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      Breaking News

      
        Norway police search ex-PM Jagland's properties in probe over Epstein links
        OSLO --- Norwegian police said Thursday they had searched properties belonging to former prime minister Thorbjorn Jagland following the launch of a corruption probe over his dealings with US sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.

      

      
        'Madness': Ukrainians furious over Olympian ban for memorial helmet
        KYIV --- Ukrainians were outraged Thursday by a decision from the International Olympic Committee to disqualify their skeleton racer Vladyslav Heraskevych from the Winter Olympics over his helmet honouring killed athletes.

      

      
        Anutin rejects election fraud claims
        Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has dismissed allegations of election fraud, insisting that any decision on a nationwide recount lies solely with the Election Commission (EC), which remains well within its legal timeframe to certify the results.

      

      
        Confiscation planned for B13bn assets 'linked with' Cambodian suspects, associates
        The Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo), through its transaction committee, has resolved to seek the confiscation of assets totalling about 13 billion baht in four major cases involving multiple suspects, including Cambodian nationals and associates.

      

      
        Election Commission denies recount request in Chon Buri
        The Election Commission (EC) has rejected protesters' petition for a recount in Chon Buri's constituency 1, finding no credible evidence of electoral misconduct or errors in the vote count.

      

      
        Yodchanan satisfied with Pheu Thai effort despite setbacks
        Pheu Thai Party prime ministerial candidate Yodchanan Wongsawat insists he remains undiscouraged by the outcome of Sunday's election, adding that it is now up to the party's executive committee to decide whether to join a coalition government or serve in opposition.

      

      
        Austrian drug fugitive nabbed in Chon Buri
        CHON BURI - An Austrian man wanted by Interpol for alleged involvement in a cocaine-trafficking network in his home country has been arrested at a hotel in Sattahip district, the Immigration Bureau said on Thursday.

      

      
        Filipino food influencer dies after eating 'devil crab'
        A Filipino woman who gained online fame for videos of her unusual eating habits has died after consuming a highly poisonous "devil crab" for a social media video.

      

      
        Ukrainian racer kicked out of Olympics for 'statement' helmet
        CORTINA D'AMPEZZO, Italy - Ukrainian skeleton racer Vladyslav Heraskevych was disqualified from the Winter Olympics on Thursday after refusing to back down over his banned helmet, which depicts victims of his country's war with Russia.

      

      
        Top IT risks Thai SMEs cannot afford to ignore
        Many Thai small and medium-sized businesses --- often run from homes, co-working spaces or caf&eacute;s --- face rising cyber risks that can be as harmful as a flooded shop or a lost delivery. From careless clicks to old software, a single mistake can stop a small team's operations.

      

      
        
          	
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Top Stories
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Norway police search ex-PM Jagland's properties in probe over Epstein links								
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																OSLO -- Norwegian police said Thursday they had searched properties belonging to former prime minister Thorbjorn Jagland following the launch of a corruption probe over his dealings with US sex offender Jeffrey Epstein.
Jagland is being investigated after documents released by the US Justice Department in January suggested that he and/or his family stayed or vacationed with Epstein between 2011 and 2018.

Having served as prime minister from 1996 to 1997, Jagland was at that time secretary general of the Council of Europe and chaired until 2015 the committee that selects the winner of the prestigious Nobel Peace Prize.

In the documents released, Epstein referred to him as "the Nobel big shot".

Pal Lonseth, chief of the specialised Okokrim economic crimes unit, said that Jagland's residence in Oslo had been searched and that he was now formally suspected of "aggravated corruption".

"Okokrim also conducted searches at two other properties in Risor and Rauland" in southern Norway, Lonseth said.

Images shown on Norwegian TV showed several people at Jagland's Oslo apartment carrying boxes. He was filmed smiling as he left the premises with his lawyer.

The searches were made possible by the lifting of his immunity on Wednesday by the Council of Europe, Lonseth explained.

Police opened an investigation against the 75-year-old last week.

In a separate statement, Jagland's lawyer, Anders Brosveet, said the searches were expected and standard procedure in these types of investigations.

"Jagland wishes to contribute to ensuring that the case is thoroughly clarified, and the next step is that he will appear for questioning by Okokrim -- as he himself has stated he wants," the lawyer said.

Paid vacation

In a letter sent by Okokrim to the Council of Europe requesting his immunity lifted, police said they are investigating whether the benefits Jagland may have received could amount to "passive bribery".

Okokrim cited repeated instances, between 2011 and 2018, when Jagland and/or members of his family made use of Epstein's apartments in Paris and New York, as well as stays at his property in Palm Beach, Florida.

"For at least one of these private vacations, travel expenses for six adults appear to have been covered by Mr. Epstein," Okokrim wrote.

In another exchange, Epstein offered to pay for travel and hotel expenses for six adults to the Caribbean, "which Jagland accepted, but which was later cancelled due to external circumstances", it added.

"Mr Jagland further appears to have solicited Mr Epstein's assistance in relation to obtaining a bank loan, but it is unclear whether this actually materialised," Okokrim said.

Newspaper Verdens Gang (VG) has reported that emails showed that Epstein pressed Jagland on several occasions to try and arrange a meeting with Russian President Vladimir Putin.

After previously maintaining that his ties with Epstein were part of normal diplomatic activities, Jagland told newspaper Aftenposten this month that he had shown "poor judgement".

A mere mention in the files does not imply wrongdoing, but several other prominent Norwegians have been caught up in the turmoil after the release of a new cache of nearly three million documents related to the investigation of Epstein, who died in US custody 2019 while awaiting trial for sex trafficking.

Among them are hundreds of emails dated between 2011 and 2014 -- often with a strikingly intimate tone -- between Norway's Crown Princess Mette-Marit and the financier, who had already been convicted in 2008 for soliciting a minor.

Also named in the files are World Economic Forum CEO and former foreign minister Borge Brende and another former premier, Kjell Magne Bondevik.

Norwegian police have also opened an investigation into "aggravated corruption" against high-profile diplomat Mona Juul, along with her husband Terje Rod-Larsen for suspected complicity.
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																KYIV -- Ukrainians were outraged Thursday by a decision from the International Olympic Committee to disqualify their skeleton racer Vladyslav Heraskevych from the Winter Olympics over his helmet honouring killed athletes.
The IOC had said Heraskevych could instead wear a black armband, but the 27-year-old insisted on competing in his helmet adorned with portraits of Ukrainian athletes killed by Russia.

"There's nothing apart from pictures of the dead on this helmet," 41-year-old Dmytro Yasenovskyi told Agence France-Presse (AFP) in central Kyiv.

"What madness," he said.

Russia's invasion of Ukraine four years ago has left hundreds of Ukrainian athletes dead, officials say, and stirred tensions at a string of international sporting events.

Gestures of a political nature during competition have been forbidden since 2021 but athletes can express their views in press conferences and on social media.

"He didn't do anything wrong. This is not propaganda," Yasenovskyi added.

The IOC said earlier on Thursday the skeleton racer's accreditation had been pulled after he was given a last chance to reconsider.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky praised the 27-year-old and threw his weight behind his stand.

"The Olympic movement should help stop wars, not play into the hands of aggressors," Zelensky said in a post on social media, referring to Russian, which invaded Ukraine four years ago.

"We are proud of Vladyslav and of what he did. Having courage is worth more than any medal," Zelensky added.

Hours later, Zelensky said he was bestowing Heraskevych a state award "for selfless service to the Ukrainian people, civic courage, and patriotism in defending the ideals of freedom and democratic values."

"Vladyslav, you acted with dignity!" Ukrainian Sports Minister Matviy Bidny wrote on social media.

'Burn in hell'

Heraskevych can appeal to the Court of Arbitration for Sport but CAS told AFP it had not heard from him.

Photos of Heraskevych's father with his head in his hands -- evidently heartbroken by the IOC's decision -- went viral in Ukraine.

One of the country's leading online news portals, Ukrainska Pravda, changed its website banner to include a picture of Heraskevych and his helmet.

"I'm proud of our athlete for his stance, for not giving in even at the cost of his sporting career," 39-year-old Ilya Zakhar told AFP in Kyiv.

And to the IOC, the IT project manager had one thing to say:

"Let them burn in hell."

In 2022, days before Russia launched its invasion, Heraskevych displayed a banner that read "No War in Ukraine" at the Beijing Winter Olympics.

Russian attacks in the years since have devastated towns and cities across Ukraine, displaced millions, and, according to Zelensky, has killed 660 Ukrainian athletes and coaches.

Hours before the IOC announced its decision, Russian strikes on cities across Ukraine, including Kyiv, cut critical amenities to hundreds of thousands of people.

"When people sit in such cold, without water, without heating, without electricity, then a helmet is something meaningful," Yasenovskyi said.

"They should come and live here for a few days, and then they can talk about what's allowed, and what's not."
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								Bhumjaithai leader says recount decision rests with EC
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																Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul has dismissed allegations of election fraud, insisting that any decision on a nationwide recount lies solely with the Election Commission (EC), which remains well within its legal timeframe to certify the results.
Mr Anutin, who also serves as interior minister and leader of the election-winning Bhumjaithai Party, responded to claims by a network of 80 'pro-democracy' organisations that the Interior Ministry had interfered in the Feb 8 general election.

"The body responsible for conducting the polls is the Election Commission (EC). The government has had no involvement whatsoever," he said, adding that the administration's role was limited to providing logistical support at the EC's request.

Laughing off suggestions of ministerial interference, the prime minister said: "If I could interfere, whose business would I interfere in -- my own? I have never thought of doing such a thing. I follow the rules."

On calls for a nationwide recount, Mr Anutin reiterated that the matter was entirely for the EC to determine. He expressed confidence that there had been no fraud and said Bhumjaithai had secured its seats on the strength of its policies and public support.

He described the overall conduct of the poll as orderly, noting that party representatives observed vote counting from the first ballot to the last, making malpractice highly unlikely. "I believe in the EC," he said.

Regarding a recount request in Chon Buri's constituency 1, he said no individual politician had the authority to approve such a move, as discretion rests with the EC and must comply with legal procedures.

He cautioned that undue pressure or additional procedural steps could delay formal certification of results.

Under the law, the EC has 60 days to endorse the outcome. Only three days have elapsed, Mr Anutin noted, pointing out that in 2019 the full 60 days were used, while in 2023 certification took just over 30 days.

Premature interference, he warned, could prolong the process and delay the formation of a new government, leaving the current administration in a caretaker capacity.

Separately, political activist Sonthiya Sawasdee petitioned the EC to strictly enforce electoral law, arguing that only eligible voters, candidates or parties within a constituency may request a recount. Tensions briefly flared at the commission's office between rival groups over the issue.

Meanwhile, Asst Prof Wanwichit Boonprong, a political scientist at Rangsit University, said calls by supporters of the People's Party for recounts in some constituencies reflected an effort to manage the political fallout from electoral defeat.

He argued the party needed to offer supporters an explanation to prevent disillusionment and internal instability, noting that claims of unfairness or fraud can become a convenient narrative for a loss.

While stressing that election scrutiny is a legitimate democratic right, he said it must be pursued within the law and based on clear evidence. He warned against misinformation or agitation that could fuel unrest, undermine confidence in the electoral system and damage investor sentiment.

Prayoon Wattanasiribancha, election director for constituency 1 in Chon Buri, on Thursday filed a police complaint against Benjaporn Suksawang for allegedly opening ballot boxes or related election materials at a municipal badminton court in Chon Buri, the designated storage site for ballot boxes from the constituency. 

She faces charges under the election law for unlawfully opening, damaging or rendering a ballot box unusable, as well as trespass. The offences carry penalties of one to 10 years' imprisonment, a fine of 20,000 to 200,000 baht, and a 20-year revocation of voting rights.
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																The Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo), through its transaction committee, has resolved to seek the confiscation of assets totalling about 13 billion baht in four major cases involving multiple suspects, including Cambodian nationals and associates.
The Amlo reported that the committee resolved on Wednesday to have public prosecutors seek court orders to confiscate the assets worth 13.074 billion baht in total in these cases because stakeholders could not prove the impounded assets were legally acquired.

According to the Thai government agency, one case involved alleged public fraud by "Ms Taengthai, Mr Leak Yim, Mrs Wirinya, Mr Smith Ben, Ms Katreeya and associates," a statement that appears to refer to Cambodian businessman Yim Leak and lobbyist Benjamin Mauerberger, also known as Ben Smith. 

That case included 68 impounded items worth 12.12 billion baht, including land, condominiums, vehicles, yachts and deposits.

Another case involved 96 assets worth 345 million baht suspected to be connected to online scams, human trafficking and money-laundering via digital currencies.

The case was linked to Chinese-born Chen Zhi, founder and chairman of Prince Group - a transnational business conglomerate in Cambodia. Targeted assets included land, cash, luxury products and ornaments. Chen was extradited to China for prosecution in early January

The third case concerned Cambodian businessman Kok An and associates, based on the arrests of transnational crime and money-laundering suspects. The proposed confiscation in this case covered 89 items of assets worth 560 million baht, including land and bank deposits.

The fourth case involved an investment-scam gang that allegedly defrauded victims via the LINE chat application. Assets targeted for confiscation were estimated at 46 million baht and included cash and bank deposits.
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																The Election Commission (EC) has rejected protesters' petition for a recount in Chon Buri's constituency 1, finding no credible evidence of electoral misconduct or errors in the vote count.
At a briefing on Thursday evening, EC chairman Narong Klanwarin, secretary-general Sawaeng Boonmee and deputy secretaries Khanchit Charoen-in and acting Sub Lt Phasakorn Siriphakayaporn said they had reviewed all complaints, witness statements and related evidence.

They found no indication the election in Chon Buri's constituency 1 was conducted dishonestly or that the tally was flawed. Under Section 124 of the 2018 Organic Act on the Election of Members of the House of Representatives and Article 223 of EC regulations, the case has been dismissed.

Unofficial results show Suchart Chomklin, a candidate from the election-winning Bhumjaithai Party, defeated his People's Party rival by more than 3,700 votes.

Crowd confusion led to complaints

Acting Sub Lt Phasakorn said the unrest began with a misunderstanding among observers during the consolidation of ballot boxes, which later escalated into demands for a recount. In response, the EC sent investigators to collect statements from observers and others involved to ensure a fair review.

What the EC found

Mr Khanchit expanded on findings from 10 complainants, saying several allegations lacked substance.

In the case of a reported power outage during the ballot count, six complainants admitted they had not witnessed the incident, while a circulated video showing "lights out but fans still spinning" was verified as taken in Nonthaburi province, not Chon Buri.

Concerning alleged mismatches between voter turnout and ballot counts, complainants could not identify any specific polling stations affected, and checks at more than 160 stations found no objections by party representatives or the public during counting.

[image: Many people gather in Chon Buri province on Tuesday, demanding that the Election Commission inspect ballot boxes from Constituency 1 amid concerns about the vote count and the handling of the boxes. (Photo: Chonburi Public Relations Office)]
Many people gather in Chon Buri province on Tuesday, demanding that the Election Commission inspect ballot boxes from Constituency 1 amid concerns about the vote count and the handling of the boxes. (Photo: Chonburi Public Relations Office)



Regarding claims that some ballot boxes lacked cable ties and that official documents were found in a bin, the EC found the district director had moved storage from a community hall to a municipal badminton hall due to space limits. When consolidation was about 90% complete, a crowd gathered and some observers misunderstood what they saw.

The gymnasium had no rubbish bins. The documents were materials awaiting organised storage, and cable straps found in a box were spare straps kept for emergencies.

Mr Khanchit confirmed the transfer of election materials over a 500-metre distance had followed established procedures.

No basis for a recount

After reviewing all evidence, the EC concluded there was no reliable basis to believe the election or the vote count in constituency 1 had been compromised. The commission therefore resolved that no recount would take place.

Mr Narong said the seven commissioners spent more than five hours scrutinising the matter to ensure the accuracy of the count and consolidated results.

"None of the commissioners would risk their reputations and honour by engaging in any form of corruption, nor do they have any reason to," Mr Narong stressed.

The EC chief urged the public to have confidence that the election was conducted fairly and transparently.


	Opinion: Election Commission under new pressure
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									Yodchanan satisfied with Pheu Thai effort despite setbacks								

								Focus now is on ensuring vote was fair as party considers whether to join coalition government
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																Pheu Thai Party prime ministerial candidate Yodchanan Wongsawat insists he remains undiscouraged by the outcome of Sunday's election, adding that it is now up to the party's executive committee to decide whether to join a coalition government or serve in opposition.
Speaking at Pheu Thai headquarters in Bangkok on Thursday, Mr Yodchanan explained his absence from the public eye since Feb 9, saying he had fallen seriously ill, but had recovered sufficiently to return to party activities, despite lingering issues with his voice.

He thanked voters for their support, saying that from the first day on the campaign trail until now, he had no regrets because both he and the party had done their utmost.

