterate that the government should increase both the budget and human resources at the BoI by three to four times to prepare for stronger growth over the next five years," Mr Kobsak said.

He said BBL, the country's largest lender by total assets and a leading regional bank, is ready to support local industrial transformation and the development of new S-curve sectors aligned with the BoI's five strategic industries: bio-, circular and green; the electric vehicle (EV) supply chain; semiconductors and advanced electronics; digital and artificial intelligence; and international business centres.

Mr Kobsak noted that new investment would lead to an increase in factories across various sectors. For example, automotive production has fallen from 2 million vehicles to 1.5 million. With greater investment in EVs, output could rise to 3.5 million units, potentially turning Thailand into a new manufacturing hub.

Thailand is poised to become the largest producer of printed circuit boards in Southeast Asia and is advancing into semiconductor manufacturing as part of its economic transition.

"Amid the country's economic transition and ongoing headwinds, Thai GDP growth is likely to remain in a range of 1.5-2% a year during 2026-2028. After that, growth could return to 4-5% if economic reform and industrial transformation are successfully implemented," he said.

Mr Kobsak said economic stimulus measures that support growth and improve public welfare, such as co-payment schemes and domestic tourism incentives, are acceptable.

However, he does not support populist cash handouts that provide limited benefits for the economy.
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                                Thailand's insurance industry is stepping up efforts to rapidly adopt artificial intelligence (AI) as the technology reshapes business operations, while introducing a more competitive landscape and new fraud-related risks to the sector.
Somporn Suebthawilkul, president of the Thai General Insurance Association (TGIA), said AI has already become deeply embedded in insurance operations, with tangible benefits demonstrated over the past year.

Insurers have leveraged AI to enhance the customer experience through data collection, premium calculation, claims tracking and operational efficiency.

"AI has proven its ability to improve service quality and productivity across the insurance value chain," he told a seminar on AI hosted by TGIA. "It is no longer an experimental technology, but a core operational tool."

However, AI also lowers entry barriers, allowing non-insurers and digital-native competitors to enter the market, said Mr Somporn.

As technology evolves rapidly, he said competition is intensifying, not only from established rivals but also from "invisible competitors" operating outside the traditional insurance system.

"The industry must prepare for a much more complex competitive landscape driven by technological changes," Mr Somporn said.

AI is also being exploited by fraudsters, as criminals increasingly use AI-powered tools to deceive customers, create sophisticated scams and manipulate claims processes. As a result, both insurers and consumers face heightened risks.

He said businesses need to fully understand both the benefits and risks of AI adoption, while the public must exercise greater caution.

Strengthening industry-wide knowledge and risk management frameworks is crucial, said Mr Somporn.

Meanwhile, global law firm Baker McKenzie believes AI will play a decisive role in enterprise strategy starting this year, as the technology transitions from isolated use cases to organisation-wide deployment.

According to Jarae Sithiwong, a partner at Baker McKenzie, AI technology is expected to transform how businesses operate, make decisions, and interact with customers, shifting AI from a support function to an autonomous digital workforce.

In the insurance sector, AI adoption is accelerating across multiple areas. Behaviour-based dynamic pricing allows insurers to analyse customer behaviour and usage patterns to offer more personalised premiums.

Generative AI is being used to automate policy drafting and compliance checks, reducing complexity and human error.

AI-driven fraud, waste and abuse detection systems help identify suspicious claims in real time.

AI is also being applied to climate risk modelling and catastrophe prediction, supporting underwriting and reinsurance decisions amid rising climate volatility, Mr Jarae said.

Voice and sentiment analytics enhance the customer experience by evaluating interactions across call centres and digital platforms, while AI governance and model risk management frameworks are being implemented to ensure transparency and regulatory compliance.

As AI's rapid evolution will continue to reshape insurance, healthcare, fashion and other sectors, success will depend on balancing innovation with governance, safeguarding customers, and ensuring that AI-driven growth does not come at the cost of trust, said Mr Somporn.

"AI will become an active participant in strategic execution rather than a supporting tool, so Thai insurers that adapt early and responsibly are expected to gain a long-term competitive advantage in the digital economy starting this year," he said.
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                                Compared with the previous election, when some parties promised to distribute hundreds of billions of baht in cash and others pledged infrastructure projects worth trillions, the level of populism in campaign pledges during this election appears to have declined, which academics see as a positive development.
DIMINISHING POPULISM

Nonarit Bisonyabut, a research fellow at the Thailand Development Research Institute, said populist vows by political parties in this election appear to have diminished.

However, the detailed policy documents that political parties must submit to the Election Commission (EC) explaining how much each policy would cost have not been seen.

"Unlike the last election, when some parties proposed handing out hundreds of billions of baht in cash and others proposed trillion-baht infrastructure projects, such policies are absent this time. Even the elderly allowance, which was previously advertised at 3,000 baht per person per month, has now been reduced to 1,000 or 1,500 baht, which is considered more moderate," he said. "The reduction in populism is a positive sign."

Mr Nonarit said the decline in populist policies among political parties may be due to EC requirements that parties must explain the sources of funding for each policy, as well as fiscal constraints stemming from more limited government finances.

"At a minimum, the absence of aggressive populist policies opens some room for parties to compete on who can better address the country's structural problems, such as debt resolution, public health reform and workforce development," he said.

NEW TRENDS

A Finance Ministry source who requested anonymity said party policies in this election reflect three common trends.

The first trend is gamification of the economy, drawing on behavioural economics, with many parties beginning to use "game-based mechanisms" as economic incentives.

Examples include Pheu Thai's retirement lottery policy, which encourages savings through the National Savings Fund with prize draws as incentives; the People's Party's SME receipt lottery, which links consumers with small and medium-sized enterprises through lottery mechanisms; and the Democrat Party's provincial savings lottery, which promotes savings through prize draws.

The People's Party's SME receipt lottery scheme aims to increase customers for SMEs by creating incentives for the public to purchase SME products, with government lottery tickets to be offered for a chance to win prizes.

This approach leverages "desire", or preferences in economic terms, to address problems related to savings and tax system participation.

The second trend is targeted productivity, with parties shifting away from unconditional cash handouts and towards policies focused on training and artificial intelligence (AI). The emphasis on AI by Bhumjaithai and Pheu Thai reflects growing political awareness of the middle-income trap, a long-time structural challenge facing Thailand.

The third trend concerns elevating debt restructuring to a national agenda item, with all parties focusing on resolving non-performing loans and household debt. Policymakers recognise that without addressing household debt, consumption cannot expand as people remain trapped in debt.

PRIORITY SUGGESTIONS

Mr Nonarit advised the new government to "unlock" Thailand's economy by addressing the problem of high household debt, reaching a conclusion on trade agreements with the US, addressing the issue of strong inflows of foreign direct investment (FDI) that do not translate into tangible benefits for the economy and restoring confidence in the tourism sector.

He said household debt remains high at around 86% of GDP. Such a high level of debt weakens the effectiveness of government stimulus measures, as they yield limited or no results due to low consumer spending power.

Most household income must be used to service debt. Therefore, a long-term strategy is needed to address this issue, but debt forgiveness should not be adopted, as it would create moral hazard.

According to Mr Nonarit, trade agreement issues between Thailand and the US, which are suppressing the nation's economic potential, require urgent resolution.

He said the trade war is unlikely to end easily even if the US Supreme Court were to rule that President Donald Trump lacks authority to impose tariffs under the Reciprocal Tariffs policy.

Trump is believed to continue to use other laws to target various countries. Therefore, Thailand must mitigate the impact of the trade war and turn it into an opportunity to enhance the country's competitiveness.

Against the backdrop of FDI strategic planning, he questioned how the new government will ensure that the large volume of FDI promoted through the Board of Investment in recent years translates into tangible benefits for employment and the domestic economy.

Some investments, such as data centres, require substantial capital outlays, yet Thailand mainly benefits from land rentals and electricity charges.

These projects generate limited employment and offer minimal spillover benefits to large, medium and small domestic industries. This stands in contrast to earlier waves of FDI, which had a broader impact by creating jobs and integrating local businesses into global supply chains.

The new government is also being urged to accelerate reviving tourism and capitalise on Thailand's lack of geopolitical conflicts with any country to attract more tourists, especially from China.

"We must restore confidence and take advantage of the fact that Thailand has no geopolitical conflicts with any country. We must bring tourists back by assuring them that Thailand is safe," Mr Nonarit said.

Regarding Thailand's economic outlook for 2026, he said he expects growth of only 1.5-1.7%, as several economic engines are still not operating at full capacity. Domestic investment has not translated into higher household incomes because labour has not sufficiently benefited from FDI-related employment.

Tourism is recovering slowly, with foreign arrivals of 36 million projected for this year, slightly higher than last year. Meanwhile, persistently high household debt continues to constrain consumer spending.

The general election scheduled for February could affect the preparation of the 2027 budget, potentially causing delays. As a result, investment expenditure under the fiscal 2027 budget may not be disbursed from October to December, which could weigh on economic activity this year.

CAMPAIGN PLEDGES

People's Party

Proposals include replacing household electrical appliances with Made-in-Thailand products, with government subsidies of 5,000 baht per person; measures to strengthen Thai SMEs by raising the value-added tax (VAT) registration threshold from annual revenue of 1.8 million baht to 3.6 million, and applying a flat VAT rate of 2.1% instead of the standard 7%; and a co-payment scheme in which the government provides 1,000 baht per person for 12 million people.

Bhumjaithai Party

Policies include electricity prices capped at 3 baht per unit for the first 200 units of consumption; pushing forward the second phase of the co-payment scheme; promoting savings and investment through the Thailand Individual Savings Account with higher tax deductions for salaried employees; a three-year suspension of both principal and interest for debts not exceeding 1 million baht; and the Land Bridge project linking the Gulf of Thailand and the Andaman Sea.

Pheu Thai Party

Policies include a flat 20-baht fare for all electric train lines; allowing debts below 200,000 baht to be settled by repaying 10% of the outstanding amount; debt write-offs for individuals 60 and older with debts below 100,000 baht held by state financial institutions; reducing electricity prices to 3.70 baht per unit; and a three-year suspension on both principal and interest for farmers' debts not exceeding 500,000 baht per borrower.

Democrat Party

Policies include capping electric train and bus fares at 30 baht per trip; income guarantees for farmers at 1,000 baht per rai for key crops such as rice, rubber, cassava, palm oil and maize; reducing electricity prices to 3.50 baht per unit; cutting personal income tax and doubling tax deductions; investing in a high-speed rail line linking Nakhon Ratchasima-Nong Khai-Kunming; elderly allowances starting at 1,000 baht per month; and increasing disability allowances to 1,600 baht per month from the current 800 baht.
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                                Global trade in 2026 is expected to grow more complex, driven by geopolitical tensions, protectionist policies, stricter environmental rules and shifting supply chains. Yet opportunities in neighbouring countries and South Asia persist in a divided world, according to the International Institute for Trade and Development (ITD).
Suphakit Chareonkul, executive director of ITD, said the challenges facing Thai businesses extend far beyond tariffs. New trade rules related to sustainability, such as the EU's Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), as well as digitalisation and artificial intelligence, are reshaping global trade.

Despite these challenges, Mr Suphakit pointed to positive factors underpinning Thailand's resilience.

"Thailand has a robust agricultural supply base in an unstable world. Investors see our stability and safety, but we must find ways to integrate ourselves into global supply chains," he said.

Mr Suphakit expects Thailand's economy in 2026 will expand at a slower pace than its Asean peers, citing political instability, inconsistent government policies and challenges in building investor confidence.

He said small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which contribute about 35% of Thailand's GDP, remain particularly vulnerable.

