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        Facing US warnings, Iran defends right to nuclear enrichment
        PARIS - Iran's atomic energy chief on Thursday said "no country can deprive Iran of the right" to nuclear enrichment, following fresh US warnings that there were "many reasons" to strike the Islamic republic.

      

      
        Thamanat warns against pressure on Klatham Party
        Klatham Party chief adviser Capt Thamanat Prompow insists he is ready to have his qualifications scrutinised and warns that anyone attempting to pressure his party would face retaliation.

      

      
        Bangkok Metropolitan Administration denies selling car park
        The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) has sought to quell controversy over the underground parking facility at Lan Khon Mueang, firmly denying claims the site has been sold or transferred to private ownership.

      

      
        UN says Israeli actions raise 'ethnic cleansing' fears in West Bank, Gaza
        GENEVA --- Israel's increased attacks and forcible transfers of Palestinians "raise concerns over ethnic cleansing" in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, the United Nations (UN) reported on Thursday.

      

      
        Sukhumvit gold heist suspect nabbed after three-week chase
        A robber who stormed a gold shop in Bangkok's Sukhumvit area and vanished with a haul worth about 15 million baht has been arrested in Chiang Rai province after a three-week manhunt during which he repeatedly changed his appearance with caps and wigs to throw off pursuing officers.

      

      
        Former prince Andrew arrested in misconduct probe
        LONDON - The inexorable fall from grace of the former prince Andrew has reached an extraordinary new low as he has become the first member of the UK royal family to be arrested in the modern era.

      

      
        People's Party apologises after candidate jailed for rape
        The People's Party has apologised to the victim after its constituency MP candidate in Maha Sarakham was sentenced to prison for drugging and raping a woman, acknowledging failures in its screening process and vowing to tighten its vetting procedures.

      

      
        King accepts severely burned husky 'Molly' for care
        His Majesty the King has accepted as a patient under royal patronage the Siberian Husky "Molly", that was found severely burned after going missing from her home in Songkhla province last week.

      

      
        Chanettee tied for lead at Honda LPGA Thailand
        Chanettee Wannasaen of Thailand had nine birdies --- along with two bogeys --- en route to a 7-under par 65 and a share of the lead after the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament in Pattaya on Thursday.

      

      
        UN Sudan probe finds 'hallmarks of genocide'
        GENEVA - The United Nations' independent fact-finding mission on Sudan said Thursday the paramilitary siege and capture of El-Fasher bore "the hallmarks of genocide".
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																PARIS - Iran's atomic energy chief on Thursday said "no country can deprive Iran of the right" to nuclear enrichment, following fresh US warnings that there were "many reasons" to strike the Islamic republic.
The two foes recently resumed indirect talks, after US President Donald Trump repeatedly threatened military action against Iran, at first over a deadly crackdown on protesters last month then more recently over its nuclear programme.

"Iran's nuclear programme is proceeding according to the rules of the International Atomic Energy Agency, and no country can deprive Iran of the right to peacefully benefit from this technology," said Iran's atomic energy chief Mohammad Eslami, in a video published in Iranian media.

It came after White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt warned on Wednesday there were "many reasons and arguments that one could make for a strike against Iran".

"Iran would be very wise to make a deal with President Trump."

A previous attempt at negotiations collapsed when Israel launched surprise strikes on Iran last June, beginning a 12-day war that Washington briefly joined to bomb Iranian nuclear sites.

On Wednesday, Trump again suggested the United States might strike Iran in a post on his Truth Social site, with a US military buildup under way in the Middle East.

He also warned Britain against giving up sovereignty over the Chagos Islands in the Indian Ocean, saying the archipelago's Diego Garcia airbase might be needed were Iran not to agree a deal, "in order to eradicate a potential attack by a highly unstable and dangerous regime."

'Do not want war'

CNN and CBS reported Wednesday that the US military would be ready to launch strikes against Iran as early as this weekend, though Trump has reportedly not made a final decision yet.

The Wall Street Journal meanwhile reported that Trump has been briefed on his military options with "all of them designed to maximise damage", including a campaign to "kill scores of Iranian political and military leaders, with the goal of overthrowing the government", unnamed US officials told the newspaper.

Iran and the US held a second round of Oman-mediated negotiations on Tuesday in Geneva.