Many candidates succeeded in winning seats, he said, while those who did not should be encouraged, as the voice of the people was meaningful.

He added that the party stood ready to take on other roles, including parliamentary oversight, and that he was personally satisfied with the effort made.

Unofficial results as of Thursday put Pheu Thai in third place behind Bhumjaithai and the People's Party, securing just 74 seats in the House of Representatives -- 58 constituency and 16 party-list -- down dramatically from 141 in 2023.

Asked whether the outcome marked Pheu Thai's lowest point since the Thai Rak Thai Party era, Mr Yodchanan acknowledged that some might see it that way, but said the party was satisfied with its efforts throughout the campaign.

Party seat totals and standings are not expected to change significantly once the results are made official, even though the number of allegations of irregularities has been much higher than in previous votes.

Over the past three days, Mr Yodchanan said, Pheu Thai has studied various figures that differed from expectations, adding that all constituency data would be gathered and submitted to the Election Commission.

Public confidence crucial

He said Pheu Thai stood ready to fully cooperate to ensure the election was conducted honestly, impartially and transparently, stressing that national progress depended on public confidence in electoral mechanisms and that every vote must be cast legitimately.

There were several constituencies where irregularities were suspected, Mr Yodchanan said, adding that the party has opened a special Election Integrity Watch website to receive complaints.

He reaffirmed his commitment to stand with the people to ensure the election outcome was clear and legally accepted.

Responding to those expressing concern that Pheu Thai could follow other parties whose support dwindled to worrying levels, he said such an assessment was possible, but the party would continue to evaluate itself based on its performance and public expectations.

Mr Yodchanan said the party would issue a statement on Friday outlining areas for improvement, based on its initial assessment of its electoral performance.

He told supporters that he would not lose heart, saying that the experience has strengthened him and offered valuable lessons. He remained committed to delivering on promises made to voters, regardless of his future political role, and urged Pheu Thai candidates to stay resilient and ready to continue the fight together.

"With four years ahead, the party has time to rebuild, but the immediate priority is ensuring the election outcome is honest. If it is proven so, Pheu Thai is to accept the results, whatever role it may play," said Mr Yodchanan.

As the party's top-ranked candidate on the party-list ballot, Mr Yodchanan said he would continue performing his duties as an MP, stressing respect for the people's mandate and the importance of every vote.

As for whether Pheu Thai would join the government or sit in opposition, he said the party has not yet been contacted by other parties, and the decision rests with the executive board.

Chiang Mai disappointment

When asked about the election outcome in Chiang Mai, where Pheu Thai won two seats in the 2023 election but failed to secure any this time, he said it was too early to draw conclusions.

The People's Party won six of the 10 seats in the northern province, with Klatham winning the other four.

Political pundits said Sunday's result -- especially in Chiang Mai -- marked a historic turning point for the party and the Shinawatra political dynasty.

Mr Yodchanan, 46, is the son of Somchai Wongsawat, Thailand's 26th prime minister, and Yaowapha Wongsawat, the younger sister of former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who founded Thai Rak Thai -- the first iteration of what is now Pheu Thai -- nearly 30 years ago.


	Related: Bhumjaithai welcomes 3 microparties to coalition
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								23-year-old suspect wanted for cocaine trafficking and attempted murder
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																CHON BURI - An Austrian man wanted by Interpol for alleged involvement in a cocaine-trafficking network in his home country has been arrested at a hotel in Sattahip district, the Immigration Bureau said on Thursday.
Immigration police caught the 23-year-old, identified only as Fabio, at a hotel in tambon Na Jomtien on Wednesday afternoon, shortly after he had checked in. The arrest came after nearly two weeks of investigation and surveillance, said Pol Maj Gen Cheongron Rimpadee, the bureau spokesman.

Austrian federal police had asked their Thai counterparts for help locating the suspect, who is wanted on a European Union arrest warrant issued by the public prosecutor's office in Wiener Neustadt on Jan 28.

An Interpol red notice, an alert typically issued for international fugitives, was issued for the suspect on Jan 30. The Austrian entered Thailand under the visa-exemption scheme before the Interpol alert was uploaded to the system, Pol Maj Gen Cheongron said.

The suspect is accused of belonging to a cocaine-trafficking network in Austria and of supplying the drug to several dealers who have been arrested, with police seizing a total of 1.5 kilogrammes of cocaine. He also faces charges of physical assault and attempted murder.

His Thai visa has been revoked and he now awaits extradition to face legal action in Austria.

The arrest was part of a continuing crackdown on foreign criminals seeking to use Thailand as a hideout, the spokesman said.

Pol Lt Gen Panumas Boonyalug, the Immigration Bureau chief, has ordered intensified checks in areas with high concentrations of foreigners, in close coordination with international security agencies.
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									Filipino food influencer dies after eating 'devil crab'								

								Poisonous shellfish contains toxins similar to those found in pufferfish
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																A Filipino woman who gained online fame for videos of her unusual eating habits has died after consuming a highly poisonous "devil crab" for a social media video.
Emma Amit, 51, and several friends went to collect seafood from a mangrove forest near their home in Luzviminda, on the island of Palawan, on Feb 4. They then brought the shellfish home to cook for a video on Facebook and Tiktok.

After boiling and seasoning the seafood, Amit picked up a poisonous "devil" crab and ate it for her viewers to see.

[image: (Photo: Emma Amit)]
(Photo: Emma Amit Facebook)



The following day, neighbours reported that Amit fell severely ill and had to be taken to a local clinic. She began experiencing seizures and her lips were reported to have turned dark blue, leading her to ultimately be transferred to a hospital.

Doctors were not able to save her. She died on Feb 6, just two days after consuming the "devil crab".

The Smithsonian Institution says devil reef crabs, as they are also known, are found throughout the Indo-Pacific region where they reside in coral reefs. They contain potent neurotoxins including deadly saxitoxin and tetrodotoxin, which are also found in pufferfish.

Luddy Jemang, the Luzviminda village head, said police officers dispatched to the home of the deceased found brightly coloured devil crab shells discarded there.

Philippine authorities have since issued a warning for the public to exercise increased caution when consuming wild seafood.
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																CORTINA D'AMPEZZO, Italy - Ukrainian skeleton racer Vladyslav Heraskevych was disqualified from the Winter Olympics on Thursday after refusing to back down over his banned helmet, which depicts victims of his country's war with Russia.
The International Olympic Committee said he had been kicked out of the Milan-Cortina Games "after refusing to adhere to the IOC athlete expression guidelines".

Heraskevych, 27, had insisted he would continue to wear the helmet, which carries pictures of Ukrainian sportsmen and women killed since Russian forces invaded Ukraine in 2022, during the men's skeleton heats on Thursday.

After the decision, a defiant Heraskevych posted on X "this is price of our dignity", alongside a picture of his headwear.

Ukraine President Volodymyr Zelensky had defended the athlete's right to wear the helmet but he knew he was taking a risk as as gestures of a political nature during competition are forbidden under the Olympic charter.

The IOC said in statement on Thursday that the skeleton racer's accreditation for the Games had been withdrawn.

"Having been given one final opportunity, skeleton pilot Vladylsav Heraskevych from Ukraine will not be able to start his race at the Milano Cortina 2026 Olympic Winter Games this morning," the IOC statement said.

"The decision followed his refusal to comply with the IOC's Guidelines on Athlete Expression. It was taken by the jury of the International Bobsleigh and Skeleton Federation (IBSF) based on the fact that the helmet he intended to wear was not compliant with the rules."

Athletes are permitted to express their views in press conferences and on social media, and on Tuesday the IOC said it would "make an exception" for Heraskevych, allowing him to wear a plain black armband during competition.

"Mr Heraskevych was able to display his helmet in all training runs," the IOC said.

"The IOC also offered him the option of displaying it immediately after the competition when going through the mixed zone."

Dismay

Olympic chiefs said that IOC president Kirsty Coventry had spoken with Heraskevych on Thursday morning in a vain bid to make him change his mind.

Ukrainian fans outside the Cortina Sliding Centre expressed dismayed over the decision.

Natalia Kharchuk, From Lviv, told AFP that she considered it "discrimination".

"It's more about politics, and I think this is not correct. He represents, first of all, our country, and he's a great sportsman," she said.

Irina Nalivayko, from Kyiv, said that she was "very disappointed".

"These people that he showed in his helmet, they're real people that died because of the Russian invasion," she said.

"It's a 100 percent a fact and I'm very disappointed that by making this decision it's as if we're trying to erase a reality.

"The war is still going, we're still freezing, we still have no electricity. People are still dying and this is not good. It's unacceptable."

Heraskevych displayed a banner that read "No War in Ukraine" at the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics, just days before Russia launching its invasion of its neighbour.

The conflict has resulted in a massive wave of destruction that has left entire cities in ruins and killed tens of thousands of soldiers and civilians, while forcing millions to flee their homes.
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									Top IT risks Thai SMEs cannot afford to ignore

									Thai SMEs face rising cyber risks, from weak passwords to unsecured personal devices
								

									Many Thai small and medium-sized businesses -- often run from homes, co-working spaces or cafes -- face rising cyber risks that can be as harmful as a flooded shop or a lost delivery. From careless clicks to old software, a single mistake can stop a small team's operations.
									Passwords remain a glaring vulnerability. Dull as it sounds, weak or reused passwords are still one of the easiest ways into a business network.

Disturbingly, some people still use "123456" or pet names as default passwords and wonder why they keep getting hacked. Long, unique passwords and two-factor authentication (2FA) can make a difference but are often ignored in small firms. Sharing logins, a common shortcut in small teams, multiplies risk and makes it hard to trace responsibility when something goes wrong. Where possible, give each team member a separate account with appropriate access levels.

Closely related is social engineering, which relies on deception rather than technical skill. Global studies show most data breaches involve a human element.

In Thailand, this can take the form of fake calls from "customers", bogus account-recovery requests or emails that appear to come from trusted suppliers. Once a staff member bends the rules "just this once", attackers can seize control of accounts, mobile numbers and payment systems. Recent tensions with Cambodia have also coincided with more active and sophisticated scams from across the border.

Outdated software is a quieter but equally dangerous threat. Hackers routinely exploit known weaknesses in old systems, and small businesses are frequent targets. Operating systems matter, but so do accounting platforms, collaboration tools and customer databases.

Many SMEs delay updates because of cost or compatibility issues, while others rely on software that is no longer supported at all. Each delay increases exposure.

It is understandable that most business owners in Thailand do not want to invest in to upgrading their company's systems and computers, like not upgrading to Windows 11. However, there are times that not doing so is a like handing out invitations to hackers for them to come snooping into their company's valuable customer information.

The most underestimated risk is people. Staff are the backbone of any business, but they are often the weakest link in information security. This is rarely about ill intent; owners trust employees to act honestly, spot suspicious messages and speak up when something seems wrong. In practice, one lapse in judgement or moment of uncertainty can open the door to serious trouble, especially in informal, fast-moving workplaces.

Personal equipment is another issue. Working from home and "bring your own device" arrangements are common, but convenience comes at a price. Personal laptops, phones and Wi-Fi networks are rarely secured to the same standard as company kit. When work and personal use overlap, a compromised private account can quickly become a business crisis.

None of this means business owners should distrust their teams or abandon flexible working. The answer us awareness and proportionate control. Limiting access to only what staff need, keeping systems up to date where possible and talking openly about threats all reduce the odds of a serious incident.

For Thailand's SMEs the message is simple: cyber risk is no longer abstract -- it is part of day-to-day business. Understand the dangers and take basic precautions. And do not forget the basics: back up often.
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																The Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo), through its transaction committee, has resolved to seek the confiscation of assets totalling about 13 billion baht in four major cases involving multiple suspects, including Cambodian nationals and associates.
The Amlo reported that the committee resolved on Wednesday to have public prosecutors seek court orders to confiscate the assets worth 13.074 billion baht in total in these cases because stakeholders could not prove the impounded assets were legally acquired.

According to the Thai government agency, one case involved alleged public fraud by "Ms Taengthai, Mr Leak Yim, Mrs Wirinya, Mr Smith Ben, Ms Katreeya and associates," a statement that appears to refer to Cambodian businessman Yim Leak and lobbyist Benjamin Mauerberger, also known as Ben Smith. 

That case included 68 impounded items worth 12.12 billion baht, including land, condominiums, vehicles, yachts and deposits.

Another case involved 96 assets worth 345 million baht suspected to be connected to online scams, human trafficking and money-laundering via digital currencies.

The case was linked to Chinese-born Chen Zhi, founder and chairman of Prince Group - a transnational business conglomerate in Cambodia. Targeted assets included land, cash, luxury products and ornaments. Chen was extradited to China for prosecution in early January

The third case concerned Cambodian businessman Kok An and associates, based on the arrests of transnational crime and money-laundering suspects. The proposed confiscation in this case covered 89 items of assets worth 560 million baht, including land and bank deposits.

The fourth case involved an investment-scam gang that allegedly defrauded victims via the LINE chat application. Assets targeted for confiscation were estimated at 46 million baht and included cash and bank deposits.
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																The Election Commission (EC) has rejected protesters' petition for a recount in Chon Buri's constituency 1, finding no credible evidence of electoral misconduct or errors in the vote count.
At a briefing on Thursday evening, EC chairman Narong Klanwarin, secretary-general Sawaeng Boonmee and deputy secretaries Khanchit Charoen-in and acting Sub Lt Phasakorn Siriphakayaporn said they had reviewed all complaints, witness statements and related evidence.

They found no indication the election in Chon Buri's constituency 1 was conducted dishonestly or that the tally was flawed. Under Section 124 of the 2018 Organic Act on the Election of Members of the House of Representatives and Article 223 of EC regulations, the case has been dismissed.

Unofficial results show Suchart Chomklin, a candidate from the election-winning Bhumjaithai Party, defeated his People's Party rival by more than 3,700 votes.

Crowd confusion led to complaints

Acting Sub Lt Phasakorn said the unrest began with a misunderstanding among observers during the consolidation of ballot boxes, which later escalated into demands for a recount. In response, the EC sent investigators to collect statements from observers and others involved to ensure a fair review.

What the EC found

Mr Khanchit expanded on findings from 10 complainants, saying several allegations lacked substance.

In the case of a reported power outage during the ballot count, six complainants admitted they had not witnessed the incident, while a circulated video showing "lights out but fans still spinning" was verified as taken in Nonthaburi province, not Chon Buri.

Concerning alleged mismatches between voter turnout and ballot counts, complainants could not identify any specific polling stations affected, and checks at more than 160 stations found no objections by party representatives or the public during counting.

[image: Many people gather in Chon Buri province on Tuesday, demanding that the Election Commission inspect ballot boxes from Constituency 1 amid concerns about the vote count and the handling of the boxes. (Photo: Chonburi Public Relations Office)]
Many people gather in Chon Buri province on Tuesday, demanding that the Election Commission inspect ballot boxes from Constituency 1 amid concerns about the vote count and the handling of the boxes. (Photo: Chonburi Public Relations Office)



Regarding claims that some ballot boxes lacked cable ties and that official documents were found in a bin, the EC found the district director had moved storage from a community hall to a municipal badminton hall due to space limits. When consolidation was about 90% complete, a crowd gathered and some observers misunderstood what they saw.

The gymnasium had no rubbish bins. The documents were materials awaiting organised storage, and cable straps found in a box were spare straps kept for emergencies.

Mr Khanchit confirmed the transfer of election materials over a 500-metre distance had followed established procedures.

No basis for a recount

After reviewing all evidence, the EC concluded there was no reliable basis to believe the election or the vote count in constituency 1 had been compromised. The commission therefore resolved that no recount would take place.

Mr Narong said the seven commissioners spent more than five hours scrutinising the matter to ensure the accuracy of the count and consolidated results.

"None of the commissioners would risk their reputations and honour by engaging in any form of corruption, nor do they have any reason to," Mr Narong stressed.

The EC chief urged the public to have confidence that the election was conducted fairly and transparently.


	Opinion: Election Commission under new pressure
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									Yodchanan satisfied with Pheu Thai effort despite setbacks								

								Focus now is on ensuring vote was fair as party considers whether to join coalition government
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																Pheu Thai Party prime ministerial candidate Yodchanan Wongsawat insists he remains undiscouraged by the outcome of Sunday's election, adding that it is now up to the party's executive committee to decide whether to join a coalition government or serve in opposition.
Speaking at Pheu Thai headquarters in Bangkok on Thursday, Mr Yodchanan explained his absence from the public eye since Feb 9, saying he had fallen seriously ill, but had recovered sufficiently to return to party activities, despite lingering issues with his voice.

He thanked voters for their support, saying that from the first day on the campaign trail until now, he had no regrets because both he and the party had done their utmost.

Many candidates succeeded in winning seats, he said, while those who did not should be encouraged, as the voice of the people was meaningful.