Limited access to ad-vanced technology, higher production costs and a lack of deep analytical data for long-term planning have left many SMEs exposed to global disruptions.

The opportunities for Thai SMEs are immense, but Mr Suphakit said they face constraints from new trade regulations such as CBAM.

[image: Suphakit: Trade rules shift sector]
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"We aim to equip SMEs with tools to strengthen their business plans and leverage their back-end systems for export opportunities," he said.

Mr Suphakit said SMEs often focus only on short-term problems, but they must learn to track supply chains, understand new trade rules and adapt to every regulation.

ITD plans to provide insights as an intelligence hub, create impact through forums, and foster integration by linking with other countries.

NETWORK EXPANSION

Wimon Punkong, deputy executive director of academic at ITD, said there are opportunities and potential markets in neighbouring countries and South Asia amid a divided world.

The institute is focusing on international cooperation with the Global South, where trade measures are expanding rapidly.

"China has been significantly growing, evidenced by the influx of new products into Thailand. The opportunities across Asean and South Asia are many," said Mr Wimon.

For 2026, ITD plans to expand its flagship Southeast Asia Trade and Development Forum, inviting international analysts and policymakers to share insights, especially on green financing and digitalisation.

"We want SMEs to access green funds and embrace borderless trade through digitalisation," he said, adding ITD is exploring partnerships with Southeast Asian countries.

"We want to partner with Indonesia to understand its halal food strategy, collaborate with Malaysia to learn about its policies promoting digital hubs, and partner with Vietnam to study how both the government and private sector can support startups."

Mr Wimon said Asean should be seen as a partner in a challenging world, not a competitor.

ITD aims to build networks of researchers, government and private sector actors to produce policy papers for sustainable trade development, which will be presented to the new government, he said.
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                                Kasikornbank (KBank) expects loan repayments to hit a record high in 2025, with loan growth in 2026 projected to increase marginally in line with Thai economic conditions.
According to Chongrak Rattanapian, co-president of KBank, the level of loan repayments last year is expected to set a peak, driven mainly by large corporate customers. This trend aligns with an investment slowdown amid weaker economic growth in Thailand, he said.

Although the bank recorded positive new loan growth last year, loan repayments significantly exceeded new lending. As a result, KBank expects total outstanding loans to remain flat in 2025, indicating customers are prioritising risk management and strengthening balance sheets, said Mr Chongrak.

"Businesses with strong collateral but limited growth opportunities in this economic environment are choosing to repay loans rather than reinvest. This suggests a self-correcting or deleveraging phase," he said.

KBank, the country's third-largest lender by total assets, is scheduled to announce its 2025 results next week, then outline its financial targets for 2026. For 2025, the bank targeted flat loan growth after total outstanding loans contracted by 2.74% in the first nine months of 2025 compared with the end of 2024.

Given the slow pace of economic growth and easing monetary policy, Mr Chongrak expects total loan growth across the Thai banking sector to be flat to marginal in 2026.

Similarly, KBank anticipates flat to marginal loan growth this year, driven mainly by wholesale and mortgage lending under a selective growth strategy.

For business loans, the bank will focus on resilient and high-value sectors, including medical and tourism, automotive, and agro-processing.

"Under our selective loan growth strategy, the bank remains committed to supporting small and medium-sized enterprises [SMEs] with strong business potential, particularly those that are part of supply chains for high-growth corporate clients. KBank is also ready to support the authorities' new SME loan scheme," he said.

The Bank of Thailand, in collaboration with the Finance Ministry and the Thai Bankers' Association, recently launched the SMEs Credit Boost programme to improve access to funding through credit guarantee mechanisms.

The scheme targets potential industries such as tourism, medical and wellness services, agriculture and agro-processing, automobiles and auto parts, intelligent electronics, retail, and logistics, with credit lines of up to 100 million baht for SMEs and 150 million baht for corporate clients.

Kasikorn Research Center expects total outstanding loans in the banking sector to contract by 0.7% in 2026, marking a third consecutive year of decline.

The contraction is expected to be driven mainly by SME and retail loans, which are projected to fall by 4% and 1%, respectively, while corporate lending is expected to grow by 2%.
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                                Bangkok Bank (BBL) has called on the new government to emphasise investment support to accommodate an anticipated increase in foreign trade and investment flows across Southeast Asia over five years.
Speaking on Wednesday after the bank's seminar titled "New Asean: A Paradigm Shift", BBL president Chartsiri Sophonpanich said the bank would like to see the new government pay greater attention to private investment and foreign direct investment (FDI) in preparation for rising international trade and investment flows into the region over the next five years.

Amid intensifying geopolitical tensions, international trade and investment are increasingly seeking both security and business opportunities. Southeast Asia has emerged as a key destination for these flows, supported by its strong growth potential and large population base.

Thailand remains one of the region's key FDI destinations, with a surge in applications submitted to the Board of Investment (BoI) for promotions over the past few years. This momentum is expected to continue in the coming years, noted the bank.

"With greater opportunities expected, the new government should prioritise attracting FDI and supporting domestic investment," said Mr Chartsiri. "If investment can be effectively encouraged, Thailand's economic structure could transform in 3-5 years, helping to raise incomes, ease household debt and drive economic growth."

During the first nine months of 2025, BoI applications surged by 94% year-on-year to 1.37 trillion baht, driven by substantial investments in digital technology, electronics and electric vehicle sectors. FDI accounted for 80% of the total, led by investors from Singapore, China and Japan.

He said trade wars triggered a realignment of trade flows, with Chinese products increasingly shifting away from the US market towards Southeast Asia, while Thailand's trade with the US expanded rapidly, rising by around 30% last year.

Beyond its large market and labour force, as well as a combined GDP of US$4.25 trillion, Southeast Asia benefits from a strategic location with strong connectivity to global shipping routes and supply chains, positioning the region as a base for logistics, manufacturing and export-oriented industries.

This positive outlook creates greater opportunities for Thai businesses to expand into regional markets, said Mr Chartsiri.

BBL said it is ready to support Thai companies of all sizes to capitalise on these opportunities, while assisting traditional Thai industries in transitioning towards modern industries aligned with global transformation trends.

He said the leading Thai bank for international banking is prepared to provide financial support to international businesses expanding across the region and investing in Thailand, particularly in the BoI's five strategic sectors: bio-, circular and green; electronics and vehicle systems; semiconductors and advanced electronics; digital and artificial intelligence; and international business centres.
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        People's Party's diplomatic 'elegance' rings hollow
        On Jan 11, the People's Party held a high-profile event to showcase its "People's Government", offering a glimpse of its proposed executive leadership. Among the key speakers was Pisan Manawapat, a former diplomat and senator, designated as the party's future foreign minister.

      

      
        Time to restart peace talks in the far South
        The series of coordinated bomb attacks at 11 PTT petrol stations in Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat in the early hours of Sunday is a warning sign that southern unrest is enduring and can flare up at any moment.

      

      
        Three main parties and two directions
        Although Thailand's election campaign is reaching fever pitch ahead of voting day on Feb 8, the dynamics and contours of its final outcome can be gleaned from past polls over the last 25 years. Only once in January 2001, as was indicated in this space last week, were voter results fully honoured and carried out. Other elections were either upended by military coups or manipulated by judicial...

      

      
        When infrastructure meets AI
        Infrastructure investment is booming. Around the world, governments are pouring trillions of dollars into roads, power grids, data centres, water systems, and housing, with many responding to intensifying climate shocks and the growing need for adaptation. Yet the construction industry -- the single largest force physically reshaping the planet -- is among the last major sectors to unlock all...

      

      
        Safety failures cost lives
        First and foremost, this newspaper extends its condolences to the families of the victims of two deadly crane collapses -- one on Wednesday at a railway construction site in Nakhon Ratchasima province, and another yesterday on a section of Rama II Highway in Samut Sakhon. We join the public in praying for those injured and receiving treatment in hospital, hoping for their full recovery.

      

      
        Poll perils persist
        As the election campaign intensifies ahead of the Feb 8 poll, a number of education outlets as well as media channels are churning out opinion survey results suggesting the popularity ratings of individual candidates.

      

      
        Dark horse, deep state in upcoming polls
        The national election may be 20 days away, yet political analysts are already reading the tea leaves. Surprisingly, their predictions point in the same direction -- the next coalition could be a surprising mix of the Bhumjaithai Party (BJT), Pheu Thai and -- hold your breath -- the Democrat Party.

      

      
        What now for the global order?
        The Trump administration's capture of Venezuelan President Nicol&aacute;s Maduro marks a watershed for international law and the global order. Of course, this isn't the first time that the US has intervened in another country's internal affairs. Such moves were not uncommon during the Cold War. Even as that era was nearing its end, in December 1989, the US toppled Panama's de facto ruler,...

      

      
        Cut to the core
        Re: "Academics sound alarm ahead of poll", (BP, Jan 14).

      

      
        National history in Children's Day mottos
        In Thailand, Children's Day falls on the second Saturday of January, a tradition that began in 1955 to raise public awareness of the importance of children. Each Children's Day, the prime minister provides a motto that apparently reflects national situations during that period.
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																On Jan 11, the People's Party held a high-profile event to showcase its "People's Government", offering a glimpse of its proposed executive leadership. Among the key speakers was Pisan Manawapat, a former diplomat and senator, designated as the party's future foreign minister.
Mr Pisan articulated a vision to restore "elegance" to Thai diplomacy, aiming for a return to a period when Thailand was a respected leader in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (Asean) and a sought-after partner for global superpowers.

He proposed a "pro-Thailand" strategy that avoided alignment with any specific superpower, focusing instead on national interests through a framework of human rights, universal values, and a century of diplomatic tradition. He argued that Thai diplomats must be deeply attuned to the needs and hardships of the people, utilising refined diplomatic finesse to navigate modern international complexities.

The foundation of this policy lies in prioritising neighbouring countries to solidify Thailand's role as the creative heart of Asean. Mr Pisan palpably expressed his desire to see Thailand reclaim the leadership role it held as a founding member and a driver of the Asean Free Trade Area and the Asean Regional Forum. Mr Pisan said he intends to use diplomacy to lead security initiatives, moving beyond traditional military threats to address modern challenges such as cybercrime and transnational criminal networks. By fostering greater unity and credibility within Asean, he said he believes the region could better handle geopolitical volatility, while simultaneously using economic, educational, and public health cooperation to cultivate long-term popularity among neighbours.

Economic growth under a People's Party government focused on integrating Thailand into high-tech East Asian supply chains. Mr Pisan envisioned strategic collaborations, such as inviting Japanese companies to use Thailand as testing grounds for automated vehicles and hydrogen energy, while securing a pivotal role in South Korea's electronics manufacturing network.

Simultaneously, Mr Pisan proposed leveraging niche cultural exports, specifically by expanding the "Y-Series" market in the United States, to modernise Thailand's global economic footprint and broaden its international appeal. To realise these goals, Mr Pisan emphasised the necessity of institutional expertise, citing his own 15-year tenure as a senior foreign service executive and ambassador to four countries as the essential tool for managing the foreign affairs of a future administration.

However, I view Mr Pisan's speech as merely the tip of the iceberg of a deep-seated identity crisis within the People's Party. First, the choice of the word "elegance" to describe the return of Thai diplomacy is the language of the bureaucratic elite; it focuses on mere image and diplomatic ritual rather than confronting structural realities. In the context of Thai diplomacy, "elegance" is often used to mask a failure to stand by universal principles. In reality, elegant diplomacy cannot exist as long as the foundation of the Thai state remains riddled with human rights violations and the use of extra-constitutional power -- mechanisms that Mr Pisan himself was part of when attempting to project this "illusory elegance" for the 2014 coup regime.