Iran's Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi said at the time that Tehran had agreed with Washington on "guiding principles", but US Vice President JD Vance said Iran had not yet acknowledged all of Washington's red lines.

Speaking on Wednesday, Iranian President Masoud Pezeshkian insisted "We do not want war" but suggested Tehran could not give in to US demands.

"From the day I took office, I have believed that war must be set aside. But if they are going to try to impose their will on us, humiliate us and demand that we bow our heads at any cost, should we accept that?"

Meanwhile, US Energy Secretary Chris Wright warned that Washington would deter Tehran from acquiring nuclear weapons "one way or the other".

Amid the escalating warnings, Poland on Thursday ordered all its citizens in Iran to "leave immediately".

Germany meanwhile moved troops out of northern Iraq, reducing its footprint to the minimum necessary to keep its base there functional, citing regional tensions.

Russia called for restraint, with a Kremlin spokesperson saying, "We are currently witnessing an unprecedented escalation of tension in the region, but we still hope that political and diplomatic means and negotiations will continue to prevail in the search for a settlement".

Displays of military might

The Omani-mediated talks were aimed at averting the possibility of US military action, while Tehran is demanding the lifting of US sanctions that are crippling its economy.

Iran has insisted that the discussions be limited to the nuclear issue, though Washington has previously pushed for Tehran's ballistic missiles programme and support for armed groups in the region to be on the table.

The United States has meanwhile been building up its military forces near Iran, including warships, fighter jets, and refuelling aircraft, laying the foundation for a potentially sustained campaign against Iran -- should Trump give the order.

Washington has ordered a second aircraft carrier to the region, with the first, the USS Abraham Lincoln and its nearly 80 aircraft, positioned about 700 kilometres (435 miles) from the Iranian coast as of Sunday, satellite images showed.

Iran has sought to display its own military might, with its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps holding war games earlier this week in the Strait of Hormuz.

Iranian politicians have repeatedly threatened to block the strait, a major global conduit for oil and gas.

Separately, the Iranian and Russian navies held on Thursday joint drills in the Sea of Oman and the northern Indian Ocean, which the official IRNA news agency later announced had ended.
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																Klatham Party chief adviser Capt Thamanat Prompow insists he is ready to have his qualifications scrutinised and warns that anyone attempting to pressure his party would face retaliation.
Speaking at about 4.30pm on Thursday at the Klatham Party headquarters, Capt Thamnat addressed reports claiming the party could join the new coalition, led by the election-winning Bhumaithai Party, only if he is excluded from the cabinet.

He recalled that he had been nominated as deputy minister of agriculture in 2019 and said he has always been open to scrutiny as a politician.

"I am confident that this rumour is not a valid excuse," said the de facto leader of Klatham.

When asked whether the issue was being used as a pretext to block him from a cabinet post, the 60-year former army captain said the matter should not be framed that way, adding that Klatham still waiting for the Election Commission's (EC) official results before making any decisions about joining the government.

On whether he viewed the matter as political manoeuvring, he said: "We are ready to clarify everything. Anyone who appointed me as a minister - if I am considered to have been unqualified - would also be implicated. That is the principle. If I was truly unqualified, I would not have been appointed in the first place."

Asked if Klatham was being cornered politically, he said: "Klatham has never been afraid of pressure. Anyone who tries will be pushed back."

Klatham leader Narumon Pinyosinwat was questioned about a recent photo of her speaking with Prime Minister and Bhumjaithai Party (BJT) leader Anutin Charnvirakul at a funeral on Tuesday. Ms Narumon said she did not remember the details and was not stressed, as it was a sombre occasion.

On suggestions that the prime minister vote should proceed first, with cabinet portfolios negotiated later, Capt Thamanat dismissed the idea."Politics doesn't work like that. It's not that simple," he said.

Asked whether the party seemed willing to compromise on everything yet still had no agreement, he said he had only heard such claims from the media.

When asked jokingly whether his phone was still turned on, he laughed and replied: "The signal is still working."

Regarding whether anyone had contacted him, he reiterated concerns about barcodes printed on election ballots, claiming he had consulted several experts who believed the issue was serious.

"Sometimes we focus too much on forming a government and overlook where the problems actually lie," he said.