He added that the party stood ready to take on other roles, including parliamentary oversight, and that he was personally satisfied with the effort made.

Unofficial results as of Thursday put Pheu Thai in third place behind Bhumjaithai and the People's Party, securing just 74 seats in the House of Representatives -- 58 constituency and 16 party-list -- down dramatically from 141 in 2023.

Asked whether the outcome marked Pheu Thai's lowest point since the Thai Rak Thai Party era, Mr Yodchanan acknowledged that some might see it that way, but said the party was satisfied with its efforts throughout the campaign.

Party seat totals and standings are not expected to change significantly once the results are made official, even though the number of allegations of irregularities has been much higher than in previous votes.

Over the past three days, Mr Yodchanan said, Pheu Thai has studied various figures that differed from expectations, adding that all constituency data would be gathered and submitted to the Election Commission.

Public confidence crucial

He said Pheu Thai stood ready to fully cooperate to ensure the election was conducted honestly, impartially and transparently, stressing that national progress depended on public confidence in electoral mechanisms and that every vote must be cast legitimately.

There were several constituencies where irregularities were suspected, Mr Yodchanan said, adding that the party has opened a special Election Integrity Watch website to receive complaints.

He reaffirmed his commitment to stand with the people to ensure the election outcome was clear and legally accepted.

Responding to those expressing concern that Pheu Thai could follow other parties whose support dwindled to worrying levels, he said such an assessment was possible, but the party would continue to evaluate itself based on its performance and public expectations.

Mr Yodchanan said the party would issue a statement on Friday outlining areas for improvement, based on its initial assessment of its electoral performance.

He told supporters that he would not lose heart, saying that the experience has strengthened him and offered valuable lessons. He remained committed to delivering on promises made to voters, regardless of his future political role, and urged Pheu Thai candidates to stay resilient and ready to continue the fight together.

"With four years ahead, the party has time to rebuild, but the immediate priority is ensuring the election outcome is honest. If it is proven so, Pheu Thai is to accept the results, whatever role it may play," said Mr Yodchanan.

As the party's top-ranked candidate on the party-list ballot, Mr Yodchanan said he would continue performing his duties as an MP, stressing respect for the people's mandate and the importance of every vote.

As for whether Pheu Thai would join the government or sit in opposition, he said the party has not yet been contacted by other parties, and the decision rests with the executive board.

Chiang Mai disappointment

When asked about the election outcome in Chiang Mai, where Pheu Thai won two seats in the 2023 election but failed to secure any this time, he said it was too early to draw conclusions.

The People's Party won six of the 10 seats in the northern province, with Klatham winning the other four.

Political pundits said Sunday's result -- especially in Chiang Mai -- marked a historic turning point for the party and the Shinawatra political dynasty.

Mr Yodchanan, 46, is the son of Somchai Wongsawat, Thailand's 26th prime minister, and Yaowapha Wongsawat, the younger sister of former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who founded Thai Rak Thai -- the first iteration of what is now Pheu Thai -- nearly 30 years ago.


	Related: Bhumjaithai welcomes 3 microparties to coalition
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									Parks chief defends elephant relocation protocols								

								Atthapol expresses sorrow for fatal relocation operation, says independent inquiry is under way
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																The head of the Department of National Parks, Wildlife and Plant Conservation on Thursday defended his agency's handling of a fatal elephant relocation operation, while protesters continued to demand his resignation.
The 10-year-old male elephant originally inhabited the Phu Luang Wildlife Sanctuary in Loei province before migrating to agricultural areas in Phu Wiang district of Khon Kaen, where he frequently wandered near communities and fatally attacked a local resident.

Despite careful planning, Seedor Hu Pub experienced a sudden physiological crisis after the relocation began at 10.50pm on Feb 3. The veterinary team halted the convoy and conducted emergency medical intervention but were unable to save his life.

The public outcry

More than 200 activists demonstrated at parks department headquarters on Wednesday, demanding the resignation of director-general Atthapol Charoenchansa over the failed operation.

Protesters, including activist Siranat "Sai" Scott, held banners and chanted calls for Mr Atthapol to step down, questioning whether five veterinarians and five tranquilliser doses were excessive.

The protest also raised concerns about forest encroachment into elephants' natural habitats.

Their five demands include the director-general's resignation, an independent veterinary ethics investigation, review of stakeholders' land rights documentation, halting elephant sterilisation and contraception programmes, and ending elephant displacement operations.

Public figures including Cullen Hateberry and Engfa Waraha also voiced their support for proper wildlife treatment.

The department's response

Mr Atthapol on Thursday expressed deep regret over Seedor Hu Pub's death, stressing that all personnel involved acted in good faith and followed veterinary standards, safety protocols and court orders.

He said some of the information circulating was inaccurate and confirmed that an independent fact-finding committee has been set up to review every step of the operation.  

He noted that officials had been under heavy pressure from communities affected by repeated elephant incursions, which had caused injuries, deaths and crop damage.

The department said the translocation plan involved nine coordinated teams, emergency protocols and dosage decisions based on veterinary assessments of the animal's age and weight.

It maintained that no party intended harm and that human safety and wildlife protection must be balanced as conflicts between people and wild elephants intensify nationwide.
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									Bhumjaithai introduces first 3 coalition partners								

								New Democracy, Economic and New parties projected to have 5 MPs in total
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																The election-winning Bhumjaithai Party on Thursday announced three small parties as its initial coalition partners.
The New Democracy Party, Economic Party and New Party have five potential list MPs altogether, Bhumjaithai spokesperson Boonthida Somchai said at a press conference at party headquarters in Bangkok.

Representatives of the three small parties said they would support Bhumjaithai leader and caretaker Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul as prime minister when the new House convenes. Surathin Picharn, leader of the New Democracy Party, said he supported Mr Anutin unconditionally.

Thursday's event was the first official press conference by Bhumjaithai since the Feb 8 general election in which it placed first by a wide margin over the People's Party.

The presence of Bhumjaithai secretary-general Chaichanok Chidchob at the press conference confirmed that the agreement had the blessing of senior party figures, said Ms Boonthida.

Representatives of some other small parties were also present at Bhumjaithai headquarters on Thursday when party executives and MPs-elect had a meeting. Among them was Treenuch Thienthong, leader of the Palang Pracharath Party, which is expected to have five MPs.

Preliminary talks

Before the meeting, Ms Treenuch did not confirm whether her party would join the next coalition government. Ms Boonthida said the Palang Pracharath leader had held preliminary talks with party figures, while the three parties attending the press conference had confirmed their support.

Four days after the general election, the unofficial vote count remains stalled at 94% of the ballots cast, while the Election Commission is facing demands for recounts in dozens of constituencies amid allegations of irregularities.

For now, Bhumjaithai is projected to have 193 MPs. If the 58-MP Klatham Party were to join as some observers have speculated, the coalition would have a bare majority of 251 votes in the 500-seat House.


	Commentary: Next government won't be a grey one
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									Hat Yai school director dies of injuries after gun attack								

								Teen with history of mental illness in custody after shooting and hostage drama
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																SONGKHLA - The director of a Hat Yai school who was shot by an armed teenage attacker while protecting her students succumbed to severe injuries early Thursday morning.
Sasipat Sinsamosorn, 54, died at 2am Thursday of excessive bleeding and severe injuries to her internal organs, said Dr Wirote Yommuang, director of Hatyai Hospital.

The victim had been shot in the left side of her chest. The bullet travelled to the right side and then downward, the hospital director said.

Sasipat was shot while trying to protect her students from a disturbed 17-year-old with a stolen gun at Patongprathankiriwat School on Wednesday afternoon. She had offered herself as a hostage in exchange for the freedom of her students, according to reports.

The late director had a master's degree in educational administration and had been a deputy director and director of three other schools in Songkhla.

The attacker is a native of Patong subdistrict where the school is located. He had been released recently from Songkhla Rajanagarindra Psychiatric Hospital after being treated for mental illness related to drug abuse.

Before the attack on Wednesday, the teen was seen behaving erratically on a hill in the community. Two patrol policemen and a village headman rushed to the scene at 2.54pm. He threatened the officers with a long knife, then ran after them, reached their patrol vehicle and stole their SIG MPX submachine gun.

At 4.45pm the armed youth reached the school on a motorcycle. He shot Sasipat and held some teachers and and students hostage. He reportedly demanded a meeting with a particular teacher.

The attacker's sister, who is also a student at the school, tried to convince him to surrender. A special police task force that had been mobilised outside finally charged the attacker at 6.30pm and took him into custody.

The assailant sustained a gunshot wound in his ear. During the incident, he also shot a 14-year-old schoolgirl who underwent abdominal surgery on Wednesday evening. A 19-year-old suffered an ankle injury when she jumped from the second floor of a school building.

Patongprathankiriwat School has been closed on Thursday and Friday for mourning and counselling of students and staff.

The school posted a message of  condolence on the passing of its director on its Facebook page, saying "although we have lost you, the memories and the goodness you  left [?]behind will remain in our hearts forever."
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																Nine major Thai beverage chains have partnered with the Department of Health to introduce a new standard for drink sweetness aimed at reducing sugar consumption and lowering risks of obesity and non-communicable diseases.
Under a campaign that officially began on Wednesday, ordering a drink with "normal sweetness" will automatically mean 50% less sugar than the original recipe.

Participating brands include Cafe Amazon, Inthanin, All Cafe, Black Canyon, Punthai, and Chao Doi, among others.

Under the new guideline, a 16-ounce coffee that previously contained about 7.3 teaspoons of sugar will now have 3.7 teaspoons, while iced tea or milk tea will drop from 6.6 to 3.3 teaspoons. The measure is based on behavioural economics, adjusting the default sugar level to align with health standards.

The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends limiting sugar intake to no more than six teaspoons per day. Officials say the new standard will help beverages fall within safer ranges, particularly for tea and coffee drinks.

Health experts highlight additional benefits: improved skin health, reduced premature ageing, better concentration, less fatigue, and lower risks of fatty liver and diabetes.

Cutting back on sugar also helps retrain the taste buds, making natural flavours from fruits and grains more enjoyable.

Industry representatives said consumer preferences are already shifting toward less-sweet or sugar-free drinks.

The Department of Health said the initiative not only reduces health risks but also promotes long-term wellness, positioning Thailand as a leader in public health innovation.
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																An estimated 54.2 billion baht will circulate during the 2026 Lunar New Year, marking a six-year high and 5% growth from the previous year, according to the Center for Economic and Business Forecasting at the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC).
The UTCC's consumer spending survey revealed 25% of respondents anticipate a more vibrant celebration this year, while half expect the vibe to be similar to last year.

Thanavath Phonvichai, president of the UTCC, said consumers believe the economy will recover following the election because they can envision who will lead the government's economic team.

Some 43% of respondents plan to honour Chinese gods and offer sacrificial items to their ancestors.

One-third of respondents said they will spend more during this festival, primarily due to higher prices, while 35% said product prices will remain unchanged.

About 70% of them view the prices of sacrificial offerings, such as meat and fruit, to be higher than last year. One-third intend to buy only necessary items, while one-fifth will reduce their spending compared with the previous year.

More people plan to travel, with more than 90% of respondents intending to travel domestically.

The survey found more than half of respondents view the economy as worse or much worse than during the same time last year. They expect the economic recovery to begin in the third or fourth quarter this year.

Respondents urged the new government to focus on improving infrastructure, developing new industries to drive economic growth, strengthening the grassroots economy, upgrading regional infrastructure to support tourism, attracting foreign investment and supporting exporters.

This reflects concerns among Thais about economic conditions and the need for a clear long-term strategy for sustainable economic growth, he said.

The next government is expected to take office by May, with major stimulus schemes likely to be implemented around the third quarter, said Mr Thanavath.

He called for the government to urgently eliminate corruption and crack down on scams, as these issues impact confidence in the tourism sector.
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																The Bank of Thailand is tightening oversight of cash transactions by introducing stricter due diligence requirements and clearer verification of the purpose of fund usage, in an effort to curb suspicious transactions.
The regulator is conducting a public hearing on a proposal requiring financial institutions to ensure customers are present or have had their identities verified before conducting cash transactions.

The draft rules also mandate the monitoring, detection and examination of abnormal transactions to prevent the facilitation of illegal activities, and to strengthen the stability of the financial system. The public hearing runs from Feb 10-24.

According to the central bank, cash transactions pose significant challenges for monitoring and tracing financial flows, potentially creating channels that could be used to support criminal activities.

As a result, financial institutions and specialised financial institutions (SFIs) are required to enhance their risk management frameworks.

Under the new guidelines, commercial banks and SFIs must adopt additional measures in line with customers' risk profiles, transaction characteristics and service channels. Banks are required to establish clear policies and procedures to detect and manage risks associated with cash transactions in a timely manner. These measures must cover transaction patterns, transaction frequency, value thresholds and appropriate risk mitigation approaches.

Banks must ensure relevant staff clearly understand their roles and responsibilities, strictly complying with established policies and risk detection frameworks, noted the regulator.

Financial institutions must ensure customers complete identity verification before conducting cash transactions, with continued monitoring and scrutiny of such transactions.

"If abnormal cash movements are detected -- particularly those inconsistent with a customer's usual behaviour or lacking a clear economic rationale -- banks must closely monitor the activity and take appropriate risk-based actions," said the central bank.

In cases where transactions exceed risk thresholds or exhibit high-risk characteristics, banks must conduct enhanced customer due diligence. If an institution is unable to satisfactorily complete an enhanced review, it must reject the transaction, noted the regulator.

Suspicious cash transactions that may indicate unlawful activities must be reported to the central bank.

If after conducting enhanced due diligence, additional information indicates a reduced risk profile, banks should reassess and adjust the customer's risk classification accordingly.

The measures aim to strengthen safeguards against financial crime while ensuring that risk management practices remain aligned with evolving transaction behaviour, the regulator said.

Central bank governor Vitai Ratanakorn recently said it detected unusually large cash withdrawals totalling more than 250 million baht, with some customers requesting only 500-baht banknotes. The regulator reported the suspicious transactions to the Election Commission.

The measures form part of the central bank's efforts to tackle grey market funds and the informal economy, which have marred Thailand's economic structure and stability.
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									Russia and Thailand among top Lunar New Year destinations								

								Chinese travellers' bookings for Japan still down amid political row; Australia surges
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																HONG KONG - More Chinese tourists are expected  to travel overseas during next week's extra-long Lunar New Year break, with top destinations ranging from Russia and Australia to Thailand and South Korea, travel agencies say, but Japan has lost some of its appeal.
The Lunar New Year, or Spring Festival, is one of China's longest holidays, running for nine days this year from Feb 15, or a day longer than usual. The Year of the Horse officially begins on Feb 17.

Millions  traditionally head home for family reunions during this [?]time, boosting spending in shops, cinemas and restaurants as families nationwide and overseas celebrate together.

40-day travel rush

China expects a record 9.5 billion passenger trips during the accompanying 40-day travel rush, up from 9.02 billion last year, as officials hope this year's longer event spurs more holidaymakers to make domestic visits or venture abroad.

"Thailand has returned to being the top outbound destination thanks to its weather, when most parts of China remain cold," said Zhou Weihong, of Shanghai-based Spring Tour, the travel unit of budget carrier Spring Airlines.

Amid an uncertain economic outlook, many appear to [?]be hoping to leave their troubles behind, however briefly. A prolonged property downturn has eroded household wealth, while uneven growth after the Covid-19 pandemic, has fuelled job insecurity.

Studies show Chinese consumers are prioritising spending on experiences, with consultants at McKinsey saying in an August market update, "Consumers appear to have quietly moved on ... highlighting deeper shifts in how China consumes."

Domestic leisure demand this year is also split between warm and snowy destinations, with trips to the tropical island of Hainan and northeastern  Changbai Mountain popular, added Zhou, a deputy general manager at Spring Tour.

Bookings to Russia on its platform have more than doubled from last year, as have trips to northern Europe.

"For the rest of the year, we'll probably see increased Chinese  travel to Russia," said Sienna Parulis-Cook, marketing and communications director of Dragon Trail Research.

She attributed its popularity, rising off a low base, to Moscow's December move to waive visas for visitors from China.

Australia rebounds

China's  largest travel [?]booking site, Trip.com Group, said a rebound in long-haul travel has driven up visitors to Australia by more than 100% over the year-earlier period.

Seat capacity on international flights during the holiday period, both inbound and [?]outbound, has risen 9% on the year, aviation intelligence firm IBA said.

"The international market is playing an increasingly important role in Spring Festival travel," it said in a report ahead of the break, adding that available seat kilometers on international flights now make up about half of total capacity.

But for other destinations, the picture is not all rosy.

Simmering [?]political tension with Japan has eroded its appeal for Chinese visitors, who normally made it a top choice.