Regarding the "values-based diplomacy and human rights" that Mr Pisan raised, I see a paradox. The credibility of a diplomat on the international stage is not built on beautiful speeches but on a consistent track record. For a former diplomat who once wrote letters to global media denying the existence of political prisoners in Thailand, speaking about value-based diplomacy and human rights is an insult to the intelligence of both civil society and the international community.

After all, "value-based diplomacy" is not simply declaring that we are "pro-Thailand". In my opinion, the history of Thai diplomacy, "pro-Thailand", has often meant kowtowing to regional authoritarians for short-term gain -- such as remaining silent on the crisis in Myanmar or forcibly repatriating political refugees. These actions destroy any sense of elegance.

As for reclaiming a leadership role in Asean and tackling transnational crime, Mr Pisan's proposals remain stuck in a conservative technocratic approach that emphasises economic mechanisms and diplomatic rapport. This approach has failed for the past decade because the problems of cybercrime in Asean are inextricably linked to dictatorial networks and dark influences closely tied to military elites in neighbouring countries. Solving these issues requires a courageous political will to challenge the regional authoritarian structure, not the same old "hundred years of diplomatic finesse" that prioritises compromise to the point of surrender.

Finally, Mr Pisan's emphasis on his "professionalism" reinforces the image that the People's Party is transforming from a mass party into a technocratic one that tries to act "safe" and "acceptable" to the establishment. Raising issues like the Y-Series market in America or tech cooperation with Japan on a national policy stage seems like a superficial attempt to project a modern diplomacy image. Yet, it ignores the critical issues at the heart of progressive diplomacy, such as reforming the Foreign Ministry to be truly accountable to the people, or even showing the courage to address Article 112.

The eloquent speech is not a declaration of a new era of diplomacy; it merely reflects an attempt to whitewash a former high-ranking official into a saviour hero. For those still waiting for genuine structural change, it is a profoundly disappointing direction.

Pavin Chachavalpongpun is a professor at Kyoto University's Center for Southeast Asian Studies.
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																The series of coordinated bomb attacks at 11 PTT petrol stations in Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat in the early hours of Sunday is a warning sign that southern unrest is enduring and can flare up at any moment.
The attacks are clearly symbolic, pressuring the state to pay much more attention to the deep South. The southern violence has been overshadowed by the Thai-Cambodian border dispute, which dominated headlines over the past two to three months.

Attacking gas stations disrupts the economy and undermines public confidence in the country. What is even more apparent is that the situation is creating fear among locals. They feel insecure about their everyday safety. In the past, people would gather to socialise and drink tea along roadside tea shops from evening until late at night. But now, as soon as the sun sets, many head straight home.

Those who were behind the attacks must be condemned unequivocally because they targeted civilian areas -- a blatant violation of international humanitarian laws. Shortly after the incident, security measures were heightened across the three southernmost provinces. CCTV footage was used in the investigation to track down the perpetrators.

Worse, information from local rights defenders tells us that the attacks have also heightened fears among teachers, students and families, as several of them occurred near schools. Advocates warned that children should not grow up in environments shaped by violence and emphasised the need for policies that protect youth from both recruitment and exposure to conflict.

Security authorities in the region have been instructed to provide safety measures for teachers, students and parents. More patrols have been conducted, and surveillance systems have been placed to detect suspicious activity near schools.

These types of measures, often implemented after an incident, merely address the problem at its surface. In every violent attack in the deep South, there are special measures introduced to protect people -- the enforcement of laws and investigations to find the perpetrators. Yet, most of the time, no one is actually caught.

Because of this, a major question arises: What can truly address the violence in the southern region and finally restore peace to the people living there, no matter how many years it may take?

This year marks the 22nd anniversary of the series of attacks that took place on Jan 4, 2004, when 413 firearms were stolen by unknown perpetrators from the 4th Development Battalion of the Pileng Military Camp in Narathiwat. Four soldiers were killed during the 20-minute-long heist. While the Pileng incident was happening, a series of arson attacks were carried out at 20 schools elsewhere across Narathiwat.

More cycles of violence in the region followed, with many believing such incidents were coordinated. This unrest in the southern border provinces has lasted for over 20 years.

Deep South Watch, a think-tank monitoring the conflict in the region, reported that 23,536 violent incidents took place from Jan 4, 2004, to Dec 31, 2025, with 7,790 deaths and 14,794 injuries. These figures have the potential to rise if the situation remains unsettled.

In the case of the recent attacks at the 11 gas stations, I urge authorities to bring perpetrators to justice, but caution against the use of excessive legal powers that could harm innocent civilians. They must have strong evidence to substantiate charges against suspected attackers, and they must also ensure a deeper examination of the root causes behind the attacks to prevent future ones.

Most importantly, do not forget that peace in the deep South cannot be achieved through military means alone; sustained and inclusive dialogue on peace is essential to break the cycle of violence and mistrust. I believe that opening space for dialogue and peace negotiations with all stakeholders is essential to building trust and reducing the violence in the long term.

Ideological differences can only be addressed through dialogue. The use of violence will only undermine legitimacy. Long-term peace needs consistent political commitment, protection of civilians, economic development, promotion of equality, respect for different identities and addressing underlying grievances.

I still have high hope that the new government after the Feb 8 general election will appoint a new head of the peace talks committee, with a wide range of knowledge and experience in the field of building peace, promoting identity and respecting diversity to pursue negotiations with the BRN rebel group, which security sources say is behind the petrol station attacks.
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																Although Thailand's election campaign is reaching fever pitch ahead of voting day on Feb 8, the dynamics and contours of its final outcome can be gleaned from past polls over the last 25 years. Only once in January 2001, as was indicated in this space last week, were voter results fully honoured and carried out. Other elections were either upended by military coups or manipulated by judicial interventions.
While the same trend appears in train this time, it is instructive to examine each of the three main contesting parties in view of the broader development in Thailand's political party system.

The main reason Thai political parties have been weak is that they have been systematically kept off balance and on the back foot. Any party that gained critical strength and popularity has invariably been diluted or decimated by unelected political forces. Along the way, a conventional narrative has been constructed and popularised to paint political parties and elected politicians as electoral scumbags bent on corruption and graft. In a shady game of money politics, politicians buy votes from gullible and ignorant upcountry folks to secure cabinet posts and recoup their investments with heaps of returns from graft. The anti-politician narrative in money politics, in turn, regularly lays the groundwork for duly justifiable military seizures of power and, more recently, judicial decisions to determine political directions.

But Thailand's political party system has evolved beyond the narrative of dirty politicians and money politics. Unlike previous parties, the advent of the Future Forward Party in 2018 was an anomaly. It was the first party not driven by patronage and money politics, but by reform ideas and policies, rather than by personalities and old-style provincial bosses. When it garnered 81 first-time parliamentary seats out of 500 with 6.2 million popular votes in the March 2019 election, alarm bells rang in the traditional corridors of power. Future Forward stood for reform of traditional institutions and the modernisation of Thai politics, economy, and society in the 21st century. Less than a year later, it was dissolved, and its leaders were banned for ten years.

Its youth base, the 20-30somethings who saw their future being squandered over years of coups and protests, demonstrated but was eventually suppressed and persecuted. But its successor, Move Forward Party, resurged and won the May 2023 poll with 151 of 500 MPs and 9.6 million votes. It, too, was dissolved in August 2024.

This is a party that does not fit the narrative about corrupt Thai politicians because its elected representatives never had a chance to take office. Power and authority in government are the fountains of graft potential. Yet the largest-winning party, full of young and fresh faces with reform ideas and without an electoral war chest, never had a chance to govern. These politicians, now regrouped under the People's Party, contradict the graft narrative because they have never had power.

In fact, the People's Party is strange and unprecedented. When the Constitutional Court removed Paetongtarn Shinawatra of the Pheu Thai Party from the premiership in August 2025, the People's Party had a chance to join the cabinet but turned it down in favour of a Memorandum of Agreement with the Bhumjaithai Party's Anutin Charnvirakul for constitutional reform and a new election in four months. Mr Anutin effectively reneged on this agreement and called a snap election. But here was a political party that had a chance to take over cabinet portfolios -- although not the premiership because its leader, Pita Limjaroenrat, had been banned for ten years -- opted out and went for fundamental reforms instead.

Coming in second in the May 2023 poll, Pheu Thai, as the third-generation successor to the juggernaut Thai Rak Thai (1998-2007), used to be a reform party itself. But Thai Rak Thai was not really for the kind of far-reaching structural reforms pledged by Future Forward and Move Forward, but more for a redistribution of income and opportunities. Often referred to as "populism", this redistributive platform to bridge the urban-rural divide and cater to the provincial grassroots led to phenomenal policy successes, such as universal healthcare and microcredit schemes.

Pheu Thai today, like its precursors Thai Rak Thai and Palang Prachachon (2007-08), is banking on a similar redistributive campaign, including debt relief and basic income guarantees, with added touches on education, workforce and fiscal reforms. To be sure, Pheu Thai is not about reforms of traditional institutions. This election campaign is the first time in 25 years that former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who is serving a prison sentence, is not conspicuous or synonymous with the party machine he built. Instead, his nephew, with a strong academic and technocratic background, Yodchanan Wongsawat, is the revitalised party's torchbearer.

And then we have Bhumjaithai, which seems to be an old-style party with patronage-driven politicians. Leading the incumbent minority government under Mr Anutin, Bhumjaithai has benefited from defectors from other parties, including the entire Chart Thai Pattana and factions of Pheu Thai, Palang Pracharath, United Thai Nation, and the Democrat parties. These defectors anticipate that Bhumjaithai has the necessary powerful backing to return it to office after the election.

The defectors from other parties are likely to increase Bhumjaithai's seat count from 71 of 500 last time to over 100 on Feb 8. They have already reportedly identified which camps and factions will assume which portfolios. With the constitutional maximum of 36 cabinet members, calculations are being hammered out about how many MPs are needed to take over varying portfolios with different grades based on budget outlays and potential procurement projects. This is a form of patronage and pork-barrelling that could have originated in the 1980s and 90s.

While these three parties are likely to combine for the lion's share of upcoming votes, it is clear that the fork in the road ahead goes in one of two ways: either reform and progress, or the status quo and more of the same stagnation. At the same time, establishment forces and biases are so entrenched and run so deep that the party of reform and progress would have to win a big, convincing margin of victory to have a chance at governing. Such a large enough margin looks like a slim chance, unless Thai voters are fed up enough to see through all the charade and shenanigans that have kept Thailand backwards and falling increasingly behind its peers.
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																Infrastructure investment is booming. Around the world, governments are pouring trillions of dollars into roads, power grids, data centres, water systems, and housing, with many responding to intensifying climate shocks and the growing need for adaptation. Yet the construction industry -- the single largest force physically reshaping the planet -- is among the last major sectors to unlock all the benefits that digital technology offers. As a result, it accounts for about 21% of greenhouse-gas emissions, produces half of global landfill waste, and overspends by US$1.6 trillion a year.
This must change, and AI may offer the solutions that the industry needs. But that will require fully leveraging the potential of institutional collaboration and human networks. While generative AI can write code or summarise documents, building real-world assets like bridges and power grids requires what we might call "cognitive infrastructure": difficult-to-access data, human expertise, domain knowledge, and institutions through which to deploy new tools for planning and delivery. Like electricity without a power grid, AI without this foundation will remain a source of untapped potential.