He denied sending any signal that the Feb 8 election could be nullified, urging the media not to misinterpret his remarks or incite conflict. "Must a politician only be in government?" he asked rhetorically.

Asked whether relations between Klatham and Bhumaithai had changed since the minority government period, he said: "When people are in love, even boiled vegetables taste sweet. This morning they still tasted sweet. We are not fighting. The media is trying to lead me astray, but you're wrong, I won't be misled."

On reports that Klatham would be barred from the Agriculture and Cooperatives Ministry if it joins the coalition, he said: "I'm 61 this year. Political logic doesn't have to be this or that. Politicians want to win elections; those who aren't elected want to be in government - that's all."

"If anyone quarrels with me, they'll have nightmares," he added, saying he keeps his phone on at all times, including during a recent trip to Europe.

Asked whether he had spoken with Newin Chidchob, a key Bhumjaithai figure, or Mr Anutin since the election, he said he had not talked to them privately but spoke normally when they met at cabinet meetings.

Bhumjaithai is gaining more support from small parties - Thai Sang Thai and New Alternative - for Mr Anutin to retain the premiership after this month's general election, with the coalition now projected to have 286 seats in the 500-MP House of Representatives.

Klatham's 58 seats have yet to be formally counted within the bloc.
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																The Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) has sought to quell controversy over the underground parking facility at Lan Khon Mueang, firmly denying claims the site has been sold or transferred to private ownership.
Supharerk Huthaisong, director of the Secretariat Office of the Permanent Secretary of the BMA, said on Thursday that the decision to allow a private operator to manage the underground car park is intended to improve efficiency and expand public access, not to privatise state assets.

The parking facility, located beneath the Lan Khon Mueang plaza in front of Bangkok City Hall on Dinsor Road in Phra Nakhon district, has long been underutilised, he said.

Under the revised model, the operator will manage the facility outside official working hours, increasing parking availability in the Old Town area and helping reduce illegal roadside parking and traffic congestion.

Mr Supharerk stressed the arrangement is a time-bound management concession, with the BMA retaining full ownership and regulatory authority.

The project complies with the BMA Property Ordinance BE 2538 (1995) and was approved by relevant committees, he added.

Earlier this week, Bangkok governor Chadchart Sittipunt said visitors can now park their cars at the parking lot under Lan Khon Muang outside City Hall's operating hours. 

While the area is popular with tourists, Phra Nakhon district suffers from insufficient parking space, especially on weekends and public holidays, Mr Chadchart said.

The two-storey underground car park can take 500 vehicles, and is open to visitors from 6pm to 6am on weekdays and 24 hours at weekends and national holidays. The car park is monitored by security guards and has 66 toilets.
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																GENEVA -- Israel's increased attacks and forcible transfers of Palestinians "raise concerns over ethnic cleansing" in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, the United Nations (UN) reported on Thursday.
The cumulative impact of Israel's military conduct during the war in Gaza and blockade of the territory, has inflicted living conditions "increasingly incompatible with Palestinians' continued existence as a group in Gaza", said the UN human rights office.

"Intensified attacks, the methodical destruction of entire neighbourhoods and the denial of humanitarian assistance appeared to aim at a permanent demographic shift in Gaza," the office said in a report.

"This, together with forcible transfers, which appear to aim at a permanent displacement, raise concerns over ethnic cleansing in Gaza and the West Bank."

The report covered Nov 1, 2024, to Oct 31, 2025. It highlighted the Israeli security forces' "systematic use of unlawful force" in the occupied West Bank and annexed East Jerusalem.

The report also pointed to "widespread" arbitrary detention and the "extensive unlawful demolition" of Palestinian homes. The aim, it said, was to "systematically discriminate, oppress, control and dominate the Palestinian people".

These actions are altering "the character, status and demographic composition of the occupied West Bank, raising serious concerns of ethnic cleansing", it added.

'Inhumane choice'

In Gaza, the report condemned the continued killing and maiming of "unprecedented numbers of civilians", the spread of famine, and destruction of the "remaining civilian infrastructure".

During the 12 months covered in the report, at least 463 Palestinians, including 157 children, had starved to death in Gaza, it said.

"Palestinians faced the inhumane choice of either starving to death or risking being killed while trying to get food," it added.