Flight  data for 2026 shows travel to Japan has dropped sharply amid the strained ties and China's safety warnings to its travellers, prompting airlines to broaden refund and change policies for Japan routes.

In the week starting on Feb 2, flights between China and Japan were down 49.2% from a year earlier, said the travel data provider Flight Master.

And all flights have been cancelled on 58 routes [?]that operated during last year's Spring Festival, when Trip.com ranked Japan among  the most popular overseas destinations, alongside Thailand and other regional markets.
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																BRUSSELS - European Union leaders will converge on a Belgian castle on Thursday as the bloc seeks ways to punch its economic weight on the global stage -- faced with threats from China and the United States, and hamstrung by its own divisions.
It is a challenge that has long dogged the European Union, but has gained greater urgency because of geopolitical turbulence, intensified global competition and an economy that lags behind bigger powers.

The leaders of the bloc's 27 countries will try to bridge their differences on how to transform the European economy at the 16th century Alden Biesen castle, guided by a landmark report published 18 months ago.

"The urgency could not be greater. We are fighting for a place in the new global economy," EU chief Ursula von der Leyen told industry chiefs Wednesday.

French President Emmanuel Macron doubled down, warning the bloc needed to act at "a new scale and new speed" to stop the "fragmentation, weakening and probably the humiliation of Europe."

Macron also renewed a call for joint EU debt -- a divisive idea among European capitals -- as the "only way" to compete with China and the United States.

The European Commission president will be promoting a host of solutions at Thursday's talks -- including a French-backed "Buy European" push, "simplifying" EU rules and striking more deals to diversify trading partners.

The "European preference" proposal will likely be the source of fierce debate during the meeting as several countries including Sweden and the Netherlands -- proponents of free trade -- caution against veering into protectionism.

German Chancellor Friedrich Merz said it should be a "last resort".

The commission also believes creating a new legal system for businesses outside of the scope of member states -- the so-called 28th regime -- would make it easier for companies to work across the 27 countries.

Deepening the single market

But von der Leyen and many in the EU believe the real answer is deeper integration of the single market, as argued in the milestone report by former European Central Bank chief Mario Draghi.

"A 28th regime is a neat idea, but true single market integration is needed, and there are no shortcuts in getting there," said Varg Folkman, a policy analyst at the European Policy Centre (EPC) think tank.

Draghi's report will not be the only report leaders will be leaning on.

After Draghi speaks to the leaders in the morning, they will then hear from Italian ex-premier Enrico Letta, who has called for deeper integration, including a savings and investments union to help companies access capital.

Unlike their American rivals, European companies face challenges accessing capital to scale up despite the fact that Europe is home to some of the world's biggest economies including Germany and France.

Directing EU money to Europeans 

Billed as a "strategic brainstorming," Thursday's talks were not expected to produce immediate action.

Diplomats said the meeting will be dominated by two issues: energy prices and the "Buy European" drive.

Von der Leyen backed the call for public buyers to favour European firms, and said the EU executive would propose a law on European preference this month.

"We will introduce specific EU content requirements for strategic sectors," she said. "Let us direct more European money to our European industries."

EPC's Folkman warned the EU against "unmitigated protectionism".

"The bloc must push back against the US and China, but it must not do so at the cost of alienating global partners," he said.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/3195758/eu-leaders-hold-economic-transformation-talks



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Sale of state enterprise land in Bang Na halted								

								Legal Execution Department said to have undervalued plot owned by Forest Industry Organization
							

																The Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment has halted the sale of land in Bang Na district of Bangkok belonging to the Forest Industry Organization (FIO), saying it had been undervalued.
Rawiwan Phuridej, the ministry's permanent secretary, expressed concern over a move by the Legal Execution Department to compel the FIO to sell 130 rai of vacant land for 1.16 billion baht. The proceeds would be used to settle a tax debt owed to the Revenue Department.

The sale process followed a 2018 Central Bankruptcy Court order declaring Thaiplywood, a state enterprise under the FIO, insolvent. Thaiplywood subsequently ceased operations, and the Revenue Department later issued it a tax bill of 1.16 billion baht for outstanding liabilities.

Ms Rawiwan said the Legal Execution Department had appraised the land at around one billion baht, a valuation the ministry considers inappropriate. The ministry hired a private appraiser and was informed that the current market value of the land is about 10 billion baht.

"We will have to negotiate with the Legal Execution Department, as we do not want to sell the land," she said.

"Its value is very high and we could manage it to generate substantial income instead of selling it at a very low price. We will do our best to maintain transparency and protect the interests of the state agency."

Ms Rawiwan also said debt restructuring is possible following negotiations with the Revenue Department. A debt reduction could be another way to resolve the matter between the two state agencies, she said.

The ministry will set up a committee to investigate the dissolution of Thaiplywood, examining why it filed for bankruptcy despite reportedly having more assets than liabilities.

Any irregularities uncovered would be referred to the Office of the National Anti-Corruption Commission for investigation, Ms Rawiwan said.
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																A durable coalition will be critical to Thailand's post-election fiscal outlook and would help reduce the risk of a sovereign rating downgrade, says Fitch Ratings.
According to the agency, although political uncertainty is expected to persist until a new coalition is formed, Thailand's projected election outcome points to some policy continuity with the Bhumjaithai-led interim government.

From a sovereign rating perspective, the new government's medium-term fiscal and growth policies will be pivotal, given the heightened risks to Thailand's public finance outlook that prompted Fitch to revise the outlook on the country's BBB+ rating to negative in September 2025.

"Bhumjaithai's electoral gains, and the number of seats among potential partners, could support a durable coalition and reduce the risk of post-election disruption," the agency said.

Fitch said the durability of the coalition will determine whether Thailand can structurally reduce political uncertainty and deliver more predictable medium-term economic and fiscal policies.

Thailand has a long history of political instability, and since the May 2023 election, the nation has had three prime ministers and three acting prime ministers.

While greater political stability could support investment and growth, Fitch said it remains unclear whether a new coalition will be able to agree on far-reaching structural reforms as the economy continues to face headwinds, including an uneven tourism recovery from the pandemic and intensifying demographic pressures.

A new government under Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul is expected to retain a strong focus on support measures. Priorities under the interim administration include household relief schemes such as the "Khon La Khrueng Plus" co-payment programme, which contributed around 0.8% of GDP, support for small and medium-sized enterprises, and measures to address household debt.

Extending such initiatives could support near-term demand, but spending commitments agreed by a new coalition could delay fiscal consolidation if they are not matched by offsetting measures, Fitch said.

The fiscal trajectory is central to Thailand's sovereign credit profile. Several years of sizeable stimulus and repeated delays in consolidation have pushed general government debt to about 60% of GDP in 2025, around 25 percentage points higher than in 2019.

Modest growth, a weak tourism recovery and demographic pressures have weighed on debt dynamics.

Under the interim government's medium-term fiscal framework, public debt is projected to peak in 2028, then gradually decline as the deficit narrows to 2.1% of GDP in fiscal 2030 from 4.4% in fiscal 2026.

"Coalition bargaining may significantly change the plan," noted Fitch.

The framework assumes politically difficult revenue measures, including the phased increase of the value-added tax, rising to 8.5% in fiscal 2028 and 10% in fiscal 2030, alongside compensatory measures for households.

Fitch said in September 2025 Thailand's rating hinges on whether the authorities can credibly stabilise the government debt-to-GDP ratio over the medium term.

Failure to reduce deficits would weaken confidence in debt stabilisation and could lead to a downgrade, while clearer progress on fiscal consolidation that anchors debt dynamics would support the rating.

Short-term issues to watch include the durability of the coalition, early signals on fiscal priorities and whether the new government can align support measures with a credible consolidation path, the agency said.
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																Foreign investors are expected to continue investing in advanced technology, healthcare and sustainability industries this year, following a record high of 324 billion baht in outlays last year, according to the Department of Business Development (DBD) at the Ministry of Commerce.
Poonpong Naiyanapakorn, director-general of the department, said the tally in 2025 set a record for foreign investment, with Singapore leading the way at 103 billion baht, followed by Japan with 85.6 billion, China 35 billion, Taiwan 17 billion and Mauritius 16.5 billion.

A total of 1,078 foreign investors operated in Thailand, creating 6,647 jobs for the local workforce.

The top 10 business categories attracted a combined investment of more than 282 billion baht from 797 investors, accounting for 87% of total foreign investment capital in 2025, noted the DBD.

Contract manufacturing services topped the list with 119 billion baht or 36.7% of total investment from 354 investors, followed by computer services including software, platform development and data centres with 65.9 billion baht from 64 investors.

Space and goods leasing services attracted 34.5 billion baht from 82 investors, while engineering services received 27.3 billion from 36 investors.

Consulting and management services recorded 9.47 billion baht from 69 investors, wholesale trade 8.96 billion baht from 92 investors, financial services 7.62 billion baht from 39 investors, accounting services 4.95 billion baht from 19 investors, hotel businesses 2.56 billion baht from eight investors, and contract services with private sector partners such as construction and petroleum drilling 1.85 billion baht from 34 investors.

Mr Poonpong said foreign business operations in these sectors help transfer advanced technologies and specialised skills to Thai workers.

The department anticipates foreign investment in Thailand to remain strong this year thanks to the country's modern technological infrastructure and favourable economic system, which enhances foreign investors' competitiveness.

New investments are expected in high-tech industries such as cloud computing, cybersecurity, electric vehicles and components; healthcare and medical services; and environmentally friendly food and sustainable products, in line with global business trends.
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																The Industrial Estate Authority of Thailand (IEAT) has secured a $100-million loan from the World Bank to support projects to cut carbon dioxide emissions at industrial parks as well as trade carbon credits.
"The loan will be offered to companies interested in investing in clean energy and electric vehicle charging facilities," said Sumet Thangprasert, governor of the IEAT.

The authority aims to promote the use of electricity from ground-mounted and floating solar farms, as well as rooftop solar panels.

"We can initiate these projects without spending our money," he said.

The IEAT wants to benefit from lower utilities costs at its industrial parks and earn revenue from carbon credits.

Carbon credits represent the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions achieved by environmental projects. These credits can be traded to companies seeking to offset their own emissions, making them a vital tool in global climate strategies.

"We plan to initially sell 1 million metric tonnes of cumulative carbon dioxide equivalent in the international market this year," said Mr Sumet.

The carbon credits will be certified by Gold Standard, a widely accepted benchmark for project quality and integrity for efforts to reduce carbon dioxide, he said.

"With this standard, we can sell carbon credits at high prices," said Mr Sumet.

The $100-million budget is part of a $200-million loan given by the World Bank to Thailand to support the country's low-carbon city and carbon market development scheme.

Late last year the cabinet approved the scheme and instructed the Finance Ministry to guarantee the loan granted through Export-Import Bank of Thailand.

An initial study by the World Bank found the IEAT's Map Ta Phut and Laem Chabang industrial estates have the potential to operate projects related to carbon credit trade.

The IEAT is preparing to choose areas for development and ask investors to join renewable energy projects, said Mr Sumet.

"We aim to reduce cumulative greenhouse gas by 2.33 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent within 10 years," he said.
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																The government is refusing to rule out overseas borrowing in order to preserve funding channels in case liquidity needs arise.
According to Jindarat Viriyataveekul, director-general of the Public Debt Management Office, the government needs to keep foreign borrowing channels open because if a domestic crisis occurs and liquidity dries up, the government might need to raise funds from overseas.

If such channels were completely closed, foreign investors might become unfamiliar with Thailand, making future offshore borrowing more difficult, she said.

Thailand mainly borrows from multilateral development banks, particularly the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the World Bank. These loans come with technical assistance. For example, loans for projects such as a sea-crossing bridge would include support from foreign experts who provide advice on impacts to the environment and marine ecosystems.

In addition, interest rates on loans from multilateral development banks are relatively low and can be swapped into baht.

According to Ms Jindarat, if Thailand cut off contact with these institutions for a long period, they might become unfamiliar with the country due to the absence of ongoing know your customer (KYC) processes.

Regarding the idea of issuing US dollar-denominated bonds, she said such issuance would require projects that are ready for immediate investment.

Market borrowing entails immediate costs as interest accrues from the first day, unlike loans from the World Bank or ADB, which can be drawn down gradually in line with project progress.

If a project is ready for immediate investment, Thailand would not rule out the issuance of dollar bonds, said Ms Jindarat.

"Many people say dollar bonds are costly. We think they may be useful from time to time so investors familiarise themselves with us," she said.

"However, whether we actually proceed depends on the timing. Issuing dollar bonds involves many steps and can take as long as a year, including completing KYC with financial institutions and international investors so they become familiar with us."

Most of Thailand's outstanding external loans in the portfolio are from Japan, mainly for the Purple Line and Red Line mass transit projects, which are under construction.

Ms Jindarat said the government's public debt position remains stable.

Interest rate risk is low because 87.3% of total public debt carries fixed interest rates.

Exchange rate risk is also low, as only 0.8% of total public debt is denominated in foreign currencies, and most of that exposure has already been hedged. Only 0.24% remains unhedged.

Regarding concerns raised by credit rating agencies over the government's interest burden relative to government revenue, she said the government's interest burden is 10.3%, while the level agencies generally associate with a "junk" rating is about 12%.

"There is not yet cause for concern," said Ms Jindarat.

She noted the government's interest payment-to-revenue ratio is only one of the indicators used in credit rating assessments, and is not the most heavily weighted factor.

If the interest burden were to fall short, Thailand's credit rating would likely not be downgraded immediately, as credit assessments also take other factors into account, such as the debt-to-GDP ratio, the country's competitiveness, good governance and political stability, said Ms Jindarat.

Under the International Monetary Fund's definition of public debt, which excludes the liabilities of state-owned enterprises, Thailand's public debt is only 56% of GDP.

As of December 2025, Thailand's public debt tallied 66.1% of GDP.
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																An estimated 54.2 billion baht will circulate during the 2026 Lunar New Year, marking a six-year high and 5% growth from the previous year, according to the Center for Economic and Business Forecasting at the University of the Thai Chamber of Commerce (UTCC).
The UTCC's consumer spending survey revealed 25% of respondents anticipate a more vibrant celebration this year, while half expect the vibe to be similar to last year.

Thanavath Phonvichai, president of the UTCC, said consumers believe the economy will recover following the election because they can envision who will lead the government's economic team.

Some 43% of respondents plan to honour Chinese gods and offer sacrificial items to their ancestors.

One-third of respondents said they will spend more during this festival, primarily due to higher prices, while 35% said product prices will remain unchanged.

About 70% of them view the prices of sacrificial offerings, such as meat and fruit, to be higher than last year. One-third intend to buy only necessary items, while one-fifth will reduce their spending compared with the previous year.

More people plan to travel, with more than 90% of respondents intending to travel domestically.

The survey found more than half of respondents view the economy as worse or much worse than during the same time last year. They expect the economic recovery to begin in the third or fourth quarter this year.

Respondents urged the new government to focus on improving infrastructure, developing new industries to drive economic growth, strengthening the grassroots economy, upgrading regional infrastructure to support tourism, attracting foreign investment and supporting exporters.

This reflects concerns among Thais about economic conditions and the need for a clear long-term strategy for sustainable economic growth, he said.

The next government is expected to take office by May, with major stimulus schemes likely to be implemented around the third quarter, said Mr Thanavath.

He called for the government to urgently eliminate corruption and crack down on scams, as these issues impact confidence in the tourism sector.
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																The average daily rate for hotels in Thailand surged by 3% last year to 4,984 baht and they recorded a longer average length of stay, with Booking.com, Agoda, and direct hotel bookings generating the most revenue, according to SiteMinder.
In 2025, the inbound market to Thailand declined 7.23% in arrivals and 4.7% in revenue to 33 million and 1.53 trillion baht, respectively.

However, the average daily rate registered 3% growth, according to the Hotel Booking Trends report by SiteMinder, a hotel guest acquisition and revenue platform.

The sector also secured the longest stays in the Asia-Pacific region, with bookings of two nights or more rising to 35% from 29% in 2024.

Supakrit Phansomboon, country manager for Thailand at SiteMinder, said bookings from foreign guests comprised 77% of total hotel reservations nationwide, increasing by 1.14 percentage points year-on-year, marking the highest proportion globally.

The international market share in Thailand bested Spain at 59%, France at 53%, Indonesia 51% and Malaysia 49%.

December had the highest room rate for Thai hotels, gaining 4% year-on-year to 6,169 baht, while January posted the highest growth of 21% as average rates climbed to 6,101 baht in 2025.

September recorded the steepest dip at 4.26% year-on-year to 3,911 baht due to a contraction of several key markets, noted the platform.

"For a sector deeply attuned to international demand, speed-to-market is essential: using timely intelligence to identify demand-driving events and the source markets gaining momentum, and translating these insights into sound revenue decisions," said Mr Supakrit.