What would leveraging AI look like in practice? For starters, it would require unlocking and integrating siloed data from thousands of stakeholders, including construction firms, suppliers, government ministries, multilateral agencies, and financiers. It would also involve codifying domain knowledge from past project cycles to understand why delays happen, how risks compound, and where capacity breaks down; and building intelligent digital agents that understand infrastructure-specific workflows (contracting, procurement, permitting, and budgeting). But most importantly, it would demand institutional collaboration. We do not need static roadmaps, but rather dynamic, evolving feedback mechanisms. AIs for infrastructure would learn from every project and apply lessons across organisations.

The opportunity to improve how we build things comes just as the geopolitics of infrastructure is shifting. As President Donald Trump seeks to reverse all his predecessor's clean-energy policies, others are filling the leadership vacuum the United States has created. China, for example, has reoriented its Belt and Road Initiative towards "green, high-quality" development, pairing massive overseas transportation and energy investments with climate-resilience projects at home. It is pursuing large-scale desert reforestation and new renewables projects, even as coal, oil, and gas projects still feature heavily in its overseas portfolio.

Similarly, Saudi Arabia, long synonymous with hydrocarbons, has launched a "green initiative" to funnel tens of billions of dollars into solar and wind projects, green-finance frameworks, and new public-private partnerships. Riyadh aims to generate half its electricity from renewables by 2030. And India has already hit its target of committing 50% of its installed power capacity to non-fossil sources. It has also launched a National Green Hydrogen Mission, targeting annual production of 5 million tonnes by 2030, and has used global platforms such as the G20 and the United Nations Climate Change Conference to champion climate-resilient infrastructure and "green development pacts".

The result is a fragmented map. While the world's largest historical emitter is doubling down on fossil-fuel exports, emerging and middle-income economies are increasingly presenting themselves as voices of climate responsibility (even as they continue to navigate their own contradictions). In this new landscape, the contest is not only over whose capital builds the next generation of ports, grids, and railways, but whose data, standards, and AI systems will guide those investments.

The next infrastructure leader will focus on three priorities. The first is to make the most of available data. Infrastructure know-how tends to be buried in PDFs, contracts, and permit files. Governments, banks, and firms must uncover this history to help all stakeholders avoid past mistakes and navigate new policy settings when governments rewrite the rules (like the US).

The second priority is to build AI tools for this specific purpose. What we need is not a generic chatbot, but models trained on materials science, logistics, and local regulations. An AI that understands why projects fail can make success more likely.

Lastly, we must do a better job of sharing knowledge across borders. Instead of having each institution reinvent the wheel, we need a shared knowledge base so that lessons from a dam in India or a metro in Paris can improve projects everywhere.

Over the next decade, infrastructure will define not just climate adaptation, but global competitiveness. It is the muscle of the real economy. The countries that align their climate commitments, industrial policies, and infrastructure pipelines with credible, data-driven intelligence will set the rules of the game for everyone. Those that weaponise uncertainty, or treat sustainable infrastructure as an afterthought, will find their influence eroding.

AI should not be seen as a centralised oracle or as an abstract mind in the cloud. Its real uses lie in targeted applications to connect real-world projects, institutional workflows, and human networks. That is the kind of intelligence that will build not just better roads and resilient grids, but also more effective and efficient systems and organisations.

In a world with abundant technological capacity but unevenly distributed political will, the test of leadership lies in project execution. Whoever can turn infrastructure from a source of climate risk into a shared, intelligent platform for sustainable prosperity will have something to teach everyone. (c)2026 Project Syndicate

Bertrand Badre, a former World Bank managing director, is Chair of the Project Syndicate Advisory Board, CEO and Founder of Blue like an Orange Sustainable Capital, and the author of 'Can Finance Save the World?'. Saurabh Mishra, ex-director of Stanford University's Institute for Human-Centered Artificial Intelligence and an economist at the World Bank and IMF, is Founder and CEO of Taiy.AI.
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																First and foremost, this newspaper extends its condolences to the families of the victims of two deadly crane collapses -- one on Wednesday at a railway construction site in Nakhon Ratchasima province, and another yesterday on a section of Rama II Highway in Samut Sakhon. We join the public in praying for those injured and receiving treatment in hospital, hoping for their full recovery.
As the nation grieves -- and understandably grows angry -- let us be clear: these incidents were the result of weak law enforcement that has repeatedly failed to improve safety at public construction sites. The victims are casualties of substandard contracting practices.

Both cases also shine a glaring spotlight on bidding procedures used to select contractors for costly public infrastructure projects. The public has been shocked to learn that the contractor in both incidents was Italian-Thai Development Plc (ITD), one of the country's largest construction firms. This is not the first time ITD has been linked to serious accidents, including previous crane-related incidents on Rama II Road.

As if that were not enough, ITD and its partner, China Railway No.10 Engineering Group (CREC No.10), are also facing criminal charges over shoddy construction at another major project -- the State Audit Office building in Bangkok, which collapsed completely last March.

For the high-speed railway project in Nakhon Ratchasima, ITD employed China Railway International Co (CRIC) as the supervising company at railway kilometre 220/9. CRIC and CREC No.10 are both subsidiaries of the same Chinese state-owned parent company, China Railway Group Limited (CREC).

Despite their records, these companies continue to operate at other public construction sites.

In the aftermath of the accidents, media outlets and politicians have lamented the lack of a law to blacklist irresponsible contractors. Caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul criticised state agencies for delaying legislation that would allow a scorecard system to bar repeat offenders. The scorecard proposal was first floated by former transport minister Suriya Juangroongruangkit more than two years ago.

But the real problem is not the absence of laws to penalise negligent contractors.

The Public Procurement and Supplies Administration Act 2017 already provides ample legal authority for the government to downgrade and punish contractors who violate contracts, including safety regulations.

The real question is whether government agencies -- such as the Ministry of Transport -- have properly used these powers.

Yesterday, Comptroller-General Patricia Mongkhonvanit told television news outlets that no state agency involved in the Rama II accident had even submitted a request to the Comptroller-General's Department to blacklist any contractor.

What the country truly lacks is not legislation, but the will -- and the officials -- to enforce it.

Civil society groups and engineering experts have long proposed the creation of a neutral national safety committee to inspect construction sites, instead of leaving oversight solely to state agencies that hire private contractors. That proposal has repeatedly been ignored by successive governments and lawmakers.

One can only hope that the next government will finally place public safety at the top of its agenda.

The solution is clear. What is needed now is leadership that cares enough to make an independent national safety committee a reality.
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																As the election campaign intensifies ahead of the Feb 8 poll, a number of education outlets as well as media channels are churning out opinion survey results suggesting the popularity ratings of individual candidates.
It's apparent that only a few polls, particularly those conducted by some education outlets, conform to professionalism, using statistics and standard data collection processes that show reliable and transparent results. Quick online polls are more dubious. These are mostly carried out by a handful of media channels that allow their respective audiences to click in favour of their political idols. The problem is that people can click without limit and, worse still, certain elements are using malicious bots and/or information operations (IO) to create the impression their parties, or party leaders, are unduly popular, to misguide the public. Consider this a form of opinion poll manipulation.

This explains why the poll results of individual media channels show severe discrepancies, and inconsistencies. For instance, a quick poll by some major media organisations last month showed Yodchanan Wongsawat of Pheu Thai in the clear lead, with 39% of the vote, followed closely by Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut, with 38% while Sirikanya Tansakul, a PM candidate of the People's Party (PP), tied with Jatuporn Buruspat of the New Aspiration Party, while Khunying Sudarat Keyuraphan came in at No. 4. High-profile candidates Anutin Charnvirakul and Abhisit Vejjajiva were left in the cold. Such results contrast with a poll by another big media agency which saw Mr Natthaphong take the clear lead, with 33%, followed by Mr Anutin and Mr Yodchanan at 13% and 12%, respectively. More importantly, there was a severe discrepancy in the same quick poll when it came to the number of seats won. While Mr Natthapong was the top choice, his People's Party came third with a forecast of 85 seats, less than half of those expected to be taken by Bhumjaithai, (BJT) or 177, and much lower than Pheu Thai (144).

But there are even more disconcerting differences between the results of the quick polls and those of the more academic versions. Take, for example, a recent survey by the National Institute for Development Administration (Nida) which showed Mr Natthaphong remained the poll leader as Mr Anutin came second. Meanwhile, there was no third place, as a large number of respondents said they could not decide who to vote for. Mr Abhisit finished fourth and Mr Yodchanan fifth. Unlike the quick polls, there was no discrepancy with regard to the support for the parties, as the PP won, followed by the BJT, Pheu Thai and Democrat, in that order.

That said, media organisations must be committed to impartiality and professionalism. This means they must avoid any acts that can a give advantage or disadvantage to any party. Should the media wish to conduct quick polls like this, they must inform the public that such a survey is conducted without statistical methodology. This is to ensure accountability. In fact, there are laws in place regulating polls that prevent electoral manipulations. But enforcement is weak. Under these laws, poll-makers must refrain from misleading the public in a way that benefits or disadvantages certain candidates and/or political parties.

Yet the Election Commission, while prohibiting the release of poll results seven days prior to election day, rarely pays attention to quick polls conducted by media entities despite their weaknesses.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/3175599/poll-perils-persist



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Dark horse, deep state in upcoming polls								

															

																	
										
											
											
																									
													
																																					
																										
												
												[image: Prime ministerial candidate Abhisit Vejjajiva of the Democrat Party woos voters as he campaigns in Bangkok. The former prime minister is seeing his popularity improve.  (Photo: Democrat Party)]
											
																							
													Prime ministerial candidate Abhisit Vejjajiva of the Democrat Party woos voters as he campaigns in Bangkok. The former prime minister is seeing his popularity improve.  (Photo: Democrat Party)												

																					

									

																The national election may be 20 days away, yet political analysts are already reading the tea leaves. Surprisingly, their predictions point in the same direction -- the next coalition could be a surprising mix of the Bhumjaithai Party (BJT), Pheu Thai and -- hold your breath -- the Democrat Party.
The Democrat Party is predicted to be a "dark horse" in the upcoming Feb 8 national election. Anutin Charnvirakul has a wish to bring the Democrats into the new coalition -- despite this running counter to the BJT's original game plan, which set Capt Thamanat Prompow's Klatham Party as a coalition member.

Mr Anutin prefers the Democrats and former prime minister Abhisit Vejjajiva to help erase the image of a "grey government". The Democrat Party's image -- coupled with its veteran politicians -- would be a plus for a BJT-led government. Yet, this scenario will come true only if the Democrats tie up with Klatham in the election. When push comes to shove, Mr Anutin is expected to announce that the new government will not have any "grey elements", and then the Democrats will be invited to join.

Such predictions run counter to opinion polls. In all surveys, Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut -- leader of the People's Party (PP) -- is the most preferred choice for prime minister. Similarly, these polls also put the PP as the most popular political party.

Yet, the BJT is breathing down the neck of the PP. Suvicha Pouaree, director of the Nida Poll Centre, notes that the BJT's popularity has improved significantly in recent weeks.

Indeed, opinion surveys show its constituency candidates are becoming more popular among voters than those from the PP. Mr Suvicha is even convinced the BJT will win as many as 140-150 seats, the PP 120-130 seats, and Pheu Thai is likely to get 70-80 seats. The Democrats and Klatham are expected to win about 40 seats each.

Stithorn Thananithichot, a political scientist at Chulalongkorn University, predicts that the post-Feb 8 election will see an amalgamation of the BJT and Pheu Thai, which together could fill almost 250 seats in the Lower House.

Like other analysts, Stithorn believes the Democrats will be invited to join the new government -- regardless of the BJT's strong alliance with Klatham and its leader Capt Thamanat Prompow.