The famine, the malnutrition and the "foreseeable and repeatedly foretold" deaths directly resulted from actions taken by the Israeli government, said the report.

Any use of starvation of civilians as a method of war constitutes a war crime, it said -- and depending on the intent, it could also constitute genocide.

During the period covered by the report, Hamas and other Palestinian armed groups continued to hold Israeli and foreign hostages seized during the attack on Israel on Oct 7, 2023 -- dead or alive -- as "bargaining tools".

The rights office said the treatment of the hostages amounted to war crimes.

"Israeli forces, Hamas, and other Palestinian armed groups committed serious violations of international humanitarian law in Gaza, gross violations and abuses of international human rights law and atrocity crimes," the report concluded.

Impunity 'kills'

On Tuesday, Israel's far-right Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich vowed to encourage "emigration" from the Palestinian territories.

The West Bank would form the largest part of any future Palestinian state, but many on Israel's religious right view it as Israeli land.

Thursday's rights office report concluded that Israeli practices "indicated a concerted and accelerating effort to consolidate annexation of large parts of the Occupied Palestinian Territory and to deny Palestinians' right to self-determination".

It said there was a pervasive climate of impunity for serious violations of international law by the Israeli authorities in the Palestinian territories.

"Impunity is not abstract -- it kills," said UN rights chief Volker Turk in a statement. "Accountability is indispensable. It is the prerequisite for a just and durable peace in Palestine and Israel."

In a statement, Israel's mission in Geneva did not directly address the report's central claim.

But it said the UN rights office was "engaged in a vicious campaign of demonisation and disinformation" against Israel and accused it of "enthusiastic promotion of incitement, distortion, and misinformation".

If Turk "was concerned with accountability", it said, "he would address the responsibilities and obligations of the Palestinian leadership and Palestinian armed groups for the human rights of Palestinians, and their violations vis-a-vis Palestinians and Israelis alike."
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																A robber who stormed a gold shop in Bangkok's Sukhumvit area and vanished with a haul worth about 15 million baht has been arrested in Chiang Rai province after a three-week manhunt during which he repeatedly changed his appearance with caps and wigs to throw off pursuing officers.
The suspect, identified only as Jalor, was detained at a shelter near the Mae Suai Dam in Mae Suai district as he prepared to slip across the border, Pol Lt Gen Noppasin Poolsawas, commander of the Office of the Commissioner General, said on Thursday.

Mr Jalor, 29, allegedly confessed to the robbery and is being taken back to Phra Khanong police station for questioning and prosecution in the jurisdiction where the crime occurred.

Pol Lt Gen Noppasin said investigators tracked the suspect's movements for nearly three weeks as he disguised himself with caps and wigs and moved repeatedly, apparently to evade capture.

Mr Jalor is wanted under a warrant on charges of night-time armed robbery, committing the offence through a protected barrier and using a vehicle to facilitate the crime and the removal of property.

Police continued to collect evidence and trace assets linked to the stolen gold and cash.

The robbery took place at the Aurora gold shop inside a Lotus's hypermarket in Bangkok's Klong Toey district on Jan 30 at 11.30pm. Closed-circuit television (CCTV) captured a man wearing a long-sleeved blue shirt, long trousers and a sun hat.

Police said Mr Jalor had scoped out the location on the two preceding days before storming the shop, pouring petrol and threatening four female staff with a handgun as they prepared to close.

Investigators verified that 179 baht-weight of the shop's gold jewellery and 19 baht-weight of second-hand gold, together worth about 14.8 million baht, along with 170,000 baht in cash, were taken. The suspect allegedly used a motorcycle bearing a fake licence plate to flee during late hours when the mall was quiet.

Following the incident, the Royal Thai Police ordered tighter preventive measures at gold shops nationwide and met the Gold Traders Association to discuss security upgrades.

Gold has surged by more than 70% over the past year, with domestic prices climbing above 80,000 baht per baht-weight -- an all-time high. The Gold Traders Association has urged shops to speed up security upgrades amid heightened risk and renewed concerns over thefts.

On Thursday, gold prices rose 800 baht from Wednesday's close. The buying and selling prices were 73,500 and 73,700 baht for bullion, and 72,025.16 and 74,5500 baht for gold ornaments.