"This will be critical as the country enters another year of intensified tourism efforts."

The top five booking platforms generating the most revenue for Thai hotels last year were Booking.com, Agoda, hotel websites (direct bookings), Expedia Group and Trip.com.

The growth of the Indian market also translated into more booking revenue from India-based online travel agents Goibibo & MakeMyTrip, rising from eighth to seventh.

Thienprasit Chaiyapatranun, president of the Thai Hotels Association, said Thai tourism in January 2025 unexpectedly increased by more than 20% year-on-year, as the industry had not yet been affected by weakening confidence.

He said the tourism outlook in January this year might appear severe, contracting by more than 10%, but it still bested the 2024 performance.
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																The Bank of Thailand is tightening oversight of cash transactions by introducing stricter due diligence requirements and clearer verification of the purpose of fund usage, in an effort to curb suspicious transactions.
The regulator is conducting a public hearing on a proposal requiring financial institutions to ensure customers are present or have had their identities verified before conducting cash transactions.

The draft rules also mandate the monitoring, detection and examination of abnormal transactions to prevent the facilitation of illegal activities, and to strengthen the stability of the financial system. The public hearing runs from Feb 10-24.

According to the central bank, cash transactions pose significant challenges for monitoring and tracing financial flows, potentially creating channels that could be used to support criminal activities.

As a result, financial institutions and specialised financial institutions (SFIs) are required to enhance their risk management frameworks.

Under the new guidelines, commercial banks and SFIs must adopt additional measures in line with customers' risk profiles, transaction characteristics and service channels. Banks are required to establish clear policies and procedures to detect and manage risks associated with cash transactions in a timely manner. These measures must cover transaction patterns, transaction frequency, value thresholds and appropriate risk mitigation approaches.

Banks must ensure relevant staff clearly understand their roles and responsibilities, strictly complying with established policies and risk detection frameworks, noted the regulator.

Financial institutions must ensure customers complete identity verification before conducting cash transactions, with continued monitoring and scrutiny of such transactions.

"If abnormal cash movements are detected -- particularly those inconsistent with a customer's usual behaviour or lacking a clear economic rationale -- banks must closely monitor the activity and take appropriate risk-based actions," said the central bank.

In cases where transactions exceed risk thresholds or exhibit high-risk characteristics, banks must conduct enhanced customer due diligence. If an institution is unable to satisfactorily complete an enhanced review, it must reject the transaction, noted the regulator.

Suspicious cash transactions that may indicate unlawful activities must be reported to the central bank.

If after conducting enhanced due diligence, additional information indicates a reduced risk profile, banks should reassess and adjust the customer's risk classification accordingly.

The measures aim to strengthen safeguards against financial crime while ensuring that risk management practices remain aligned with evolving transaction behaviour, the regulator said.

Central bank governor Vitai Ratanakorn recently said it detected unusually large cash withdrawals totalling more than 250 million baht, with some customers requesting only 500-baht banknotes. The regulator reported the suspicious transactions to the Election Commission.

The measures form part of the central bank's efforts to tackle grey market funds and the informal economy, which have marred Thailand's economic structure and stability.
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																As accusations of vote-counting irregularities mount, the Election Commission (EC) is encountering a crisis of confidence amid fading levels of public trust.
The problem began with an incident in Pathum Thani and continued later in Chon Buri's Constituency 1, although that turned out to be a case of misinformation and false accusations.

For the former, the observers demanded a recount after they noticed some CCTVs had been covered with black bags while vote counting was underway.

[image: ]


Fortunately, there was an immediate recount, and the numbers were congruent. EC staff said they had to cover the cameras to guarantee voters' privacy.

In Chon Buri's Constituency 1, some observers complained about a dubious vote count after they saw several ballot boxes had not been properly sealed and vote-counting sheets had been flung into trash cans.

As the poll officials refused to conduct a recount, a standoff occurred, and anger flared. One incensed young woman even opened a ballot box -- this one had been sealed -- in a bid to force a recount.

Under election law, a recount must start with observers lodging an objection during the initial count. This raises the question of whether the EC instructed people to lodge complaints or even put in place official monitors.

Some regularities in other provinces include discrepancies in the numbers of used ballots, as well as the excessively high number of invalid ballots due to the poor judgment of certain EC officials. The EC has ignored the demands of some activists that it release the results of its vote counts.

Now we have a growing "recount" campaign that is spreading across the nation like wildfire. Some are even calling for a nationwide recount.

It's too early to conclude that all the accused mistakes were intentional or foul play. But these cases indicate a lack of efficiency at all levels.

Without full transparency, people will start to doubt the whole process. Some are even calling for Sunday's election to be scrapped entirely.

Even former election commissioner Somchai Srisutthiyakorn has criticised the EC for its weak performance, saying that, in addition to a ballot recount, poll officials must be held responsible for their mistakes.

The Post is among those demanding the EC promptly launch an investigation into any problematic sites and quickly inform the public what actually happened, and how it is redressing the matter. Any failure to do so will set a dangerous precedent in future elections.

The EC must take swift action regarding the ballot-counting saga in Chon Buri in order to curb public distrust, which could spark another round of political upheaval.

More than anything, the EC needs to communicate better with the public and explain what actually happened at the Chon Buri polling unit, instead of letting people form their own opinions from viral clips and social media.

Instead of ignoring its critics, the EC must remind people to follow its regulations on recounts, such as by submitting a formal inquiry and evidence.

If trust in the EC is truly lost, then it should come as no surprise if, during the next major elections, we see observers applying maximum pressure at all polling booths as they clamour to demand recounts or even a re-election. In that case, democracy would be cast into the shadows by our reluctant and aloof polling agency.
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																The formula for the new government will be an amalgamation of three colours -- navy blue representing the Bhumjaithai Party (BJT), red symbolising Pheu Thai (PT), and light blue, the colour code of the Democrat Party.
Green, so to speak -- representing the Klatham Party, the new party led by Capt Thamanat Prompow -- may eventually move to the opposition bench despite its high-octane performance in Sunday's election.

Contesting in national politics for the first time, the party finished fourth, trailing larger parties such as PT, which placed third. That would be another surprise in Thai politics.

Political pundits have predicted Klatham and PT would join a BJT-led government.

I beg to differ. As in my previous column, I remain of the view that the new coalition will comprise BJT, PT and the Democrats.

This formula is based on new political arithmetic that takes into account the popularity vote a party receives, rather than the total number of constituency MP seats.

The popularity vote reflects voter sentiment towards a political party. More popularity votes indicate positive sentiment, acknowledgement and trust.

Meanwhile, constituency MP figures reflect approval ratings in specific localities towards particular candidates.

Leaving detailed political considerations aside, this popularity-vote-based formula reflects BJT's goal of creating a new clean image -- a so-called "No Grey government".

For now, Anutin Charnvirakul remains tight-lipped.

Behind his calm demeanour, he is calculating and weighing the pros and cons of the proposed formulas.

If BJT brings PT and Klatham into Government House, the new administration would enjoy much-needed stability.

Under that formula, a BJT-led government would command 325 seats in the 500-seat House of Representatives -- 193 from BJT, 74 from PT and 58 from Klatham.

Yet Mr Anutin cannot ignore the importance of government image, which can make or break public trust. That is where the popularity-vote formula comes into play.

In this respect, Klatham, which came fourth overall, may not fit. While Klatham won 56 constituency MP seats, it secured only two party-list seats. In contrast, Dem won 10 constituency seats but 12 party-list seats.

Political observers believe Mr Anutin will demonstrate his leadership in explaining to Capt Thamanat why his successful party may not be selected and why Dem could be the preferable choice. BJT could then invite smaller parties with relatively clean images to join the coalition.

Under this scenario, Klatham (58 seats) and the People's Party (PP), the runner-up with 118 seats, would sit on the opposition benches.

The outcome of Sunday's election, in which PP won all seats in Bangkok, reminds me of a conversation with Olarn Thinbangtieo, a lecturer at the Faculty of Political Science and Law at Burapha University.

He described the result as reflecting the political science theory known as "A Tale of Twin Democracies" or "Song Nakara", meaning two cities. According to this theory, Thailand has two democratic peripheries -- the provinces versus Bangkok and its surrounding areas.

Voters in the provinces determine the government, while voters in Bangkok and neighbouring provinces such as Pathum Thani and Nonthaburi can influence or even unseat it.

This theory appears to have played out again. PP won all 33 constituencies in Bangkok and secured a majority in nearby provinces including Pathum Thani, Nonthaburi and Samut Prakan. Other parties scored mainly in provincial constituencies.

"Apparently, no political party can win voters' hearts as PP has done," he said. That creates political risk if there are campaigns to "manipulate, incite and divide" the public.

"That could lead to renewed confrontation between liberal and conservative camps," he warned.

Indeed, just a day after the election, conflict arose at a polling unit in Chon Buri, where an observer challenged vote counting in a constituency won by Suchart Chomklin of BJT.

Mr Olarn warned Mr Anutin must defuse tensions before they escalate. The best way to ease public anger is to ensure the new government's image is as trustworthy as possible.

In that sense, a BJT-PT-Democrat coalition fits the need. This formula could engage the mass base, elites, academics and grassroots supporters.

BJT appeals to the mass electorate. The Democrats retain support among educated urban voters.

Despite the Thai-Cambodia dispute triggered by a leaked phone conversation between Cambodian strongman Hun Sen and former prime minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, PT's red-shirt grassroots supporters remain solid.

Mr Anutin must show negotiation skills to bring PT and the Democrats together. The two parties have been political rivals for nearly two decades.

Having both in Government House would enhance the new administration's image. If the Democrats and PT can bury the hatchet, the government could project professionalism and reconciliation.

Beyond BJT, PT and the Democrats, which other parties might join?

Stithorn Thananithichote, a political science lecturer at Chulalongkorn University, agrees that the new government could comprise BJT, PT and the Democrats. Together, they would command strong popularity-vote scores -- 19 for BJT, 16 for PT and 12 for the Democrats.

For added stability, the coalition could draw additional seats from Prachachat (five seats), Thai Ruam Palang (six seats), Palang Pracharath (five seats) and three party-list seats from the Economic Party.

These smaller parties hold both constituency and popularity votes.

Under the popularity-vote formula, the new BJT-led administration could emerge as a "No Grey Government".
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																It used to be that when advanced economies sneezed, emerging markets caught a cold. That is no longer true. Following recent global shocks, such as the post-pandemic inflation surge and a new wave of tariffs, emerging markets have held up well. Inflation has continued to slow, currencies have generally retained their value, and debt issuance costs have remained at manageable levels. There has been no sign of the kind of financial turbulence that came with past economic shocks.
In fact, emerging markets have expanded their role as a key global growth engine, with their share of the world economy more than doubling since 2000. The 10 emerging markets in the G20 alone now account for over half of global growth.

While supportive external conditions have played a part in emerging markets' impressive resilience, so have the policies and institutions underpinning it. Central banks have grown more independent, with clearer inflation targets and less reliance on foreign-exchange interventions to absorb shocks. And more emerging markets are using fiscal rules to impose budgetary discipline.

In Brazil, for example, monetary reforms paid off in the country's fight against inflation. Guided by an inflation-targeting framework established in 1999, Brazil was one of the first countries to raise interest rates as prices surged during the pandemic. It has since refined its framework and is now expected to reach its 3% target next year.

Likewise, Nigeria has implemented tough reforms to improve its energy-pricing framework and phase out central-bank financing of budget deficits. And Egypt is pushing ahead with plans to broaden its tax base, including by widening its value-added tax, closing loopholes, and digitising tax administration.

But while emerging markets have made great strides in improving their policy frameworks and enhancing credibility, this is no time for complacency. Their strong recent performance also reflects favourable circumstances such as lower interest rates, accommodative financial conditions, and robust commodity prices.

Moreover, emerging markets' resilience hasn't yet translated into faster growth. Nearly six years after the Covid-19 outbreak, GDP in emerging markets and developing economies is on a slower growth path than before the pandemic -- a trend that has set back the goal of closing the income gap with advanced economies. At the same time, profound shifts in geopolitics, trade, technology, and demographics could make it even harder for emerging markets to catch up.

In a world that is likely to remain turbulent for some time, emerging markets need to press ahead with focused reforms. Each country must strike a balance between growth-promoting policies and maintaining economic resilience (through reserves and other instruments that offer shelter in downturns).

Creating the conditions for a new job-rich growth surge requires strengthening the business environment to mobilise domestic investors and attract foreign capital. Stronger institutions and governance will lead to deeper financial markets in which the most dynamic and promising companies can grow. Policymakers must also position their economies to take advantage of the potential productivity gains from AI. Saudi Arabia, India, and other members of the Gulf Cooperation Council, for example, have unveiled impressive infrastructure investments that will lay the foundation for AI adoption for decades to come. Where possible, other emerging markets should follow their lead.

Some frontier markets also have the advantage afforded by a young and fast-growing working-age population hungry for opportunities. This demographic asset can yield an enormous dividend, but only if countries make substantial investments in education and training to prepare their workforce for the challenges ahead.

Although strains in old alliances have introduced additional uncertainty, the shifting geopolitical and trade landscape does present opportunities for new forms of integration and cooperation. Emerging markets are already playing a leading role in this shift. From Southeast Asia to Africa and Latin America, regional groupings are forging new trade connections and deepening their members' economic and financial ties.

As emerging markets' economic clout has increased, so has their influence in global debates. Increasingly, these economies are coming together to discuss how they can leverage their growing scale and build on their hard-won resilience.

Their growing prominence is top of mind at this week's AlUla Conference for Emerging Market Economies, held in AlUla, Saudi Arabia. Jointly organised by Saudi Arabia and the International Monetary Fund, this annual event brings together policymakers, business leaders, and economic thinkers to chart a course for these economies. Emerging-market leaders will map out plans to thrive in a world of shifting partnerships by emphasising continued openness and collaboration. Their common goal is to face global volatility with sound economic policies that strengthen resilience and help their people become more prosperous and secure. (c)2026 Project Syndicate

Kristalina Georgieva is Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund. Mohammed Al-Jadaan is Minister of Finance of Saudi Arabia.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/3195559/emerging-markets-stand-strong



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Roaring global growth is emerging								

															

																	
										
											
											
																									
													
																																					
																										
												
												[image: A pedestrian walks past an electronic quotation board displaying the foreign exchange rate of the Japanese yen against the US dollar in Tokyo, yesterday. AFP]
											
																							
													A pedestrian walks past an electronic quotation board displaying the foreign exchange rate of the Japanese yen against the US dollar in Tokyo, yesterday. AFP												

																					

									

																The chaotic newsflow, geopolitical shape-shifting and wild market swings of 2026 have clouded one basic signal: the global economy is racing forward.
Market takes this year have covered everything from the dollar and Federal Reserve independence to precious metals swings, Nato tensions, Japanese elections and even carnage in software stocks. This has all left investors breathless in 2026.

And we're only six weeks in.

But, as Morgan Stanley strategist Andrew Sheets points out, all of this noise masks a "powerful overlapping signal worthy of respect".

A cyclical whoosh is underway in the global economy.

Sheets makes the case that one indicator of rising global economic activity may be dismissed as a quirk with alternative explanations, but several coinciding are harder to ignore.

For a start, there's copper, traditionally at the heart of both tech and industrial activity. The metal's price has soared up to 40% in six months. While that may be partly related to the speculative frenzy in precious metals as well as structural supply issues, it tallies with other signals and drivers.

That includes South Korean equities, which have historically had high cyclicality and sensitivity to world trade. They have climbed as much as 68% over that period, Sheets said. Financial stocks, too, have risen more than twice that of their global stock benchmarks, and small caps are revving up as well.

Meanwhile, the catalysts for a global cyclical upswing are mounting.

"Fiscal, monetary and regulatory policy are all getting easier -- all at the same time, all around the world," the Morgan Stanley strategist told clients. Donald Trump's "One Big Beautiful Bill" is about to kick in this year, while Germany's near one-trillion euro fiscal spree is also starting to show up in industrial orders. And Japan's Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi, who gained a super-majority endorsement from this weekend's election, has big spending plans too. At the same time, markets remain convinced there are at least two more Federal Reserve interest rate cuts due this year, with two from the Bank of England possibly in the works as well. And then there's the eye-watering AI-related capex boom, with the four biggest US megacap "hyperscalers" set to go stratospheric this year with up to US$650 billion (20.2 trillion baht) of spending.

HEAT, THEN FIRE?

Societe Generale's Manish Kabra also outlined a litany of market signals pointing to a cyclical acceleration, including a rotation from tech leaders to the wider stock universe that he described as the "sharpest broadening in five years, fuelled by cyclical data".

Over the past three months, the S&P 500's equal-weighted index, which helps smooth distortions caused by megacap moves, has climbed about 8%, more than twice the gains of the S&P 500 overall.