It goes without saying that Klatham's popularity has diminished. The party has not featured in any recent opinion polls. Lest we forget, Mr Abhisit's recent announcement that the Democrats will not work with Klatham may even persuade Mr Anutin to pick the Democrats over Capt Thamanat's party.

Mr Stithorn believes all political pundits want to see Mr Abhisit bring the Democrats back to Government House. If that happens, Mr Abhisit -- as a former prime minister -- could even become the next House Speaker, while the party would get two or three ministerial quotas. This would give the Democrats a chance to work in ministries and regain popularity.

Mr Stithorn told me voters do not want to see the Democrats sitting on the opposition bench with the People's Party. In opposition, the Democrats would be overshadowed by the PP, which has more seats, more energetic members and has already proven to be an effective opposition party.

"Yet the Democrats can become an opposition party within the government coalition. The party can serve the public interest by countering any irregularities from Bhumjaithai and Pheu Thai," he said.

Olarn Thinbangtieo, a political science and law lecturer at Burapha University, describes the upcoming national election as just another "ceremonial" event, with the outcome predetermined by what he calls the "deep state" or old power clique. In the deep state's formula, the coalition government would comprise the BJT, Pheu Thai and Klatham. If that is the case, Thai politics will continue to walk in the same circle.

Mr Olarn believes voters are trying to break away from the old power clique by giving more ballots to the PP. "We will see the old power clique help 'blue' the BJT -- the latest national security issue is an example," says Mr Olarn. With the clique's help, the BJT might not win in a landslide, but the party will have enough seats to form a new coalition government.

With the Democrats in the game, Mr Anutin will have a beautiful win-win-win solution. The BJT can return to Government House with a better image. The government can benefit from the expertise of a former prime minister and his experienced team. With Pheu Thai, the government will have more seats to ensure stability.

So what will happen to the PP and Capt Thamanat's Klatham?

If the analysts' tea-leaf reading proves right and all opinion polls are wrong, the PP will again return to the opposition bench, where it has performed so well. Mr Olarn predicts the PP might not have a smooth ride as the party will have to work with Klatham. It is an open secret that both parties have not seen eye to eye -- and that is not good for a parliamentary system that needs a strong opposition bench to keep the government in check. Yet Mr Olarn believes that scenario might be what the old power clique wants, too.
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																The Trump administration's capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro marks a watershed for international law and the global order. Of course, this isn't the first time that the US has intervened in another country's internal affairs. Such moves were not uncommon during the Cold War. Even as that era was nearing its end, in December 1989, the US toppled Panama's de facto ruler, Manuel Noriega, who was also charged with drug trafficking.
But in all these previous cases, there was a critical difference from Mr Maduro's capture. Past US actions, even when cynical and driven by nothing but realpolitik, had a different veneer. During the Cold War, American democracy and institutions, however imperfect, were preferable to Soviet repression. Before Donald Trump, US presidents could plausibly claim to be defending democracy and supporting a "rules-based order", and the US itself still had functioning institutions to check the executive and authorise foreign interventions.

Yes, the veneer was always thin. In several cases -- such as the 1960 toppling of Patrice Lumumba in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the 1953 coup against Iranian Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh, and support for brutal dictatorships across Latin America -- the defence of democracy was little more than a euphemism.

But in these cases, the CIA's unlawful activities were ultimately investigated by the Senate, such as in the famous Church Committee hearings of 1975. Because US institutions and political norms were far more robust than they are today, congressional oversight could not be stopped or defanged. The CIA was reined in, at least for a while.

Mr Maduro's extraction represents something new, partly because US institutions have become weaker and less democratic, but also because the veneer of legitimacy has been stripped off.

To be sure, he was a brutal dictator who repressed the Venezuelan population, wrecked the economy, rigged elections, and jailed and killed political opponents. Human Rights Watch and the United Nations have both documented a significant number of extrajudicial killings sanctioned by Mr Maduro.

Still, it remains to be seen what evidence the Trump administration has to support its claim that Mr Maduro was a drug kingpin. Mr Trump's frequent talk of Venezuelan oil and of the money that US companies supposedly stand to make signals to everyone that this wasn't about helping ordinary Venezuelans or bolstering democracy. It was about nakedly advancing US and American corporate interests.

Of course, fighting communism during the Cold War was about US interests, too, as was the cultivation of client regimes such as in the DRC (under Mobutu Sese Seko) and Chile (under Pinochet's rule). But the equation changes once arguments about improving the lives of a country's people have been fully abandoned and only financial motives remain.

All this is happening, moreover, at a time when the US is suffering its own crisis of democracy. Mr Trump's gutting of institutions makes it even more difficult to imagine that he and his henchmen will ever be held accountable for their lawlessness. Yet when a country is capable of unilaterally deposing foreign leaders at its discretion, the only constraints on it must be self-imposed.

So much for the "rules-based order", then. Implicit in this term was that the rules would be set and largely enforced by the US, which was playing its natural role as the world's hegemon. But the US today is not a hegemon. Its soft power has declined considerably over the last several decades, especially after Mr Trump arrived on the scene, and China has emerged as a credible economic, military, and technological rival. That means a new approach must underpin any vision of a rules-based order.

The philosopher Michael Walzer has suggested one possibility. He argued more than 45 years ago that in international relations, one should start with the presumption that rulers in every state are "legitimate."

Of course, there will be cases where the presumption proves untenable, such as if a government carries out genocide against its own people. But the point is that there should be a high bar for rejecting the default position. Moreover, the process of concluding that a government has lost legitimacy should be multilateral, and preferably carried out through some well-specified supranational institutional structure. The matter should not be unilaterally decided by a single country. And the judgment itself should be independent from whatever decisions (military or otherwise) follow from it, so that no single institution can act as prosecutor, judge, and executioner.

The UN General Assembly or Security Council may or may not be up to this task. If they are not, a new international institution would be needed. Either way, the pre-Trump equilibrium was untenable because it allowed the US to unilaterally judge other governments' legitimacy and move against them. Mr Trump has taken off the mask and pushed this reality to the limit. If and when we get to a post-Trump world, we should remember these lessons and strive to create a global order that rests on sound philosophical foundations and fairer institutions. (c)2026 Project Syndicate

Daron Acemoglu, a 2024 Nobel laureate in economics and Institute Professor of Economics at MIT, is a co-author (with Simon Johnson) of 'Power and Progress: Our Thousand-Year Struggle Over Technology and Prosperity' (PublicAffairs, 2023).
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/3175754/what-now-for-the-global-order



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Cut to the core								

															

																	
										
											
											
																									
													
																																					
																										
												
												[image: Cut to the core]
											
																					

									

																Re: "Academics sound alarm ahead of poll", (BP, Jan 14).
Reading the article "Academics sound alarm ahead of poll", what caught my attention was the group's call to "boycott" the election.

Reading further through their so-called "core principles", I was struck by the fact that their first three demands are exactly what the People's Party (PP) has been proposing for the past few years. Yet their final point suggests they do not support the PP because they fear inexperienced "political children".

That brought to mind a quote attributed to Albert Einstein: "The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results."

Manorot Mahappark



90-day puzzle

Can someone explain the logic behind requiring holders of a one-year retirement visa to report to the Thai Immigration Office every 90 days?

Forgive the gripe, but my online reporting system recently went wobbly, forcing me to visit immigration in person. That was manageable years ago, but in my early nineties it is not something I look forward to. Perhaps the Immigration Department could offer an explanation.

One of the mysteries of the Orient. Moan over.

Ron Martin



Killer argument

Re: "Economic Party seizes the moment", (BP, Jan 12).

The eagerness of retired army general Rangsi Kitiyansap, leader of the Economic Party, to kill his fellow Thais for the crime of corruption is as misguided as it is unethical.

As the US National Institute of Justice reported in 2016, "there is no proof that the death penalty deters criminals". What has been reliably shown to reduce crime -- including corruption and murder -- is "the certainty of being caught", a far more powerful deterrent than punishment, even long prison sentences.

Thailand's persistent failure to reduce corruption rests largely on its inability to apprehend offenders. Criminals do their own cost-benefit analysis and conclude that the low risk of being caught makes corruption a logical and attractive choice. Killing more Thais is no solution.

Even more disturbing is the former army general's insistence that his Economic Party follow the example of North Korea's hereditary despots and George Orwell's "Big Brother" from 1984, rather than the ethical models of the UK's constitutional monarchy or the US republican system, both of which allow citizens to form informed opinions.

This policy of enforced silence directly contradicts what is needed to address corruption and other crimes more effectively -- not only in government offices and Buddhist temples, but throughout society. It is entirely the wrong example to set if the party is genuinely serious about tackling corruption. Forced ignorance is no solution.

What Thailand needs instead is greater transparency, strong protections for whistle-blowers, and more open public dialogue.

If the police and the wider "justice" system were not wasting time pursuing peaceful expressions of free speech -- which have never been shown to harm anyone -- they could focus on increasing the likelihood that corruption and other real crimes are brought to justice, thereby reducing corruption rather than suppressing healthy public discourse.

Felix Qui
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																In Thailand, Children's Day falls on the second Saturday of January, a tradition that began in 1955 to raise public awareness of the importance of children. Each Children's Day, the prime minister provides a motto that apparently reflects national situations during that period.
Let's start with the latest motto from caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul: "Love Thailand, Care for the World."

The motto encourages Thai children to have a deep appreciation for their country while also reflecting the rising tension along the Thai-Cambodian border.

The phrase "Care for the World" can be understood in two ways.

Firstly, it refers to caring for nature and the environment, particularly because his tenure included severe floods in southern Thailand, with the worst flooding in Songkhla's Hat Yai district in 87 years. Secondly, it can mean caring about global issues and conflicts occurring almost everywhere.

Years earlier, another motto came from former prime minister Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha, whose administration spanned from 2014 to 2023.

"Know your duty, have discipline and seek goodness" was the 2023 motto.

It followed political demonstrations against the Prayut government, which was formed after his coup d'etat toppled the Yingluck Shinawatra administration in May 2014.

[image: Then-prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha speaks to children and their parents at Government House, Bangkok, on Children's Day in January 2019. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)]
Then-prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha speaks to children and their parents at Government House, Bangkok, on Children's Day in January 2019. (Photo: Chanat Katanyu)



One striking example is the 2021 motto:

"Modern Thai children unite to build the nation with loyalty and morality."

This motto preceded the name of Gen Prayut's political party, United Thai Nation (UTN). The motto in Thai included the phrase "Ruam Thai Sang Chart," which is identical to the Thai name of the UTN Party.

Over two decades earlier, during the Tom Yum Kung financial crisis, the Chuan Leekpai administration (1998-2000) had to tighten spending.

"Be hardworking, frugal, honest and disciplined." This motto was used in 1999 and 2000.

The words "hardworking" and "frugal" encouraged young Thais to understand that Thailand was facing a financial crisis.

Two other Children's Day mottos are also interesting as they followed political demonstration massacres on Oct 14, 1973, and Oct 6, 1976.

The motto in 1974 was short and clear: "Unity is power." The word "unity" was repeated in the 1975 motto: "Good children are the heirs of Thailand and must join together to build unity."

These messages clearly stressed unity and collective strength to bring peace and stability back to the country after severe violence and loss of life.

However, the situation did not improve. In 1976, the National Children's Day slogan from then Prime Minister MR Kukrit Pramoj was:

"Children who want to see national prosperity in the future must behave well and be disciplined from now on."

This showed that political tension remained high and that unrest was still building.

Later that same year, on Oct 6, 1976, a massacre of students and civilians took place at Thammasat University, carried out by state forces and right-wing groups after FM Thanom Kittikachorn returned to Thailand. The protests were driven by opposition to his return, demands for democracy and an atmosphere of intense right-wing politics.