	Investment: Gold fever to result in new futures
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																LONDON - The inexorable fall from grace of the former prince Andrew has reached an extraordinary new low as he has become the first member of the UK royal family to be arrested in the modern era.
Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, as he is now known, was arrested on Thursday on suspicion of misconduct during his time as a trade envoy, as UK police investigations into allegations emerging from the Jeffrey Epstein files gathered pace.

Unprecedented in Britain's modern era, the arrest was a new blow for the ousted royal, who was marking his 66th birthday on Thursday.

Andrew was last year stripped of all his titles, having been forced out of his former home by his brother King Charles III.

As part of the investigation into Andrew, "we have today (19/2) arrested a man in his sixties from Norfolk on suspicion of misconduct in public office", Thames Valley police said in a statement, without naming the suspect, as is common practice in the UK.

Several UK media reported a fleet of unmarked cars, believed to be police vehicles, were seen arriving early Thursday at the Sandringham estate in eastern England where Andrew now resides.

New revelations last week appeared to show Andrew sent convicted US sex offender Epstein potentially confidential documents during his time as a UK trade envoy.

In a November 2010 email seen by AFP, Andrew appeared to share with Epstein reports on Vietnam, Hong Kong, Shenzhen and Singapore following an official visit to Asia.

The ex-royal also reportedly sent the American financier details of the trip -- on which he was accompanied by Epstein's business associates -- along with investment opportunities months later.

The former prince was eventually stripped of his titles after one of Epstein's victims alleged she had been trafficked to have sex with him.

He has previously denied any wrongdoing in his associations with Epstein.

Charles has voiced "concern" over his brother's actions and last week issued an unprecedented statement noting Buckingham Palace was "ready to support" the police in their inquiries.

Official guidance stipulates trade envoys have a duty of confidentiality over sensitive, commercial or political information related to their official visits, the BBC has said.

Andrew, whose ties to Epstein have caused a spectacular years-long fall from grace, served as a British trade envoy for a decade from 2001.

'Aware' of assaults

At least nine separate UK police forces have confirmed they are assessing reports which appear to link the former prince to Epstein.

Police in Surrey, southeastern England, said Wednesday they had become "aware" of a redacted report alleging "human trafficking and sexual assaults on a minor" between 1994 and 1996 in the village of Virginia Water.

The report emerged in the latest tranche of millions of files released by the US justice department from the investigation into Epstein, who died in prison in 2019.

"After reviewing our systems using the limited information available to us, we found no evidence of these allegations being reported to Surrey Police," its statement read.

"We therefore encourage anyone with information in relation to these allegations to report this to us."

The statement did not name any individuals involved.

But it comes as high-profile figures, including former UK prime minister Gordon Brown, have urged police to probe dozens of flights dating back decades arriving at UK airports and tied to Epstein.

Writing in the New Statesman magazine last week, Brown said he had been "told privately that the investigations related to the former Prince Andrew did not properly check vital evidence of flights".

"I have asked the police to look at this as part of the new inquiry," he stated, adding it appeared "the authorities never knew what was happening".

London's Metropolitan police has also launched an investigation into the relationship between the UK's former ambassador to Washington, Peter Mandelson, and the disgraced financier.
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																The People's Party has apologised to the victim after its constituency MP candidate in Maha Sarakham was sentenced to prison for drugging and raping a woman, acknowledging failures in its screening process and vowing to tighten its vetting procedures.
Party spokesman Parit Wacharasindhu said on Thursday the party accepted the legal consequences of the Supreme Court ruling, which automatically ends the individual's status as a candidate for the Feb 8 poll as well as his party membership. 

The incident is a wake-up call for the People's Party to strengthen its candidate selection, he said.

"As the party's representative, I apologise to the victim, now that it has been proven that the offender stood as (a People's Party) MP candidate," Mr Parit said.

The incident was the third of its kind involving the People's Party. A candidate in Bangkok was disqualified after it was learned that he had a criminal record, but the party was able to replace him in time for the campaign. But it was unable to replace another candidate in Tak who was arrested in connection with online gambling during the campaign.

The rape case involved Thirawat Phanna, who ran in Maha Sarakham Constituency 1 and finished in second place, 9,000 votes behind a Bhumjaithai candidate.