What's more, US small-cap stocks captured by the Russell 2000 index and the S&P 600 have now outperformed the Nasdaq 100 by some 13% over the past six months.

"Macro and micro signals together point to continued broadening of market performance as profits widen," Mr Kabra said.

And if investors are rotating sectors on Wall Street, they may well be doing so internationally also -- and weighing on the dollar in the process. European and Hong Kong stocks are already clocking 2026 gains of more than twice those of the S&P 500 in dollar terms, with a 10% jump in broad emerging market stock indexes outstripping US benchmarks five times over.

High-frequency updates published last week are also hinting at a global boom. JPMorgan noted that January business surveys from America and around the world flagged rising activity across all sectors and regions, consistent with annualised global growth this quarter of 3%.

All of which suggests a "hold on to your hat" theme is developing beneath a volatile and confusing market surface.

But, as is often the case, all these data points raise more questions than answers.

If we're getting a big cyclical upswing, where are all the new jobs? Is AI weighing on hiring? If the economy is heating up so much and inflation is still above target, why is the Fed even thinking of easing again? And if those easing hopes were whipped away again, would that mute the boom in turn?

It's also entirely possible these loose global conditions will eventually come back to haunt the financial world via bond market ructions.

But the heat comes first. Perhaps later will be the fire. REUTERS

Mike Dolan is Reuters Editor-at-Large for Finance & Markets.
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																In the 1990s, Thailand ranked second in Asean for state performance, behind only Singapore. Today, we trail several neighbours. This decline has unfolded gradually over three decades -- through repeated economic crises, institutional stagnation, and reforms that never quite went far enough. What is different today is that the cost of inaction has become far more dangerous.
Thailand now faces a far more demanding global environment. Our population is ageing rapidly to the point of becoming a completely aged society. Climate risks are no longer abstract; they are already disrupting production and livelihoods in several areas. Global trade has become fragmented and uncertain. Technology is reshaping industries and labour markets faster than our education and skills systems can respond. These pressures are structural, not cyclical. They cannot be managed with short-term fixes or familiar policy instruments.

This article is written as a direct proposal to the newly elected government. The message is simple but urgent: if Thailand is to return to a path of high, inclusive, and sustainable growth, economic reform is unavoidable -- but economic reform alone will not be enough. The binding constraint today lies in how the state functions. Without strengthening state capacity, new strategies will struggle to translate into real outcomes.

Political scientist Francis Fukuyama defines state capacity as the ability of the state to design policies, implement them effectively, and enforce laws credibly. By this definition, Thailand is not a failed state. International indicators show that Thailand delivers relatively solid outcomes in infrastructure provision, macroeconomic management, public health, and poverty reduction.

However, weaknesses become increasingly visible as policy tasks move up the complexity ladder. Thailand performs far less well in areas that matter most for future growth -- education and environment quality, innovation, and industrial policy. Especially in industrial policy, which is crucial to reviving economic growth and depends heavily on state capacity, several indicators show that Thailand scores below the global average and behind regional peers.

For example, the International Country Risk Guide, which measures quality of government, bureaucratic quality, and rule of law, shows Thailand slipping steadily since the 1997 economic crisis. While Singapore remains at the frontier, countries such as Malaysia and Vietnam have improved their relative positions and now outperform Thailand on overall government quality.

Industrial competitiveness presents an even sharper warning. According to UNIDO's Competitive Industrial Performance Index, Thailand ranks 28th globally, well behind industrial leaders such as Germany, China, and Japan, as well as regional peers Singapore and Malaysia. It also highlights weaknesses in technological depth and innovation intensity. This is not merely a matter of rankings; it reflects structural constraints that directly limit productivity growth and industrial upgrading.

Thailand's state capacity is no longer adequate for shaping the economy of the future. Industrial transformation is among the most demanding tasks any government can undertake. International experience shows that success depends not only on selecting priority sectors, but on sustained coordination, learning, and credible implementation.

Countries such as Japan and South Korea succeeded with strong, professional bureaucracies that worked closely with business while maintaining discipline and performance standards. Thailand cannot replicate these models wholesale. Coordination across agencies remains weak, bureaucratic incentives are misaligned, and policy continuity is often undermined by political cycles. Expecting the state to lead industrial transformation on its own would therefore be unrealistic.

This is precisely why a more structured partnership with the private sector is essential -- not as ad hoc consultation or policy capture, but as a rules-based collaboration focused on problem-solving and delivery. For such cooperation to work, the state must strengthen several core capacities that international indicators consistently identify as Thailand's weak points.

First, coordination. Fragmentation across ministries and agencies is now a measurable drag on policy effectiveness. Data systems remain poorly integrated, mandates overlap, and accountability is diluted. Even well-designed policies falter at the implementation stage because no single actor has the authority or incentive to align efforts across institutions.

Second, mediation. Industrial upgrading inevitably redistributes costs and benefits. A capable state must be able to assess trade-offs across sectors and groups, negotiate compromises, and design adjustment mechanisms. Where this capacity is weak, reforms stall or provoke resistance that ultimately undermines growth.

Third, transparency and performance management. Thailand performs reasonably well in delivering basic services, but much less well in outcome-based monitoring. International indicators point to weaknesses in open data, innovation governance, and results-based evaluation. Without clear KPIs tied to real outcomes, reform efforts dissipate into process rather than impact.

Fourth, credibility and commitment. Policy uncertainty -- frequent rule changes, inconsistent enforcement, and politically driven interventions -- raises risk premiums and discourages long-term investment. Restoring credibility does not require new announcements; it requires consistent follow-through.

In this context, the proposal known as "Reinvent Thailand" offers a pragmatic pathway forward. Initiated by major private-sector institutions and supported by key economic agencies, it seeks to institutionalise state-private collaboration around industrial transformation rather than rely on episodic dialogue. Its value lies not in ambition, but in structure: a joint forum to identify constraints and track solutions, clearly designated issue owners with coordination authority, and shared data and KPIs to monitor progress over time.

TDRI's proposal is to complement this platform with focused workstreams on three areas where Thailand's international indicators reveal the largest gaps: skills, innovation, and regulations.

Thailand's experience across sectors illustrates this clearly. In pet food, where Thailand is already a global exporter, growth is increasingly constrained by skills gaps in branding, product development, and market intelligence. In high-tech manufacturing, Thailand struggles to anchor advanced investment because human capital and innovation ecosystems lag behind competitors. In high-value services like wellness tourism, fragmented standards and capabilities prevent quality upgrading and limit value creation.

These constraints are solvable. But they require a state that can listen, coordinate, and commit -- one that acts as an enabler of private-sector dynamism rather than a bottleneck.

The newly elected government has an opportunity to reset how the Thai state works. The challenge is not to produce more plans, but to change operating norms: to break silos, strengthen coordination, and engage the private sector as a genuine partner in delivery. Thailand still has strong firms, capable people, and untapped potential. What is needed now is a state that can rise to meet the demands of a new economy -- and a government willing to lead that transformation.

Boonwara Sumano, PhD, is a senior research fellow of the Thailand Development Research Institute (TDRI). This article is an edited version of his keynote speech at TDRI's Annual Conference on Reimagining Thailand's Development Model, held on November 17. TDRI's policy analyses appear in the 'Bangkok Post' on alternate Wednesdays.
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									Japanese PM Takaichi comes out on top								

															

																Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi has just scored an unprecedented victory in the country's general election. The ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which she leads, won 316 seats in the 465-member House of Representatives (the Diet's lower house), up sharply from 198. The combined strength of two parties that had merged hastily -- despite their fundamentally opposing platforms -- in an effort to bring Ms Takaichi down fell from 167 seats to just 49. The LDP, which celebrated its 70th anniversary last year, has never looked more robust.
Only moments after Ms Takaichi became the LDP's president last October, the party's coalition partner of a quarter-century, Komeito, abruptly defected. With that, there was no guarantee that she could secure a majority in the lower house to become prime minister. Then, after she dissolved the chamber and called a general election in order to obtain a stronger mandate, Komeito, backed by disciplined religious voters, quickly merged with the largest opposition force, the liberal Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan.

Ms Takaichi survived the first shock by forming a new coalition with a smaller party closer to her own policy line. She crushed the second challenge by setting the period for election campaigning to an unprecedentedly brief 16 days, leaving the new opposition alliance scant time to build name recognition.

The prime minister is herself something of a newcomer, having risen to the party presidency in a political culture that long assumed that a politician, and certainly a national leader, must be male. Rather than relying on the usual social circles that fostered the careers of her senior colleagues, she nurtured her ambitions on her own. Casting herself as the lead actor, she wrote the script and directed the plot to stage an election in which a maverick heroine clears one obstacle after another, growing stronger, before finally reaching an apparently invincible position. Voters seemed captivated by the narrative.

Ms Takaichi now plans to overhaul the way Japan drafts its national budget. For decades, the country has relied on a two-step process: a modest initial budget at the start of the fiscal year, followed by a supplementary budget six months later to cover shortfalls. Ms Takaichi wants to abolish this practice and rely on a single budget at the start of the year.

Japan has no time, she warned throughout the campaign. Whether the challenge is to reduce dependence on China for critical minerals, build advanced crop factories to strengthen food self-sufficiency, or update military platforms to match the technologies revealed in Ukraine to be essential to warfighting, Japan must act or risk losing the opportunity to do so in the future. A country that stops addressing its challenges, she argued, has no future. Voters appear to have embraced that ambitious vision.

Even so, this is only the beginning. Unlike the lower house, the upper house cannot be dissolved by the premier. Its next regular election is not due until 2028. If the LDP, now still a minority faction there, can strengthen its position as decisively as it has in the lower house, it could secure the two-thirds majorities in both chambers that are required to initiate constitutional change, a cause which Ms Takaichi inherited from her mentor, the late Abe Shinzo. To win any referendum on constitutional reform, the government will need strong backing from both houses.

Japan's constitution has never been amended, an extraordinary exception among democracies. A clause renouncing the possession of the means of war has long functioned as a convenient fiction. Ms Takaichi wants to correct this, and she has made explicit recognition of the constitutionality of Japan's armed forces central to the LDP's identity. But achieving that goal will require at least three more years of sustained commitment.

Whether an ageing Japan can transform itself in short order under a maverick prime minister remains uncertain. Yet some economists argue that the demographic clock may not be as unforgiving as often assumed. If female and elderly labour-force participation were each to rise by ten percentage points, and if the productivity gains expected from artificial intelligence are added to the equation, Japan could offset much of its demographic drag without relying heavily on immigration. For now, Ms Takaichi is wagering that voters are ready for a more assertive course. If she can convert electoral capital into sustained structural change, her victory may mark the start of a new political cycle in Japan. If not, it will be remembered as a spectacular but fleeting moment. We will soon find out which future will prevail. (c)2026 Project Syndicate

Taniguchi Tomohiko, a former special adviser to prime minister Abe Shinzo, is Chairman of Nippon Kaigi (Japan Conference), a conservative lobbying organisation.
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																As winning political parties begin forming alliances and the public waits for a new government to address bread-and-butter issues, the National Anti-Corruption Commission's (NACC) decision to move against former MPs from the People's Party is, to say the least, poorly timed.
On Monday, the NACC issued a statement announcing its unanimous decision to refer former Move Forward Party leader Pita Limjaroenrat and 43 other former lawmakers to the Supreme Court for alleged serious ethical violations. The case stems from their submission of a bill to amend the Criminal Code's lese majeste provisions several years ago.

The case itself is not new. The probe was launched in August 2024 after lawyer Theerayut Suwankesorn petitioned the Constitutional Court to dissolve the Move Forward Party over its efforts to amend the law in 2023.

That petition was based on a Jan 31, 2024, ruling by the court that found the party's push to amend the law constituted an attempt to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

In its statement, the NACC said that although the accused were members of parliament carrying out their legislative duties, the 44 lawmakers ignored warnings from the secretary-general of the House that the proposed amendment was not in line with the constitutional monarchy.

Regardless of political ideology, the case raises serious questions about the role of independent agencies in relation to parliament and elected lawmakers.

The timing of the NACC's decision is significant. About 12 of the 44 former MPs are candidates elected in Sunday's poll. Among them are People's Party leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut, widely tipped to become leader of the opposition in the new House, deputy leader Sirikanya Tansakun, and outspoken MP Rangsiman Rome.

This raises an obvious question: Why did the NACC act this week, a day after the election, despite having received the petition nearly two years ago? The case should have been concluded much earlier, allowing parties to prepare their candidate lists and voters to make fully informed choices.

If the accused are ultimately found guilty of serious ethical violations and face the maximum penalties, the Election Commission would be required to hold by-elections. An earlier decision would have allowed affected parties to adjust in advance and voters to weigh the consequences at the ballot box.

Leaving political ideology aside, the final court ruling could have far-reaching consequences for the parliamentary system. If key opposition figures are disqualified or tied up in prolonged legal proceedings, the system of checks and balances -- particularly with an opposition led by the People's Party -- could be significantly weakened.

More troubling still, the case raises fundamental questions about the freedom and duty of lawmakers to propose legislation for debate in parliament. Parliament should be the space where national policies are discussed, and solutions are pursued through democratic processes.

A heavy responsibility now rests with the Supreme Court. Its decision will shape not only the political landscape but also public confidence in Thailand's democratic institutions. One can only hope the court delivers a fair and measured ruling that serves democracy and long-term stability.
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																The election on Sunday has finally ended, albeit with mixed reactions. Despite the polling process going relatively smoothly and a clear winner emerging by the end of the day, the ham-fisted actions of the Election Commission (EC) risk bungling the vote-counting process.
Worse still, the way the EC handled the problems that arose threatens to undermine public trust in the agency, if not the entire process.

Since advance voting began on Feb 1, the EC has drawn more complaints than praise over its handling of the election. Several of these blunders were so serious that the EC secretary-general had to apologise to the public twice and promised to do better on the main polling day. Unsurprisingly, the agency failed to deliver on that promise.

Complaints began to roll in as ballot counting started on Sunday. At polling booth No.3 in Nan, volunteers mistakenly tore more than 60 ballot papers along the wrong line, invalidating the votes.

In Pathum Thani's Constituency 7, EC staff decided to count ballots behind closed doors and refused to allow university students to monitor the process. The decision sparked a protest by the students, who besieged the polling station until 3am to force officials to recount the ballots. Although no irregularities were ultimately found, the incident damaged the EC's credibility.

On Sunday evening, the EC's online dashboard, which shows the progress of vote counting in real time, suddenly went offline for about three hours. The EC said the system went down due to a technical glitch, before insisting it had nothing to do with data recording from polling units.

Errors are to be expected in any vote-counting process. Without doubt, EC officials had to cope with an enormous workload, as they were tasked with handling both the election and the constitutional referendum.

About 1.15 million polling staff worked across 99,483 polling stations nationwide on Sunday, dealing with around 15 million ballot papers in a single day. It would be unrealistic to expect zero errors.

The problem lies in the way EC executives handled the mistakes as they came to light. Senior EC officials continued to deny wrongdoing until they could no longer do so.

On Sunday night, EC president Narong Klanwarin told the media at a press conference that the EC's error rate was less than 0.01%.

"Mistakes that occurred will not affect the election outcome," he assured.

Once again, the statement showed how the poll agency misjudged public sentiment and failed to acknowledge concerns over trust.

The mistakes may not affect the election outcome or point to electoral fraud. Yet the EC's defensive stance and poor communication create the perception that something questionable is going on. That is unfair to both winning and losing parties. Above all, it is damaging to democracy.

The EC needs to examine complaints carefully, and where there are grounds for irregularities, it must launch investigations swiftly. Without transparency, the election risks becoming little more than a meaningless democratic ritual.
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																Thai foreign policy was elevated to a high priority on the policy platforms of many political parties during Sunday's general election. The stakes have risen enormously due to growing public interest following the conflict with Cambodia.
During the campaign, numerous debates focused on foreign policy -- something that was rare in previous electoral contests.

For the time being, only the Bhumjaithai Party and the People's Party (PP) are seriously pushing their foreign policy agendas.

Sunday's election outcome -- a Bhumjaithai victory -- suggests the current foreign policy direction will continue largely uninterrupted.

However, questions were raised during a panel discussion last month at the Senate Committee on Foreign Affairs on the future of Thai diplomatic strategy in the so-called disorderly multipolar world.

One of the panellists, Fuadi Pitsuwan, a lecturer in international politics at Thammasat University, floated a new concept of "wind turbine diplomacy" to enhance Thailand's strategic autonomy, resilience and international influence.

To understand the present dynamics of Thai foreign policy, it is important to briefly recap developments under the short-lived Anutin administration.

The government elevated Thai diplomacy to a much-needed level that allowed Thai voices to be heard on the global stage.

Under Foreign Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeaw, Thailand took advantage of its longstanding policy of flexibility and non-alignment, raising the country's profile remarkably within a short period.