The Children's Day slogan in the following year, 1977, was:

"Love for the nation, religion and the monarchy is a quality of Thai youth."

This slogan strongly emphasised that children must love and protect the nation, religion and the monarchy - the three pillars seen as holding the country together. The message clearly stated that these were expected qualities of the Thai youth.

Children's Day slogans may appear bright, hopeful and guiding toward the future, but when scrutinised, they contain implicit meanings that may be beyond children's perception.

[image: Children enjoy ice cream at the Naval Museum in Samut Prakan province on Jan 10, 2026. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)]
Children enjoy ice cream at the Naval Museum in Samut Prakan province on Saturday. (Photo: Somchai Poomlard)
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									Diving ever deeper

									Omega's fourth-generation Seamaster Planet Ocean celebrates 20 years of marine exploration
								

									Omega marks the 20th anniversary of the Seamaster Planet Ocean with the unveiling of an all-new fourth generation -- not merely an update, but a decisive rethinking of one of its most important modern dive watch lines.
									Introduced through a global rollout that began in Miami and continued in Chongqing, China, the new Planet Ocean arrives as a sharper, slimmer and more lifestyle-oriented evolution, while remaining firmly rooted in Omega's deep-sea heritage.

[image: Raynald Aeschlimann, president and CEO of Omega.]
Raynald Aeschlimann, president and CEO of Omega.




Chongqing was a deliberate choice. A city of vertiginous topography and cinematic intensity, it feels perpetually futuristic -- a metropolis where monorails slice through apartment towers and layered highways coil around mountainsides.

In recent years, viral videos have turned Chongqing into a global curiosity, but its importance long predates social media. As China's wartime capital during World War II, the inland city played a crucial political and strategic role, its rugged geography offering protection during one of the country's most turbulent periods.

Today, glass-and-steel skyscrapers rise from the same steep terrain once dotted with bamboo stilt houses, forming a dense urban collage that glows after dark.

For Omega, particularly in the context of Asia, Chongqing represents progress, resilience and scale -- values that align naturally with the Planet Ocean story. Continuing the worldwide launch of the redesigned collection, the brand hosted a dedicated celebration at the Yifang Art Museum, a venue defined by modern geometric forms softened by water features.

[image: ]


The setting echoed the new Planet Ocean itself: architectural, purposeful and inseparable from its marine roots. Thai actor and brand ambassador Kanawut "Gulf" Traipipattanapong was among the guests in attendance.

As the event unfolded, late-afternoon sunlight reflected across the museum's pools, casting a warm orange glow -- a colour inseparable from the Planet Ocean identity. As evening fell, layered lighting transformed the space into an immersive, sea-inspired environment, subtly referencing Omega's long association with underwater exploration.

That relationship runs deep. Long before the Planet Ocean existed, dive watches were already central to Omega's identity. In 1932, the brand introduced the Marine, its first commercially available underwater watch, featuring a patented double-case construction sealed with cork.

[image: ]


Tested in Lake Geneva, it exceeded expectations, reaching depths of 73m and later 135m under laboratory conditions. This early technical confidence laid the groundwork for what would become one of Swiss watchmaking's most enduring dive lineages.

The Seamaster name officially entered Omega's catalogue in 1948, coinciding with the brand's 100th anniversary. Early models balanced elegance with utility, marketed for "town, sea and country", yet incorporated critical innovations such as rubber O-ring gaskets to ensure water resistance. By the mid-1950s, the Seamaster had already proven its real-world credibility on deep dives.

A defining moment arrived in 1957 with the Seamaster 300, launched alongside the Speedmaster and Railmaster as part of Omega's legendary Master trilogy. Regarded as the brand's first true professional dive watch, it became a favourite of oceanographic pioneers including Jacques Cousteau.

From there, Omega's dive portfolio expanded to include purpose-built tools such as the Seamaster Ploprof, as well as enduring icons like the Seamaster Diver 300M and the more refined Aqua Terra.

Against this backdrop, the Planet Ocean emerged in 2005 as Omega's most uncompromising modern dive watch. Rated to 600m -- far beyond the needs of most divers -- it was conceived as a technical statement.

[image: Planet Ocean fourth generation in orange. (Photos courtesy of OMEGA (THAILAND) LTD)]
Planet Ocean fourth generation in orange. (Photos courtesy of OMEGA (THAILAND) LTD)




Available in 42mm and 45.5mm cases, the original Planet Ocean featured aluminium bezels in black-and-silver or orange-and-black, matte black dials with bold Super-LumiNova markers, and a manually operated helium escape valve at 10 o'clock. Inside, the Co-Axial Calibre 2500 underscored Omega's commitment to mechanical innovation.

Reflecting on the line's importance, Omega President and CEO Raynald Aeschlimann framed the Planet Ocean as part of a broader philosophy.

"We are leaders in the industry," he said. "Most universal means also that we have just not one product. We are very diversified."

For Aeschlimann, Planet Ocean has always been about more than specifications -- it is a platform for expressing Omega's technical credibility across different lifestyles.

Over the following two decades, the Planet Ocean evolved through successive generations. The second generation introduced titanium case options and larger movements, while exhibition casebacks revealed Omega's signature Geneva stripes. The third generation advanced further with METAS-certified Master Chronometer calibres capable of resisting magnetic fields up to 15,000 gauss.

Along the way, special editions expanded the line's cultural reach, from the James Bond 600M worn by Daniel Craig in Quantum Of Solace, to Liquidmetal models combining ceramic bezels with proprietary alloy numerals, and the technically ambitious Planet Ocean GMT with its long-elusive ceramic orange bezel.

Yet by its 20th anniversary, Omega recognised that the Planet Ocean needed more than incremental updates.

"Planet Ocean is exactly the same," Aeschlimann explained, "we are bringing our experience, our technology, our innovation, our credibility -- but we just did not do one to one. We brought it into something that is much more lifestyle. It's a wearable watch".

The fourth-generation Planet Ocean, launched in 2025, represents the most comprehensive revision in the collection's history. The new stainless steel case measures 42mm in diameter and has been slimmed down dramatically to just 13.79mm in thickness -- a significant reduction that immediately changes how the watch wears.

A flat sapphire crystal replaces the previously domed profile, while the matte black dial features redesigned numerals that feel bolder and more contemporary.

Three bezel colours define the lineup: blue, black and Omega's signature orange. Each is paired with carefully matched numeral finishes -- white for blue, rhodium-plated for black, and tone-on-tone orange for the most recognisable variant. Legibility remains paramount, with Super-LumiNova X1 applied in two emissions: blue for the hour hand and indices, and green for the minute hand and dive bezel.

Powering the new Planet Ocean is the METAS-certified Co-Axial Master Chronometer Calibre 8912, a movement shared with Omega's most extreme dive instruments, including the Ultra Deep and the Ploprof. Featuring a free-sprung balance with silicon balance spring, twin barrels mounted in series and a 60-hour power reserve, the calibre prioritises robustness, precision and long-term stability.

For Aeschlimann, these upgrades are inseparable from Omega's customer-focused mindset.

"Everything we do, we do it for our customers," he pointed out. "They want to feel on the wrist the experience of a lifestyle, of something they can wear on a daily basis."

That philosophy is evident in the watch's most controversial change: the removal of the helium escape valve.

Once a defining Planet Ocean feature, the valve has been omitted in favour of a cleaner, more symmetrical case profile. The exhibition caseback has also been replaced by a solid titanium back with a waved edge, engraved with Omega's Hippocampus emblem, branding and water-resistance details.

"We keep the DNA, we respect the history," the CEO explained, "but at the same time, we make it into a much more trendy, experience-oriented, wearable one. What is very important is the aesthetic".

The redesigned steel bracelet reinforces this shift. Slimmer, flatter and more integrated into the case, it features a single row of polished links flanked by brushed ones, striking a balance between sportiness and refinement.

In total, the collection is offered in seven configurations: blue, black and orange models paired with either the steel bracelet or a black rubber strap, while the signature orange version may also be matched with an orange rubber strap for a more expressive look.

As the Planet Ocean enters its third decade, Omega positions it as a bridge -- linking the extreme tool-watch world of the Ultra Deep with the everyday versatility of the Seamaster Diver 300M.

"The Planet Ocean embodies Omega's pioneering and innovative spirit," Aeschlimann said. "On its 20th anniversary, we have reimagined this iconic timepiece... With the Planet Ocean, we've always felt there are no boundaries to what we can achieve."
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									Twisted truths

									Netflix crime thriller His & Hers is a suspenseful exploration of trauma and deception
								

									If the phrase "keeps you guessing till the very end" is loosely used these days, it genuinely applies to the new crime-mystery limited series His & Hers, a show in which the stakes are high and its central characters have far too much to lose.
									His & Hers is created by William Oldroyd and based on the novel by Alice Feeney. Oldroyd, primarily known as a theatre and opera director, has also delivered two feature films: Florence Pugh's debut Lady Macbeth (2016) and the psychosexual thriller Eileen (2023), starring Anne Hathaway. Both films, much like this new miniseries, share a defining trait, an almost unbearable sense of atmospheric dread. Oldroyd is deeply attuned to unease, to the slow tightening of tension and that sensibility carries over powerfully into this series.

[image: Jon Bernthal as Detective Jack Harper. Photos (c) NETFLIX]
Jon Bernthal as Detective Jack Harper.




This six-episode run is addictive and suspenseful. The story is thought-provoking, constantly blurring the line between truth and deception. You're never quite sure who is telling the truth, or if anyone is at all. It feels very Fincher-ish, with a distinct Gone Girl (2014) vibe that I suspect many viewers will be instantly drawn to.

Set in the sweltering heat of Atlanta and its surrounding small towns, His & Hers centres on Anna Andrews (Tessa Thompson), a former TV news anchor who has retreated into a life of isolation, drifting away from her friends and her once-promising career. When Anna overhears news of a murder in the quiet town where she grew up, something reignites inside her. She snaps back to life, latching onto the case with obsessive intensity and searching for answers that may be better left buried.

Detective Jack Harper (Jon Bernthal), tasked with investigating the crime, becomes increasingly suspicious of Anna's involvement. As his investigation deepens, she finds herself caught in the crosshairs. There are two sides to every story, and in this case, someone is always lying.

[image: Tessa Thompson as Anna Andrews, a news reporter for WSK TV News. NETFLIX]
Tessa Thompson as Anna Andrews, a news reporter for WSK TV News.




While the storyline grows increasingly intricate, the core premise remains deceptively simple. This is, at heart, a mystery thriller about a killer in a sleepy town and two people -- a reporter and a detective who become dangerously entangled in the aftermath. If that setup alone sparks your interest, I think you're already in the right place.

The murder mystery grips you almost immediately, especially once it begins to morph into something far more personal. His & Hers did a great job at keeping viewers in the dark while still making the narration feel engaging rather than opaque. The show is very calculated in how it peels back layers, gradually exposing motivations that its characters are desperate to conceal. It's a slow unmasking and one that often feels cruel by design.

That said, this isn't a puzzle that's impossible to solve. We guessed the perpetrator, the method and an additional reveal by the end of the third episode. Still, the remaining episodes managed to generate several moments of genuine doubt, just enough to keep us second-guessing our assumptions rather than feeling smugly ahead of the story.

Oldroyd brings a highly distinctive style to the series. His & Hers feels elegant and artsy on one hand, while also embracing something soapy and borderline trashy on the other. The subject matter is undeniably serious, but the show wisely refuses to take itself too seriously. Across all six episodes, there are moments of humour, levity and even a touch of camp that prevent the tone from collapsing under its own weight.