The Supreme Court on Wednesday convicted Thirawat of raping a woman in Vientiane, Laos in January 2020. The court found he had given the victim substances that left her semi-conscious and unable to resist before assaulting her.

Prosecutors said the victim handed over eight pills and an unidentified capsule the following day as evidence. The trial court initially acquitted Thirawat, a decision later upheld by the Court of Appeal.

Prosecutors subsequently petitioned the Supreme Court to review the evidence, and its ruling was read out in the Maha Sarakham Provincial Court on Wednesday.

Although medical checks found no seminal fluid in the victim due to delayed examination, hospital records showed bruising and abrasions, and the victim testified she never consented to sex and had been incapacitated by the drugs.

The Supreme Court ruled it was convinced beyond reasonable doubt that the assault took place. It overturned the earlier rulings and sentenced Thirawat to four years in prison, reduced to two years and eight months for cooperation, without suspension.

The former candidate was ordered to pay 200,000 baht in damages plus interest.

The court described the harm to the victim as lasting and profound, saying the attack had shattered her hopes and those of her family.
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																His Majesty the King has accepted as a patient under royal patronage the Siberian Husky "Molly", that was found severely burned after going missing from her home in Songkhla province last week.
The Royal Secretary is due to take the two-year-old female husky to receive treatment in Bangkok on Friday, according to the Watchdog Thailand Foundation.

Molly went missing from her home in tambon Phawong of Muang district on the morning of Feb 12. 

After an online post asking the public to help search for Molly, the owner was contacted and informed that a dog matching the description in his post had been found with severe burns over most of her body, lying near a house on Feb 15. 

It was believed that someone had doused the dog with petrol and set her on fire, and an examination at a local veterinary clinic indicated she had suffered severe level-5 burns, that muscle tissue was damaged and her injuries had turned septic.

Molly was later transferred to the animal hospital of Prince of Songkla University. 

The dog's owner, identified only as Somchai, has filed a complaint with police to pursue the perpetrator, with social media users calling for harsh punishment to deter such acts of cruelty.

As of Thursday, Molly remained in critical condition, suffering sepsis and requiring blood transfusions and close medical monitoring. 

"It is an immeasurable royal benevolence, beyond anything we could ever repay. Long live His Majesty the King," the dog's owner wrote on his Facebook page.

[image: Owner Somchai comforts Molly at the animal hospital of the Prince of Songkhla University. (screenshot)]
Owner Somchai comforts Molly at the animal hospital of Prince of Songkla University. (Screenshot)
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									Chanettee tied for lead at Honda LPGA Thailand								

								Compatriots Jeeno and Ariya lurking just two shots back after first day
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																Chanettee Wannasaen of Thailand had nine birdies -- along with two bogeys -- en route to a 7-under par 65 and a share of the lead after the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament in Pattaya on Thursday.
The 21-year-old from Chiang Mai, who has already won two LPGA events and is ranked 56th in the world, shares the lead alongside Nasa Hataoka of Japan.

Somi Lee and Hye-Jin Choi of South Korea and Gemma Dryburgh of Scotland are tied one shot back at 6 under.

Chanettee was cheered on by an enthusiastic crowd who had come out to the Siam Country Club in Chon Buri to watch a large Thai contingent compete alongside dozens of the world's top golfers.

Many had come to see world No.1 Jeeno Thitikul, and she didn't disappoint, finishing two shots back of the leaders at 5-under. She is part of a big group that also includes 2021 champion Ariya Jutanugarn and Hall of Fame inductee Lydia Ko of New Zealand.

Thailand's Pajaree Anannarukarn, who finished 2025 in style as runner-up in the CME Group Tour Championship, is part of another big group at 4-under.

Defending champion Angel Yin of the United States went 3-under for the day.

[image: World No.1 Jeeno Thitikul watches her bunker shot during the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament at the Siam Country Club, Old Course in Pattaya on Thursday.]
World No.1 Jeeno Thitikul watches her bunker shot during the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament at the Siam Country Club, Old Course in Pattaya on Thursday.
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									UN Sudan probe finds 'hallmarks of genocide'								

								Rapid Support Forces responsible for 'three days of absolute horror' after seizing El-Fasher
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																GENEVA - The United Nations' independent fact-finding mission on Sudan said Thursday the paramilitary siege and capture of El-Fasher bore "the hallmarks of genocide".
Its investigation concluded that the Rapid Support Forces's seizure of the Darfur city in last October had inflicted "three days of absolute horror", and called for those responsible to be brought to justice.