With major powers competing head-to-head for influence and economic interests in the region, Thailand now faces a dilemma, as it can no longer bend with every political wind blowing from multiple directions.

That said, no new government will abandon the longstanding tenets of Thai diplomacy, which are rooted in preserving national independence, sovereignty and territorial integrity.

Following Thai-Cambodian tensions, the security dimension of Thai diplomacy has come to the fore.

The Anutin government gave the armed forces broad latitude to protect the country's sovereignty, making security a priority in foreign policy.

Border tensions also generated deep anxiety over international narratives perceived as leaning towards Cambodia, even though Thai officials consistently explained that their actions were defensive and in response to cross-border provocations.

Before the Anutin government took office, Thailand's response was widely viewed as meek and passive, laying the groundwork for a maelstrom in strategic communications.

Since the Anutin-led coalition government was installed in October, Thai foreign policy has become more emboldened, with Saranrom Palace required to clearly explain its position on deteriorating border conditions to the international community, both bilaterally and multilaterally, including at the United Nations and its related agencies.

Ties with the United States and China have also come under strain as Bangkok seeks to gauge shifting winds and recalibrate its approach to balance relations with both powers.

Public perception, influenced by social media, has been that neither stood with Thailand.

In reality, both superpowers, acting on their own initiative, sought to contain the conflict, which directly affects their core regional interests.

Following the Ottawa Convention on anti-personnel landmines in Geneva on Dec 6, Thailand's rebuttals gained acknowledgement, particularly its assertion that landmines found along the Thai-Cambodian border were not old remnants.

Adding to the complexity was the unpredictability of Thai politics. Ongoing domestic disputes culminated on Dec 12, prompting Mr Anutin to dissolve Parliament and call a snap election, which led to Bhumjaithai's victory.

From then on, national attention shifted to the election, although diplomatic efforts under the caretaker government did not come to a halt.

Like it or not, the much-touted bamboo diplomacy has been put into practice on the ground over the past three months.

However, from the Senate's vantage point, Thailand needs a more proactive approach, as proposed by Mr Fuadi's "wind turbine diplomacy". In short, bamboo diplomacy may no longer be adequate in the modern era.

Ahead of the election, Isriya Paireepairit, now an elected list MP from the People's Party, publicly endorsed Mr Fuadi's wind turbine diplomacy.

In essence, the wind turbine model is designed to avoid zero-sum great-power rivalry while strengthening Thailand's strategic autonomy and bargaining power.

Mr Isriya outlined three strategies: proactive diplomacy with clear positioning; sector-specific strategic partnerships; and coalition-building among middle powers. These approaches aim to raise Thailand's profile without forcing it to choose sides in great-power rivalries.

In a separate phone interview, Mr Fuadi said Thai diplomacy should be grounded in a strong wind turbine foundation, built by enhancing agency and bargaining power through legitimate politics, economic strength and military capacity.

He stressed that it must also be anchored in universal principles such as international law, the rule of law and labour rights.

For wind turbine diplomacy to be effective and meaningful to the public, it must balance value-based and interest-based elements.

Adherence to international norms, he argued, does not contradict Thailand's interests but strengthens them, providing greater leverage at a time when such values are increasingly challenged.

Whatever form Thai foreign policy takes, a sense of national survival runs deep among diplomats and policymakers. The task ahead is to merge flexibility with a more proactive and confident stance.

Given Thailand's current political environment, public perception is now pivotal in shaping and influencing diplomatic conduct more than ever before.

The Senate's foreign affairs committee will present its recommendations once a new cabinet is formed. It will not be long before it becomes clear whether Thailand's diplomatic trajectory can harness the winds of change.

Kavi Chongkittavorn is a veteran journalist on regional affairs.
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									The case of the disappearing senior generals								

															

																Armies can be used against both against foreigners abroad and against citizens at home, but the two roles require quite different equipment and tactics. The same applies to their commanders: you need a different kind of general if you think that the primary task of their troops will be controlling dissent at home.
With that in mind, what has been happening in China is quite interesting. Slowly at first, but now in a rush, the senior command of the People's Liberation Army (PLA) has been purged of its highest-ranking generals.

It's not like Stalin's great purge of Soviet generals in 1937-38, just before the Second World War, when at least 780 generals were shot. The Chinese generals are not being executed, although many are ending up in jail. Nobody outside the intelligence services knows what is happening to lower-ranking generals, but at the highest level, it is almost a clean sweep.

China's highest military body, the Central Military Commission, normally has seven members, with President Xi Jinping himself in the chair in his parallel role as general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party.

These six men should be loyal to Mr Xi, because he appointed every one of them after the 20th Party Congress four years ago. Yet all six have been dismissed on suspicion of corruption, including last month the CMC's vice-chair, Zhang Youxia, one of Mr Xi's oldest friends. Mr Xi and Gen Zhang were childhood friends whose fathers had served together under Mao in the Liberation War, and they regarded each other as honorary brothers. Moreover, Gen Zhang was the last serving officer in the PLA to have seen actual combat (in clashes with Vietnam in 1979 and 1984).

Now they have all been accused of "serious violations of discipline and law" (the standard phrase for corruption) and removed from the CMC. Why?

The accusation of corruption is probably true for some of them, as it is for many or most PLA officers, but that would have been true already when they were appointed to the jobs. Something else must have changed.

In most dictatorships, the first suspects will always be those who control troops and might try to make a military coup. However, that really seems unlikely in a country where the Communist Party has been in power for 77 years, and almost every military officer is also a Party member.

It's not that the Party can never be overthrown. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Russia) was removed from power by a non-violent popular revolt after 74 years, in 1991, so you could speculate that China is in the same zone now. But that's probably much too simplistic: history may rhyme, but it rarely repeats quite that accurately.

However, this is precisely the historical analogy lurking at the bottom of the psyche of most true-believing Communists (a rare breed) whom I have known in China. This rarely admitted spectre even drives a good deal of state policy in China -- including, perhaps, this stunning reshuffle.

We know that the Chinese economy is in big long-term trouble and that many young people are disaffected with the state. Maybe China's rulers know more than we do about growing dissent, or maybe they are just imagining it -- but if domestic repression is going to be necessary, then they need different people on the CMC.

It's only a hypothesis, but it is one possible explanation for why the real military people have been removed from the existing CMC. The Chinese Communist Party could do as thorough a job of suppressing dissent in the streets as Iran's Revolutionary Guard, no doubt, but it would probably require a change in China's current military leadership.

Speaking of which, have you noticed how many American generals have been removed from office in the past year? President Trump has fired or otherwise relieved at least 15 very senior officers, most of them 3-stars and 4-stars and replaced them with men (all men) he considers more aligned with his values. This happens a little bit in most administrations, but never on the scale seen in the last year. Moreover, Mr Trump has said that in future he will personally interview all prospective four-star nominees in every service.

It doesn't necessarily mean he's putting in the right people in case he needs to use the army to suppress large-scale domestic dissent at home in future, but an unfriendly observer could certainly construe it that way. There are definitely people around him who think that far ahead, although at this stage it would be just one contingency among many in their forward planning.

Gwynne Dyer is an independent journalist whose articles are published in 45 countries. His latest book is 'Intervention Earth: Life-Saving Ideas from the World's Climate Engineers'. His book, 'The Shortest History of War', is also still available.
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        Top IT risks Thai SMEs cannot afford to ignore
        Many Thai small and medium-sized businesses --- often run from homes, co-working spaces or caf&eacute;s --- face rising cyber risks that can be as harmful as a flooded shop or a lost delivery. From careless clicks to old software, a single mistake can stop a small team's operations.

      

      
        Puerto Rican heritage in Bad Bunny's politically suggestive Super Bowl LX performance
        Bad Bunny took centre stage as the headliner of the 2026 Super Bowl LX halftime show on Sunday, making pop as well as political history.&nbsp;

      

      
        New movies out this week: Feb 12-18
        7 new releases that hit cinemas in Thailand this week.

      

      
        Extravagant opera costumes up for auction
        GENEVA - Sandra Delpierre's fingers linger on a long blue and white fur coat and graze a pair of angel wings as she winds past thousands of colourful costumes used in opera performances.

      

      
        Ystavanpaiva: when Valentine's Day belongs to friends
        Yst&auml;v&auml;np&auml;iv&auml;, which directly translates to "Friends Day," is a Finnish celebration of platonic love rather than romance on Valentine's Day.

      

      
        AI cracks Roman-era board game
        THE HAGUE - A smooth, white stone dating from the Roman era and unearthed in the Netherlands has long baffled researchers.

      

      
        'A Masterful Duo' will feature 4 hands, 1 piano
        Music lovers are invited to witness a spectacle that defies the limits of a single instrument during "A Masterful Duo", which will be held at Sala Sudasiri Sobha, Lat Phrao 41 yaek 7-2, on Feb 22 at 4pm.

      

      
        Emotions to the fore at 'State Of Mind'
        Central: The Original Store invites everyone to question their own mental condition during "State Of Mind", which is running at its Central Space on the 3rd floor until Feb 28.

      

      
        River City Bangkok transformed into a garden for 'The 20 Years Ahead'
        The Galleria 3 art space at River City Bangkok will be transformed into a real garden that opens up full sensory perception in every dimension during "The 20 Years Ahead" from Saturday to Feb 23.

      

      
        Valentine's Day in Bangkok, by vibe
        Bangkok does not do romance in just one way. In a city shaped by skyline views, neighbourhood dining rooms, museums, and late night bars, Valentine's Day can take many forms. Some couples want the occasion to feel grand, while others want it quiet. From spending an afternoon wandering through galleries to letting the vibes ride out at a bar at 11PM, we've got you with some...
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									Top IT risks Thai SMEs cannot afford to ignore

									Thai SMEs face rising cyber risks, from weak passwords to unsecured personal devices
								

									Many Thai small and medium-sized businesses -- often run from homes, co-working spaces or cafes -- face rising cyber risks that can be as harmful as a flooded shop or a lost delivery. From careless clicks to old software, a single mistake can stop a small team's operations.
									Passwords remain a glaring vulnerability. Dull as it sounds, weak or reused passwords are still one of the easiest ways into a business network.

Disturbingly, some people still use "123456" or pet names as default passwords and wonder why they keep getting hacked. Long, unique passwords and two-factor authentication (2FA) can make a difference but are often ignored in small firms. Sharing logins, a common shortcut in small teams, multiplies risk and makes it hard to trace responsibility when something goes wrong. Where possible, give each team member a separate account with appropriate access levels.

Closely related is social engineering, which relies on deception rather than technical skill. Global studies show most data breaches involve a human element.

In Thailand, this can take the form of fake calls from "customers", bogus account-recovery requests or emails that appear to come from trusted suppliers. Once a staff member bends the rules "just this once", attackers can seize control of accounts, mobile numbers and payment systems. Recent tensions with Cambodia have also coincided with more active and sophisticated scams from across the border.

Outdated software is a quieter but equally dangerous threat. Hackers routinely exploit known weaknesses in old systems, and small businesses are frequent targets. Operating systems matter, but so do accounting platforms, collaboration tools and customer databases.

Many SMEs delay updates because of cost or compatibility issues, while others rely on software that is no longer supported at all. Each delay increases exposure.

It is understandable that most business owners in Thailand do not want to invest in to upgrading their company's systems and computers, like not upgrading to Windows 11. However, there are times that not doing so is a like handing out invitations to hackers for them to come snooping into their company's valuable customer information.

The most underestimated risk is people. Staff are the backbone of any business, but they are often the weakest link in information security. This is rarely about ill intent; owners trust employees to act honestly, spot suspicious messages and speak up when something seems wrong. In practice, one lapse in judgement or moment of uncertainty can open the door to serious trouble, especially in informal, fast-moving workplaces.

Personal equipment is another issue. Working from home and "bring your own device" arrangements are common, but convenience comes at a price. Personal laptops, phones and Wi-Fi networks are rarely secured to the same standard as company kit. When work and personal use overlap, a compromised private account can quickly become a business crisis.

None of this means business owners should distrust their teams or abandon flexible working. The answer us awareness and proportionate control. Limiting access to only what staff need, keeping systems up to date where possible and talking openly about threats all reduce the odds of a serious incident.

For Thailand's SMEs the message is simple: cyber risk is no longer abstract -- it is part of day-to-day business. Understand the dangers and take basic precautions. And do not forget the basics: back up often.
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									Puerto Rican heritage in Bad Bunny's politically suggestive Super Bowl LX performance

									Though this stage wasn't met with explicit political statements by the Puerto Rican singer as in his "ICE out" statement at the Grammys, the message was made clear through the entirety of the show.
								

									Bad Bunny took centre stage as the headliner of the 2026 Super Bowl LX halftime show on Sunday, making pop as well as political history. 
									The Puerto Rican superstar made history as the first artist to perform the show entirely in Spanish. The only English phrase he delivered was "God bless America," before listing countries across North and South America as performers entered, carrying national flags.
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The star-studded production featured appearances from Lady Gaga, Ricky Martin, Pedro Pascal, Cardi B, Jessica Alba, Karol G and more. Some performed alongside him, while others emerged from a small onstage "casita," a house set he previously featured on his world tours.

[image: (Photo: Jeenah Moon)]
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Bad Bunny opened the performance in towering sugarcane fields -- a striking nod to Puerto Rico's colonial past and the brutal labour that once sustained its economy. The imagery grounded the spectacle in working-class history before expanding into broader cultural symbolism.

Food became a recurring motif throughout the set. A piragua stand, selling shaved ice with brightly coloured syrups, symbolised community and everyday Puerto Rican life. Flags of Colombia, Spain, Puerto Rico and Mexico were placed on the bottles, visually blending identities as the syrups were poured together -- a metaphor for Latino unity.

Bad Bunny's show also referenced Puerto Rican culture symbols: the concho (a native toad caricature of Bad Bunny) and jibaro straw hats worn by rural workers. These icons evoke conversations are 'endangered' cultures of Puerto Rico. Concho is based off the sapo concho, a crested toad endemic to Puerto Rico that is now critically endangered due to invasive species and the rapid development that is destroying its habitat.
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Although Bad Bunny did not directly address the US Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) during the show, an ICE advertisement reportedly aired immediately afterward the Puerto Rican singer's performance sparking online controversy. Recent ICE raids and tougher enforcement have sparked large detentions, protests and legal challenges, while reports of deaths and poor conditions in expanded detention centres -- plus a major doxxing of staff -- have intensified oversight and scrutiny.

Colour symbolism further deepened the message. The azul clarito (light blue) seen on the Puerto Rican flag and in costume design is associated with the island's original flag and the pro-independence movement. The shade stood out most prominently in Lady Gaga's flowing light-blue "Salsa" dress.
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A partial replica of Castillo San Felipe del Morro -- the 16th-century Spanish fort in Old San Juan and a Unesco World Heritage Site -- served as a stage prop. The historic fortress, long a symbol of Puerto Rican resilience, reinforced the performance's historical undertones.

Though only 14 minutes long, the halftime show unfolded like a cultural history lesson, with symbolism embedded in nearly every prop and visual.
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Not everyone welcomed the message. US President Donald Trump criticised the performance on Truth Social, calling it "absolutely terrible, one of the worst, EVER!" and "an affront to the Greatness of America," adding that "nobody understands a word this guy is saying."

Despite the criticism, Bad Bunny remains one of the most influential artists in the world, ranking as Spotify's most-played artist in 2025 -- a testament to the global reach of the culture he brought to the Super Bowl stage.
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									New movies out this week: Feb 12-18

									Dom-com 'Pillion' is Harry Lighton's directorial debut
								

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

Sup Pa Ror 2 (The Undertaker 2)

Directed by Thiti Srinuan.

Who's in it? 

Eisaya Hosuwan, Nattawut Sanyabut, Chatichai Chinnasi, Thanadon Buarabat, Naruepol Yai-Im, Thanwaporn Nasombat, Boonthao Kanyapila, Phuwasit Ananbhornsiri and Kamtun Jindamol.

What's it about? 

After the deaths of Baikhaw and undertaker Sak, life in the village gradually returns to normal, until the day Grandma Joi is suddenly struck by lightning and dies, only to miraculously come back to life. This supernatural event leads Thup, a young man still grieving the loss of his loved one, to believe that Grandma Joi's return may hold a secret and be the key to the afterlife he has been searching for all along.

Why watch it?

The hit movie gets a sequel and two new cast members. 
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Pillion

Directed by Harry Lighton. 

Who's in it?

Harry Melling, Alexander Skarsgard and Douglas Hodge.

What's it about? 

A directionless man is swept off his feet when an enigmatic, impossibly handsome biker takes him on as his submissive.

Why watch it? 

Director Lighton spent a weekend with real members of the Gay Bikers Motorcycle Club, who later served as advisors and appeared in the film as members of the gay biker gang. The members of the GBMCC also attended the film's premiere at the 2025 Cannes Film Festival.