Thematically, the series is more complex than it initially appears. Beyond the Southern Gothic small-town ambition, there is a dark, heavy undercurrent of trauma tied to bullying, grief and long-suppressed memories. It becomes a chilling exploration of how unresolved pain from the past can fester and eventually unleash something monstrous. The result is deeply unsettling.

The mystery itself is both introduced and deliberately obscured. Throughout most of the series, we're fed clues alongside cryptic, sometimes contradictory scenarios designed to destabilise our certainty. I appreciated that the story never overstays its welcome. Each episode runs around 45 minutes and the entire narrative is told concisely, without unnecessary padding or wandering subplots.

Tessa Thompson and Jon Bernthal are a firecracker together onscreen. Watching these two characters twist themselves into knots trying to escape their respective lies is intoxicating. Thompson brings a brittle, nervy energy to Anna, while Bernthal radiates an intensity that cuts deep. Their chemistry feels convincing and palpable, making their shared history and their domestic disputes feel volatile, messy and alive.

Sunita Mani is also a standout addition to the cast. She plays Priya "Boston" Patel, a new detective and Jack's partner at the Lumpkin County Sheriff's Office. Priya is observant, sharp, intuitive and refreshingly straight-edge, which creates a tense and sometimes contentious dynamic with Bernthal's character. Mani brings a grounded intelligence to the role that quietly shifts the balance of power within the investigation.

However, what I will say is that His & Hers is in no way subtle and that's where my criticisms come in. The series teeters dangerously close to being too over-the-top and, at times, outright unbelievable. I genuinely enjoy that the show doesn't take itself too seriously and I'm absolutely here for a dose of crazy camp, but some of the twists are simply hard to swallow. Once the "whodunit" is revealed, suspending disbelief becomes more challenging than it should be.

Even so, His & Hers remains well worth watching. It's a dark, intense series that thrives thanks to its tight pacing and refusal to wander. The cast embodies characters designed to be disliked -- deeply flawed, occasionally relatable and often unscrupulous. I had a lot of fun with it. Despite figuring out several twists well before the show revealed them, the misdirections were effective enough to inject lingering doubt and keep me fully engaged. In the end, it feels like a well-rounded package: entertaining, smart and consistently keeping you on your toes.


	His & Hers

	Starring Tessa Thompson, Jon Bernthal, Pablo Schreiber

	Developed by William Oldroyd

	Now streaming on Netflix
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									Romance thriller Siren's Kiss to premiere in March

									
								

									Amazon Prime Video has revealed that Siren's Kiss, a high-stakes fatal romance thriller, will premiere exclusively on March 2. The series unites two of Korea's most captivating stars, Park Min-young (Marry My Husband and Confidence Queen) and Wi Ha-jun (Squid Game and The Midnight Romance In Hagwon), in a dangerously seductive game of cat and mouse where every clue leads deeper into obsession and trust could be fatal.
									[image: Wi Ha-jun.]
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Siren's Kiss follows Cha Woo-seok (Wi Ha-jun) investigating an insurance fraud scheme linked to a series of mysterious deaths, only to become entangled with Han Seol-ah (Park Min-young), who is suspected to be at the centre of it all. The more he digs into her secrets, the deeper he falls into a dangerous attraction that could ultimately cost him his life. With a tantalising pairing between the two lead cast members promising an irresistible mix of romance, suspense and psychological tension, the series asks one question that becomes impossible to ignore: Is she a killer or is she being framed? And more importantly, will he survive long enough to find out?

Min-young, who won hearts with Marry My Husband, takes on the complex role of Han Seol-ah, a stunning and provocative art auctioneer. As the head auctioneer and team leader at Royal Auction, the nation's leading art auction house, Seol-ah appears flawlessly perfect on the outside. However, beneath her elegant exterior lies a chilling secret: every man who has loved her has died. As questions mount over the connection between these deaths and Seol-ah herself, Park Min-young captivates viewers with a bold and enigmatic transformation.

Ha-jun, who captivated audiences in Squid Game and solidified his status as a leading romance actor in The Midnight Romance In Hagwon, stars as Cha Woo-seok, an ace investigator with the Insurance Fraud Investigation Unit (SIU). Known for his razor-sharp instincts and exceptional insight, Woo-seok has held the industry's top arrest record for life-insurance fraud for years. Dedicated to bringing down those who turn human lives into profit, his unshakable rationality is suddenly thrown into chaos when he receives a crucial tip that leads him directly to Han Seol-ah.

As suspect and investigator, Han Seol-ah and Cha Woo-seok become dangerously entangled, creating a gripping tension that blurs the line between obsession and love. Is Seol-ah truly a modern-day "siren", luring men to their deaths with her beauty and charm? Siren's Kiss teases viewers' curiosity with a provocative mystery that fuels constant speculation.

The series is helmed by acclaimed director Kim Cheol-gyu, whose signature visual style and psychological depth have earned critical praise in hit series Flower Of Evil, Celebrity, Chicago Typewriter and Mother. Kim's distinct approach to morally complex narratives and atmospheric storytelling promises to deliver a thriller that is as visually stunning as it is emotionally gripping.

With a perilous psychological game and an irresistible yet deadly attraction at its core, Siren's Kiss is set to premiere on March 2 exclusively on Prime Video, in more than 240 countries and territories worldwide, with new episodes available weekly.
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									Familiar  territory

									Ricky Gervais' 'Mortality' is a competent special that revisits old ideas, but with fewer surprises
								

									Ricky Gervais: Mortality is the fourth comedy special from Gervais on Netflix, following Humanity (2018), SuperNature (2022) and Armageddon (2023). By now, audiences more or less know the rhythm of a Ricky Gervais stand-up hour: provocative ideas, deliberate offensiveness, philosophical detours and an almost confrontational relationship with outrage culture. Mortality does not deviate far from that formula.
									"This is probably my most honest and confessional show so far," said Gervais about his latest comedy special. Here, Gervais talks about mortality, ageing, and trying to keep up with a fast-changing world. He reflects on his long career in entertainment, his relationship with the media and his ongoing battles with journalists and critics. He revisits the idea of being "cancelled", not only by activists or audiences, but by fellow comedians who claim he is no longer funny, or that his comedy is on a downward slope. These themes form the backbone of the show and they are delivered with the same confidence and self-assurance that have defined his public persona for years.

It is quite interesting that there are still many people who genuinely dislike Gervais. Some don't find him funny at all, while others see him as needlessly offensive, a comedian with no filter and no interest in compromise. Ironically, those reactions have always been one of his richest sources of material. Gervais is at his most animated when recounting strange encounters with his haters, reading out angry comments or describing attempts to silence him. His open indifference towards public disapproval has long been part of what makes him compelling on stage. In Mortality, he again acknowledges the repeated efforts to cancel him and launches into extended riffs about why he refuses to care.

I have always followed Gervais' work, going all the way back to The Office. I also enjoyed his earlier stand-up specials, long before Netflix became his main platform. With a new Gervais special, you generally know what to expect: a no-holds-barred approach to comedy, jokes that deliberately push boundaries and arguments designed to provoke as much as they entertain. At his best, he combines that provocation with intelligence, sharp logic and an awareness of exactly what he is saying and why he is saying it.

His recurring subjects -- animals, science, religion and human hypocrisy -- once had a freshness that made them endlessly re-watchable. I have often agreed with his edgy stance, his atheistic view of religion and, above all, his belief that "just because you're offended doesn't mean you're right". Gervais' cultural impact is undeniable and his achievements alone ensure that his legacy is firmly established.

However, with Mortality, while the humour and his distinctive style are still present, the material often feels like a mash-up of familiar ideas. Rather than discovering genuinely new ground, Gervais seems to be reshaping older arguments and presenting them with minor variations. The result is competent and sometimes clever, but rarely surprising.

The observational wit is still there, particularly when he turns his attention to death and ageing. His point -- that people obsess over trivial social disputes while ignoring the one certainty that applies to everyone -- is sound and at times sharply funny. These moments remind you of how effective Gervais can be when he strips an issue down to its basic absurdity.

What works best is the way he dismantles modern anxieties around identity, moral posturing and selective outrage without constantly relying on shock. Some of the material on racism, labels and language is handled more subtly than in recent specials and that restraint allows the jokes to land more cleanly. When Gervais leans into logic, contradiction and everyday hypocrisy, he is still operating at a high level.

There are also extended sections where he revisits his time hosting the Golden Globes, particularly his final appearance in 2020. He frames it as a victory over Hollywood elites and goes into behind-the-scenes detail about which jokes were allowed, which were forbidden and how lawyers hovered backstage, nervously monitoring his set. These anecdotes are mildly interesting, but they also reinforce the sense that Gervais is looking backward rather than forward.

At times, this backward glance becomes a weakness. He occasionally seems more focused on offending specific groups than on crafting genuinely strong jokes. His best specials prioritise comedy first, with provocation as a by-product; his weaker moments feel more like extended rants designed to trigger reactions. Mortality contains a few of those moments, including celebrity-focused jabs that feel more obligatory than inspired, such as his extended roasting of figures from the entertainment industry, Elton John included.

As I mentioned earlier, Mortality often feels like recycled material. If this is your first exposure to Gervais' stand-up, the special may come across as an old man complaining about social media culture and modern sensitivity. Much of the argumentation -- particularly the repeated insistence that discussing a word is not the same as using it -- will feel very familiar to long-time viewers.

Ultimately, Mortality sits somewhere between these two impulses. It is mostly focused on comedy, but weighed down by a handful of unfocused, generally unfunny detours. Unlike his earlier specials, I experienced very few genuine laugh-out-loud moments. There were smiles, occasional chuckles, and a few observations -- especially about celebrity culture -- that were moderately engaging. Still, compared to the sharper, more consistently funny peaks of his previous work, this special falls noticeably short.

That said, this is by no means a terrible show. It simply is not peak Gervais. The laughs are steady rather than explosive and many ideas will feel familiar if you have followed his stand-up career closely. Compared to his scripted work, where he often delivers much stronger emotional impact, Mortality feels more like refinement than reinvention.


	Ricky Gervais: Mortality

	Starring Ricky Gervais

	Directed by John L. Spencer

	Now streaming on Netflix


								



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/3176579/familiar-territory



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Dead to Rights: When the camera becomes a weapon

									
								

									Reload. Aim. Shoot. The verbs describing life-taking actions with a gun can also describe reloading film, framing a shot, and operating a camera. Dead to Rights (2025), a fictional retelling of the Nanjing massacre, draws a horrendous parallel between guns and cameras as instruments of war.
									The Nanjing Massacre

Described as the darkest chapter of the Sino-Japanese war, the Nanjing Massacre was a mass rape and murder committed by the Imperial Japanese Army against the people of Nanjing during the capture of the city. The atrocities, including rapes, torture, looting, burning and alleged killing competitions, spanned six weeks from late 1937 to early 1938 and resulted in an estimated 200,000 deaths.
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Beautiful, emotional and sometimes overly dramatic

Dead to Rights is depicted from the perspective of a civilian trapped in the city, immersing us in the horror. The film does not shy away from depicting violence in graphic images accompanied by gut-wrenching scenes of people treated as subhuman.

The plot successfully weaves multiple storylines into an emotional tale. However, it occasionally trades subtlety for drama. A Chinese soldier trying to escape by hanging under a car, for instance, is slashed by a scattered metal piece that just happens to be on the road, leaving a blood trail for the Japanese to follow. The forced dramatisation like this proves frustrating.