"The scale, coordination, and public endorsement of the operation by senior RSF leadership demonstrate that the crimes committed in and around El-Fasher were not random excesses of war," said the mission's chairman Mohamad Chande Othman.

"They formed part of a planned and organised operation that bears the defining characteristics of genocide."

Since April 2023, the conflict between Sudan's army and the paramilitary RSF has killed tens of thousands, and forced 11 million people to flee their homes. It has triggered what the UN calls one of the world's worst humanitarian crises.

The UN Human Rights Council established the Independent International Fact-Finding Mission for the Sudan in October 2023, to begin gathering evidence of violations.

After the RSF captured El-Fasher -- following an 18-month siege -- the council tasked the mission with probing alleged atrocities surrounding the takeover.

Its investigation concluded that thousands of people, particularly the Zaghawa, "were killed, raped or disappeared".

The Zaghawa is the non-Arab ethnic group to which Chadian President Mahamat Idriss Deby Itno belongs.

Widespread rape

The mission interviewed 320 witnesses and victims from El-Fasher and the surrounding areas, including on investigative visits to Chad and South Sudan.

It authenticated, verified and corroborated 25 videos.

Survivors spoke of widespread killings, including indiscriminate shootings, and mass executions at exit points. They described seeing roads filled with the bodies of men, women and children, the mission said.

The report also detailed detention, torture, humiliation, extortion, ransom and disappearances. Widespread sexual violence targeted women and girls from non-Arab communities, particularly the Zaghawa, it added.

"Women and girls ranging from seven to 70 years old, including pregnant women, were subjected to rape."

The investigators said widespread rape, mass and gang rape "began immediately following the takeover of El-Fasher".

Many survivors reported being raped in front of their relatives, the report said, with sexual violence frequently accompanied by extreme physical brutality.

"In one case, a 12-year-old girl was raped by three RSF fighters in front of her mother, shortly after her father had been killed while trying to protect her. The girl later died from her injuries," it said.

Rape was often committed in locations where mass killings had taken place, including at El-Saudi Hospital and at El-Fasher University.

"Witnesses recounted the RSF violently and publicly gang-raping at least 19 women in rooms filled with corpses, including the remains of their own husbands," the report said.

'Senseless violence'

Concluding that the RSF had acted "with genocidal intent, the mission found "at least three underlying acts of genocide were committed".

These included killing members of a protected ethnic group and causing serious bodily or mental harm.

The documented evidence "leaves only one reasonable inference", said investigator Mona Rishmawi.

"The RSF acted with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, the Zaghawa and Fur communities in El-Fasher. These are the hallmarks of genocide."

The mission said such levels of atrocity had been reached because the perpetrators acted with impunity.

It said that as the conflict's focus shifts from Darfur to Kordofan, countries "must act decisively to prevent further atrocities", hold perpetrators to account, "and bring an end to this senseless violence".

The report came after Britain, Canada and the European Union on Wednesday denounced possible war crimes and crimes against humanity in Sudan during the nearly three-year war.

British Foreign Secretary Yvette Cooper called the El-Fasher report's documented atrocities "truly horrific".

She said she would raise the findings at the UN Security Council in New York later Thursday, demanding urgent international action and criminal investigations.

"Most important of all, we need global action and pressure in pursuit of a ceasefire, and essential humanitarian access with support for survivors," she added.
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									Thamanat warns against pressure on Klatham Party								

								Former agriculture minister says he is ready for qualification check
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																Klatham Party chief adviser Capt Thamanat Prompow insists he is ready to have his qualifications scrutinised and warns that anyone attempting to pressure his party would face retaliation.
Speaking at about 4.30pm on Thursday at the Klatham Party headquarters, Capt Thamnat addressed reports claiming the party could join the new coalition, led by the election-winning Bhumaithai Party, only if he is excluded from the cabinet.

He recalled that he had been nominated as deputy minister of agriculture in 2019 and said he has always been open to scrutiny as a politician.

"I am confident that this rumour is not a valid excuse," said the de facto leader of Klatham.