[image: ]

Wuthering Heights

Directed by Emerald Fennell.

Who's in it? 

Jacob Elordi, Margot Robbie and Owen Cooper.

What's it about? 

A passionate and tumultuous love story set against the backdrop of the Yorkshire Moors, exploring the intense and destructive relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine Earnshaw.

Why watch it? 

The project started a bidding war prior to production, with many rival studios wanting to acquire the picture. Warner Brothers won out in the end, partly due to their commitment to a theatrical release for the film.



Premieres on Feb 13

[image: ]

O Romeo

Directed by Vishal Bhardwaj.

Who's in it?

Shahid Kapoor, Triptii Dimri and Avinash Tiwary.

What's it about? 

In post-independence Mumbai, the underworld rises amidst a changing city. This gritty tale explores the criminal landscape of a bygone era, weaving through the streets and shadows of India's bustling metropolis.

Why watch it?

The shot of Shahid Kapoor sitting in a bathtub with a cowboy hat was taken from the music video "I Wanna Be a Cowboy" by Boys Don't Cry.



Premieres on Feb 14
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Byosoku 5 Senchimetoru (5 Centimetres Per Second)

Directed by Yoshiyuki Okayama.

Who's in it?

Hokuto Matsumura, Yuzu Aoki and Keiko Horiuchi.

What's it about?

Takaki tells the story of his life as changing times test his romantic feelings.

Why watch it? 

Remake of 5 Centimetres Per Second (2007).

[image: New movies out this week: Feb 12-18]

The Rose: Come Back To Me

Directed by Eugene Yi.

Who's in it? 

Woosung Sammy Kim, Dojoon Leo Park, Hajoon Dylan Lee, and Taegyeom Jeff Lee.

What's it about? 

An intimate documentary chronicling the remarkable journey of The Rose -- from their humble beginnings as a South Korean indie band to their rise as a global sensation.

Why watch it? 

The documentary centres on mental health, perseverance, vulnerability and creative rebirth as core themes.



Premieres on Feb 18
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Ateez VR Concert: Light The Way

Who's in it?  

Hongjoong, Seonghwa, Yunho, Yeosang, San, Mingi, Wooyoung and Jongho. 

What's it about? 

A virtual reality concert that will bring the audience a tiny bit closer to Ateez than ever before.

Why watch it? 

A groundbreaking VR concert experience.
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									Extravagant opera costumes up for auction

									Geneva theatre expects brisk demand from fans of Bridgerton style, among others
								

									GENEVA - Sandra Delpierre's fingers linger on a long blue and white fur coat and graze a pair of angel wings as she winds past thousands of colourful costumes used in opera performances.
									"There are some real treasures to be found," the head of costume workshops at Geneva's Grand Theatre told AFP.

At a time when Bridgerton-style costume parties are all the rage, the Swiss opera house is planning to sell off 15,000 stage costumes, accessories and shoes from major productions through the years.

Delpierre marvels at the thousands of garments, ranging from vests and tunics to dresses and leotards displayed in a large warehouse near Geneva.

She shows off large animal heads, including a rat and a bull, and an embroidered dress with a ruffled hem made for the production of the Handel opera Alcina.

There is also a costume inspired by crinoline, the stiff or structured petticoat designed to hold out a skirt or tutu, but whimsically reimagined using neoprene.

The Grand Theatre, a majestic building in the heart of Geneva which opened in 1879, is selling around half of its stock, calling it "a rare opportunity to step behind the scenes and take home a living fragment of the show".

"From valets to duchesses, from three-piece suits to the Roaring Twenties, there is something for every taste," it boasts on its website.

The pieces, some dating back to the 1980s, will go on sale on Feb 14 and 15, with a time slot reserved for professionals. (Story continues below)
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Less than $10

Prices range from five to 500 Swiss francs ($650), although the star of the sale has been priced higher, at 995 Swiss francs.

That is because the work of Romanian costume designer Miruna Boruzescu for the piece in question is "monumental", said Marianne Perreau, in charge of sorting through, setting up and selling off the massive stash.

"It truly embodies everything that makes a remarkable costume," Perreau told AFP, lifting the heavy, green piece that evokes a luxurious plant creature, entirely composed of overlapping green leaves, embroidered with gold-coloured thread and dotted with peacock feathers.

The costume, which exists in several exemplars but only one of which is up for sale, was worn by dancers in the opera JJR (Citizen of Geneva), dedicated to the life and work of philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, by the Canadian director Robert Carsen.

"Each piece of fabric, each petal, is made from different material. It was top-stitched to give the impression of veining," she said.

The costume, which consists of a bodice placed over a boned skirt fitted with a farthingale -- a kind of padded roll that provides volume at the hips -- is part of the sale's "Remarkable" section.

A bit further along, Perreau unveils a light green piece, created by Italian costume designer Ezio Toffolutti for one of the fairies in William Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream.

Several designs are also available for children, in yellow and grey.

Also on display are imposing and extravagant birds in tailcoats, created by the Greek costume designer Yannis Kokkos for a male choir, each with enormous, rounded artificial bodies affixed with real feathers that have been dyed pink.

'Difficult choice'

After months of sorting, every costume has been labelled to identify the production it was part of, the role it was used for and the performer who wore it.

"A collection needs to be rotated, renewed and updated to fit current tastes," Delpierre explained.

"So we have to part with some of our heritage to make room for other productions."

Some little-worn pieces are in excellent condition. Others are a bit tattered.

Delpierre voiced regret that limited storage space is pushing the Grand Theatre to part with some outfits.

"We're forced to make a difficult choice," she said.

But the sale is sure to delight potential buyers.

Delpierre said the opera house expected to see independent companies and performing arts institutions, as well as collectors, and individuals just eager to dress up.

The sale will be perfect, she said, for "people who dress more eccentrically and want to find a truly exceptional piece for their wardrobe".
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									Ystavanpaiva: when Valentine's Day belongs to friends

									In Finland, Feb 14 isn't centred on romantic love, but on celebrating platonic relationships
								

									Ystavanpaiva, which directly translates to "Friends Day," is a Finnish celebration of platonic love rather than romance on Valentine's Day.
									Back in elementary school, before love was understood as anything beyond simple affection, I remember my mother buying sheets of heart stickers for me to bring to class every February 14. I would carefully stick them onto my friends' school shirts, and in that innocent childhood logic, the number of stickers you gave -- or received -- quietly reflected how much you cared.
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As with many modern holidays, the shift toward Ystavanpaiva was shaped more by commercial momentum than by religious roots.

Marketing campaigns by florists, chocolatiers and card companies helped redefine the day, reframing it as a celebration of friendship rather than solely romantic love.

Although the idea began to emerge in the 1980s, Ystavanpaiva was officially added to Finnish calendars nationwide in 1996. Despite its relatively modern status, it has grown into one of the country's most anticipated annual celebrations.

Instead of candlelit dinners for two, the day is often marked by "friend dates" -- shared meals, bowling nights, ice skating or sledding. It is a celebration where no one is left out.

Friends, colleagues and neighbours across the country exchange cards, flowers and chocolates, reinforcing bonds that extend beyond romance.

Celebrating platonic love should not feel unusual. We honour mothers and fathers, marriages and children -- but how often do we formally recognise the people who stand beside us through every stage of life? Friendship, after all, is not secondary to love.
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									AI cracks Roman-era board game

									Analysis of wear patterns on stone suggested different kinds of moves, as well as rules
								

									THE HAGUE - A smooth, white stone dating from the Roman era and unearthed in the Netherlands has long baffled researchers.
									Now with the help of artificial intelligence, scientists believe they have cracked the mystery: the stone is an ancient board game and they have even guessed the rules.

The circular piece of limestone has diagonal and straight lines cut into it.

Using 3D imaging, scientists discovered some lines were deeper than others, suggesting pieces were moved along them, some more than others.

"We can see wear along the lines on the stone, exactly where you would slide a piece," said Walter Crist, an archaeologist at Leiden University who specialises in ancient games.

Other researchers at Maastricht University then used an artificial intelligence program that can deduce the rules to ancient games.

They trained this AI, baptised Ludii, with the rules of about 100 ancient games from the same area as the Roman stone.

The computer "produced dozens of possible rule sets. It then played the game against itself and identified a few variants that are enjoyable for humans to play," said Dennis Soemers, from Maastricht University.

They then cross-checked the possible rules with the wear on the stone to uncover the most likely set of movements in the game.

However, Soemers also sounded a note of caution.

"If you present Ludii with a line pattern like the one on the stone, it will always find game rules. Therefore, we cannot be sure that the Romans played it in precisely that way," he said.

The aim of the "deceptively simple but thrilling strategy game" was to hunt and trap the opponent's pieces in as few moves as possible.

The research and the possible rules were published in the journal Antiquity.
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									'A Masterful Duo' will feature 4 hands, 1 piano

									
								

									Music lovers are invited to witness a spectacle that defies the limits of a single instrument during "A Masterful Duo", which will be held at Sala Sudasiri Sobha, Lat Phrao 41 yaek 7-2, on Feb 22 at 4pm.
									Featuring Thailand's legendary Steinway artist Nat Yontararak and the acclaimed Brazilian virtuoso Paulo Zereu, this exclusive collaboration is specifically designed to enchant first-time listeners, families and aspiring young musicians who wish to see the pinnacle of piano teamwork.

In a rare piano four-hand performance with 20 fingers moving across the 88 keys, the two masters will be sharing a single piano bench, weaving their hands together to transform one keyboard into a full, thundering orchestra.

Audiences will be delighted with a selection of music that represents the pinnacle of the piano duet. The programme features Mozart's Sonata In D Major, K 381, a work of pure joy and orchestral brilliance; Schubert's Grand Rondo In A Major, D 951 Op 107, one of the greatest masterpieces ever written for four hands; Mendelssohn's Andante And Allegro Brillant, one of the most physically demanding pieces in the duet repertoire; and Isaac Albeniz's Pavane-Capricho, Op 12, a charming piece that blends two musical ideas in its title.

The repertoire also includes Liszt's Hungarian Rhapsody No.2 -- the iconic soundtrack to Tom & Jerry's The Cat Concerto. In a thrilling twist, the duo will perform a special arrangement by Zereu, specifically designed to push the speed and power of the piano to its absolute limit.

The concert marks a 20-year global friendship between the two artists. They first met in Germany where Paulo attended one of Nat's concerts. That single encounter eventually inspired Paulo to move across the world to Thailand, where both have since become teachers of teachers, shaping the next generation of Thai pianists.

Tickets cost 500, 1,000, 1,800, 2,000 and 2,500 baht (4,000 baht for the masterful bundle of four tickets inclusive of a post-concert reception).

Visit salasudasirisobha.com.
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									Emotions to the fore at 'State Of Mind'

									
								

									Central: The Original Store invites everyone to question their own mental condition during "State Of Mind", which is running at its Central Space on the 3rd floor until Feb 28.
									In this exhibition, Kamsak Atipiboonsin brings 18 distinctive abstract works characterised by the expressive use of oil paint, textured surfaces and dynamic brushstrokes to convey emotion rather than relying on literal or narrative imagery.

Bold and vibrant colours are a key element in his paintings that encourage viewers to interpret the works freely, drawing meaning from the emotions and energy emanating from each piece rather than from conventional storytelling.

Having been active in the art world for over 30 years, Kamsak has achieved recognition through both group exhibitions alongside other Thai artists and solo shows. This exhibition serves as another platform for him to express his identity through abstraction.

It invites viewers to explore the "mental states" of people living in today's world, one defined by constant acceleration, confusion and relentless pressure. His works candidly reflect inner emotions, feelings and psychological vibrations.

They offer a perspective on the modern world that, while appearing fast-moving, sharp and demanding of instant responses on the surface, conceals beneath it a sense of fragility, tension and emptiness that quietly erodes the human psyche.

He portrays these conditions through the rhythm of lines, the intensity of colour and the powerful energy of his brushstrokes. While his artistic approach has evolved from earlier works, it remains true to his signature qualities of intensity, sincerity and an uncompromising spirit that define his artistic identity.

The exhibition becomes a contemplative refuge in the heart of the city inviting audiences to slow down, become aware of their emotions, and confront their inner feelings with honesty and openness.

Central: The Original Store is on Charoen Krung Road and opens Tuesday to Sunday from 10am to 6pm.

Visit facebook.com/central.theoriginalstore.
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									River City Bangkok transformed into a garden for 'The 20 Years Ahead'

									
								

									The Galleria 3 art space at River City Bangkok will be transformed into a real garden that opens up full sensory perception in every dimension during "The 20 Years Ahead" from Saturday to Feb 23.
									This is a major green phenomenon held to mark the 20th anniversary of Ging Gaan Bai, a world-class leader in modern landscape and garden design that was selected as one of the seven gardens in the Urban Garden category at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show 2021 in the UK.

For the "real garden" in this instance, it is a design that truly reflects Ging Gaan Bai's identity, exploring what the ideal garden of the next 20 years will look like.
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Presented under the concept "Future Of Living Begins In The Garden", the exhibition comprises five zones that harmoniously blend art, fashion, technology and nature to convey a fresh perspective on future living. The "Garden Of Stillness" zone represents a moment where stillness is not emptiness, but a quiet balance. It gently and profoundly reconnects individuals with their inner state of mind.

The "Garden Of Connection" focuses on the touch of natural textures to foster mental well-being and inner peace. Visitors will feel the vibrations and sounds of the earth through tactile experiences filled with emotion and deep connectivity.

Then, witness the automatic transition from day to night at the "Garden Of Motion" that invites visitors to pause and observe the beauty and gradual changes unfolding before them.

[image: 'Garden Of Memory' zone.]
'Garden Of Memory' zone.




Enveloped by translucent layers where light filters through gently, the "Garden Of Memory" allows your memories to fade away, leaving only a sense of peace floating in the air.

And finally, the "Garden Of Imagination" stimulates curiosity through novelty and harmonious contrasts. Blending the past with the future, integrating art, technology and nature. It opens a space for visitors to envision new possibilities for what a garden can be.

This zone also features a treasure hunt to discover artefacts and traces of Ging Gaan Bai's 20-year journey, hidden within rock crevices and flowing streams.

Two additional zones will be arranged for a flower diffuser workshop and sales of exclusive memorabilia.

There is no admission fee. River City Bangkok is on Charoen Krung 24.

Visit ginggaanbai.com.
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									Valentine's Day in Bangkok, by vibe

									
								

									Bangkok does not do romance in just one way. In a city shaped by skyline views, neighbourhood dining rooms, museums, and late night bars, Valentine's Day can take many forms. Some couples want the occasion to feel grand, while others want it quiet. From spending an afternoon wandering through galleries to letting the vibes ride out at a bar at 11PM, we've got you with some recommendations for your perfect date night.
									Here is Valentine's Day in Bangkok, sorted by mood rather than by price.

The First Valentine's

Spire Rooftop Bar

Spire delivers city views, polished cocktails and a setting that feels elevated without being intimidating. 

Masseria Decimo

Handmade pasta, warm lighting and a composed dining room create an environment that feels thoughtful rather than showy.

Benebene

Created by the minds behind Canteen19, Benebene offers contemporary elegance in a room that feels refined but approachable.

Cento

Modern and energetic, Cento strikes a balance between special and comfortable.

The Creative Couple

Erawan Museum

Dramatic and ornate, the Erawan Museum provides a surreal setting beneath its iconic three headed elephant. 

Dib Bangkok

Design focused and contemporary, Dib attracts an art minded crowd. It is well suited to couples who appreciate clean lines, conceptual exhibitions and conversations that move beyond small talk.

MOCA Bangkok

One of the city's most comprehensive collections of Thai contemporary art, MOCA offers expansive galleries and a calm pace. 

ATT19

Part heritage house, part gallery, part cafe, ATT19 allows a date to unfold gradually. 

After Hours

Invitation Only

Tucked away and discreet, Invitation Only is known for serious cocktails and a focused atmosphere. It suits couples who prefer intimacy and craft over spectacle.

G.O.D. (Genius On Dr*gs)

Energetic and unapologetically itself, G.O.D. is for couples who see Valentine's Day as an excuse to dance.

Vesper Bar

A longstanding name in Bangkok's cocktail scene, Vesper delivers refined drinks and polished service.

Bar Us

Intimate and design conscious, Bar Us serves inventive cocktails in a compact, stylish space. It is the kind of place where one drink easily turns into several.

Just The Two Of Us

Xin Xe Goi

This Vietnamese spot offers bright flavours in a setting that feels relaxed yet thoughtful.

Sotthep

Focused on Northern Thai cuisine, Sotthep presents depth of flavour in an intimate 6-table dining environment. 

Horsamut

Enjoy riverside views in a polished space away from the city.

Tahona

Low lighting and a considered drinks programme give Tahona a quietly atmospheric feel.
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