Picture of fear, truth, and memory

As its title suggests, Dead to Rights--the act of catching something red-handed--is about exposing crime, specifically how the Japanese attempted to cover up their atrocities in defence of Sino-Japanese relations.
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At the heart of this is Ah Chang, a postman who disguises himself as a photo studio assistant and helps Japanese soldier-photographer Hideo Ito develop pictures of the Nanjing events as propaganda in exchange for sparing his life. Photography becomes the thread linking their survival.

The camera serves as a tool as important as any weapon in warfare, capturing moments of Japanese conquest to rally citizens at home while reminding the Chinese of their defeat. The film even cuts between reloading a gun and reloading camera film in parallel, drawing a direct comparison between both instruments.
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Not all photos, however, are allowed publication. The Japanese censor those showing crimes, understanding that war is fought not only on battlefields but through newspapers, textbooks, and today's social media feeds. This attempt to erase atrocity from history adds another layer to the crime.

[image: A developed photo showing a Japanese soldier pointing a gun at captured Chinese soldiers. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)]
A developed photo showing a Japanese soldier pointing a gun at captured Chinese soldiers. (Photo: WarnerBrosTH)



Yet photographs ultimately expose the truth. Ah Chang, who initially helped merely to survive,  finds himself preserving evidence of the massacre. The film ends powerfully with a montage switching between victims' everyday lives and the harsh reality of their horrific deaths, a reminder that photographs are simply tools that can serve either purpose.
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									Yahoo shuts down search in Thailand

									Once-popular platform has had negligible share for years in Google-dominated market
								

									Yahoo has ceased its search operations in Thailand, leaving users unable to access the platform without a workaround.
									Attempts to use Yahoo Search from Thai IP addresses now result in an announcement or a redirect to sg.search.yahoo.com, which operates under Singapore law. The move effectively geoblocks Thai users, signalling a shift in Yahoo's regional strategy.

The decision comes as Google continues to dominate the global search market, including Thailand, where Yahoo's share has long been negligible. Many tech analysts say maintaining search operations in such markets has become economically unjustifiable, especially with Google's overwhelming presence and Yahoo's reliance on Bing for backend support.

Yahoo abandoned its own search technology years ago, opting instead to use Microsoft Bing for results. This arrangement turned Yahoo's search into little more than a front-end service, reducing the need for separate infrastructure in smaller markets like Thailand. Industry watchers believe this made the withdrawal inevitable.

Online communities have dismissed suggestions of a technical glitch, insisting the shutdown was deliberate. Speculation ranges from operational streamlining to regulatory compliance challenges, with some pointing to Yahoo's ongoing consolidation efforts under new ownership. The company has been focusing on core services such as email and finance, while trimming non-essential offerings.

Privacy concerns may also have played a role. Thailand's Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA), fully enforced since June 2022, imposes strict rules on data collection, security measures and cross-border transfers. Compliance costs for global firms can be significant, and Yahoo's exit may reflect a desire to avoid these obligations in a market where returns are limited. For users, the impact is immediate.

Yahoo Search is inaccessible without a virtual private network (VPN), which introduces its own risks depending on the provider.

Those seeking alternatives are turning to Google, Bing, or privacy-focused platforms like DuckDuckGo. Experts advise reviewing privacy policies carefully before making the switch.
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									New movies out this week: Jan 15-21

									'Panor 2' is a prequel to the 'Art Of The Devil' franchise.
								

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

Kokuho (Kokuho)

Directed by Sang-il Lee.

Who's in it? 

Keitatsu Koshiyama, Soya Kurokawa and Ai Mikami.

What's it about?

In post-war Japan's economic boom, gangster family-born Kikuo Tachibana finds himself adopted by a kabuki actor. Despite life's challenges, he develops into a gifted performer.

Why watch it?

Based on a novel by Shuichi Yoshida, who devoted immense time to research and spent three years working backstage as a kurogo (a stagehand dressed in black to signify being "invisible"). This deep, firsthand experience in the actors' dressing rooms and on stage is what gave the novel, and consequently the film, its profound authenticity regarding the Kabuki world.

[image: ]

Greenland 2: Migration

Directed by Ric Roman Waugh.

Who's in it?

Morena Baccarin, Gerard Butler and Roman Griffin Davis.

What's it about? 

The surviving Garrity family must leave the safety of the Greenland bunker and embark on a perilous journey across the decimated frozen wasteland of Europe to find a new home.

Why watch it? 

The Greenland (2020) sequel.

[image: ]

Panor 2

Directed by Putipong Saisikaew.

Who's in it? 

Cherprang Areekul, Jackie Jackrin Kungwankiatichai,, Pimma Pimmada Chaisaksoen and Chin Chinawut Indracusin.

What's it about? 

Explores Panor and Piak's time in university.

Why watch it? 

Also known as "Art Of The Devil: Beginning".



Premieres on Jan 16

[image: ]

Happy Patel: Khatarnak Jasoos

Directed by Vir Das and Kavi Shastri.

Who's in it?

Vir Das, Abhishek Bhalerao and Ellie Flory Fawcett.

What's it about?

A bumbling British spy, Happy Patel, uncovers his secret Indian heritage just before being sent to India on a crucial mission. His objective: rescue a high-profile scientist from the clutches of Goa's notorious crime lord and thwart the deadly "MamaReal Project" that threatens India.

Why watch it?

A quirky, spy Bollywood comedy.
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									Bangkok's "Little Tokyo" lives on

									
								

									Wander around Bangkok's department stores and lifestyle complexes, and there's no shortage of high-quality Japanese restaurants. Parts of Dusit Central Park's top floor look like a Japanese department store, and the same goes with One Bangkok. Thais simply love Japanese culture and cuisine. We soak up the highballs, consume the content, and plan our trips to Japan meticulously. 
									Thais and Japan are synonymous. Just scroll through your social feed and see how many friends and co-workers head to destinations such as Tokyo, Kyoto, NIseko and Okinawa. There are dedicated Facebook groups that offer exclusive restaurant reservations, car rental services, and guides tailored for Thai tourists. We may be biased, but we don't think these subcultures are prevalent in many other cultures. 

What is it about Tokyo? A truly blended city where innovation and heritage coexist and work together. Japanese culture resonates with Thais, appealing to our core tastes and preferences in a way that fast-moving capitals like Seoul and Shanghai cannot. Most of us are big fans, and this also means that we're experienced in Japanese cuisine. Bangkok has evolved into something of a "Little Tokyo" in recent years, with Thais seamlessly moving from one new Japanese spot to another, chasing authentic taste. 

New restaurants aren't just serving sushi and salmon teriyaki, they're real deal imports straight from Japan. Off the top of our heads, recent openings include Tsukishima Monja Moheji in One Bangkok, where savory pancakes are cooked on a griddle at your table. Kaneko Hannosuke, the classic tempura rice bowl chain from Tokyo, is also at One Bangkok. Hikiniku To Come, a Tokyo-based hamburg chain, is now open at Central World and Dusit Central Park. Ginza's Koubai shabu is also at Dusit Central Park; the list goes on. 

Beyond department stores, hidden gems are tucked away in residential neighborhoods or hidden sois. Not exactly hailing from Japan in terms of franchise, but definitely in terms of inspiration and creation, Kataru Ramen by Slurp Brothers operates on a reservation-only basis (and it's not easy), and serves up limited edition craft ramen for diners. We don't even need to list a handful of izakayas that are tucked away and scattered across Sukhumvit. 

For Japanese restaurants with a forward, global aspiration, Bangkok serves as a strong litmus test and a window to the world. Thais are savvy enough to distinguish authentic dishes from those driven purely by branding. For some, restaurants from Tokyo are a "treat" for Thais, especially since we cannot afford to travel to Japan every other month. Sometimes, though, we feel that as more restaurants open in Bangkok, the place feels less sacred. There's something about having things we like to experience abroad, when we're lucky enough to be able to travel and soak up pockets of culture, of undiscovered alleys and restaurants that we feel "only we know." There is such a thing as overexposure, and at the risk of sounding ungrateful, there's magic in inaccessibility too. 

But to restaurants and chains,  Bangkok must hold a certain allure.  We think it must be a combination of demand, high literacy, and fluency of Japanese cuisine and trend-savvy customers. For a restaurant to diversify and expand out of its home turf, there must be a significant opportunity for monetization. For the Japanese brand, expanding to Bangkok seems like the easiest first step, a test kitchen to global expansion of sorts. 
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									Belgian artist pays tribute to Myanmar's Chin women

									
								

									A curated selection of paintings and lithographs by Belgian artist Christian Develter are presented during "Develter: Two Decades Revisited" at La Lanta Fine Art until Feb 21.
									Held to mark the longstanding partnership between the gallery and the artist, the exhibition features artworks from the Chin series he created in 2012, following a period of extensive travel through the Northwestern region of Myanmar.

It features portraits based on the intricately-tattooed women of the Chin tribe, whose cultural practices and beliefs, evolving and assimilating external influences, fascinated him. With characteristically bold colours and composition, he depicts their facial tattoos, which can denote marital status and social ranking, to evoke their strength and beauty.

Develter is internationally renowned for his rich portrayals of people and cultures around the world. His distinctive style of portraiture stems from a passion for travel and cultural heritage and is distinguished by careful consideration of colour, light and geometry.

At the heart of his portraits is a search, not only for physical beauty, but for the strength of the individual spirit that embraces and motivates each one of us.

The exhibition is complemented by works of wearable art from the Develter x Tube Gallery resort line. The collection transposes Develter's paintings into wearable art inflected with the creative vision of Phisit Jongnarangsin and Saxit Pisalasupongs, the fashion house's founding duo and longtime admirers of Develter's art.

Marrying the brand's signature use of strong, vivid colours with Develter's vibrant and expressive style, the relaxed resort silhouettes balance bold visual impact with effortless wearability.

La Lanta Fine Art is located on Narathiwat Ratchanakharin 22 and opens Tuesday to Saturday from 10am to 7pm.

Visit lalanta.com.
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									NCT Wish set for  another concert in April

									
								

									After their impressive sold-out show in the Kingdom last June, NCT Wish will return with another full-scale concert, "NCT Wish 1st Concert Tour 'Into The Wish: Our Wish' In Bangkok", at Bitec Live, Bang Na-Trat Road, on April 4 at 6pm.
									NCT Wish is the final sub-unit of South Korean boy band NCT under SM Entertainment. Formed under the slogan "Wish For Our Wish", the group comprises six members with outstanding talent and charm -- Sion, Riku, Yushi, Jaehee, Ryo and Sakuya.

The sextet have achieved remarkable success with their musical releases, having earned the title of "Best-Selling Debut Artist of 2024" from cumulative sales of almost 2 million from their first and second singles Wish and Songbird and their first mini album Steady.

The group released their second mini album Poppop last April, which sold over a million copies and further reinforced their global popularity. Their third mini album Color showcased a distinctly more mature sound and stage presence.

They have accumulated solid stage experience through 62 solo performances including their 2023 pre-debut tour with 24 shows across nine cities in Japan, the 2024 Korean fan meet tour with 13 shows in five cities nationwide and their 2024/25 Asia tour with 25 shows in 14 cities.

NCT Wish kicked off their first full concert tour in South Korea with three sold-out shows last year before heading to Japan for 17 performances in nine cities, with all tickets sold out.

The upcoming concert in Bangkok will spotlight the group's distinct colours through music and performances centred around "wishes and dreams", while expressing their journey of growth towards higher goals.

Tickets cost 2,500, 3,500, 4,500, 4,900, 5,600 and 6,000 baht and will be available for public sale on Sunday from 11am onwards at Counter Service at all 7-Eleven and via allticket.com.

Visit facebook.com/smtruethailand.
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