When asked whether the issue was being used as a pretext to block him from a cabinet post, the 60-year former army captain said the matter should not be framed that way, adding that Klatham still waiting for the Election Commission's (EC) official results before making any decisions about joining the government.

On whether he viewed the matter as political manoeuvring, he said: "We are ready to clarify everything. Anyone who appointed me as a minister - if I am considered to have been unqualified - would also be implicated. That is the principle. If I was truly unqualified, I would not have been appointed in the first place."

Asked if Klatham was being cornered politically, he said: "Klatham has never been afraid of pressure. Anyone who tries will be pushed back."

Klatham leader Narumon Pinyosinwat was questioned about a recent photo of her speaking with Prime Minister and Bhumjaithai Party (BJT) leader Anutin Charnvirakul at a funeral on Tuesday. Ms Narumon said she did not remember the details and was not stressed, as it was a sombre occasion.

On suggestions that the prime minister vote should proceed first, with cabinet portfolios negotiated later, Capt Thamanat dismissed the idea."Politics doesn't work like that. It's not that simple," he said.

Asked whether the party seemed willing to compromise on everything yet still had no agreement, he said he had only heard such claims from the media.

When asked jokingly whether his phone was still turned on, he laughed and replied: "The signal is still working."

Regarding whether anyone had contacted him, he reiterated concerns about barcodes printed on election ballots, claiming he had consulted several experts who believed the issue was serious.

"Sometimes we focus too much on forming a government and overlook where the problems actually lie," he said.

He denied sending any signal that the Feb 8 election could be nullified, urging the media not to misinterpret his remarks or incite conflict. "Must a politician only be in government?" he asked rhetorically.

Asked whether relations between Klatham and Bhumaithai had changed since the minority government period, he said: "When people are in love, even boiled vegetables taste sweet. This morning they still tasted sweet. We are not fighting. The media is trying to lead me astray, but you're wrong, I won't be misled."

On reports that Klatham would be barred from the Agriculture and Cooperatives Ministry if it joins the coalition, he said: "I'm 61 this year. Political logic doesn't have to be this or that. Politicians want to win elections; those who aren't elected want to be in government - that's all."

"If anyone quarrels with me, they'll have nightmares," he added, saying he keeps his phone on at all times, including during a recent trip to Europe.

Asked whether he had spoken with Newin Chidchob, a key Bhumjaithai figure, or Mr Anutin since the election, he said he had not talked to them privately but spoke normally when they met at cabinet meetings.

Bhumjaithai is gaining more support from small parties - Thai Sang Thai and New Alternative - for Mr Anutin to retain the premiership after this month's general election, with the coalition now projected to have 286 seats in the 500-MP House of Representatives.

Klatham's 58 seats have yet to be formally counted within the bloc.
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									Former prince Andrew arrested in misconduct probe								

								Police investigating disgraced ex-royal's activities as UK trade envoy after Epstein files revelations
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																LONDON - The inexorable fall from grace of the former prince Andrew has reached an extraordinary new low as he has become the first member of the UK royal family to be arrested in the modern era.
Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, as he is now known, was arrested on Thursday on suspicion of misconduct during his time as a trade envoy, as UK police investigations into allegations emerging from the Jeffrey Epstein files gathered pace.

Unprecedented in Britain's modern era, the arrest was a new blow for the ousted royal, who was marking his 66th birthday on Thursday.

Andrew was last year stripped of all his titles, having been forced out of his former home by his brother King Charles III.

As part of the investigation into Andrew, "we have today (19/2) arrested a man in his sixties from Norfolk on suspicion of misconduct in public office", Thames Valley police said in a statement, without naming the suspect, as is common practice in the UK.

Several UK media reported a fleet of unmarked cars, believed to be police vehicles, were seen arriving early Thursday at the Sandringham estate in eastern England where Andrew now resides.

New revelations last week appeared to show Andrew sent convicted US sex offender Epstein potentially confidential documents during his time as a UK trade envoy.

In a November 2010 email seen by AFP, Andrew appeared to share with Epstein reports on Vietnam, Hong Kong, Shenzhen and Singapore following an official visit to Asia.

The ex-royal also reportedly sent the American financier details of the trip -- on which he was accompanied by Epstein's business associates -- along with investment opportunities months later.

The former prince was eventually stripped of his titles after one of Epstein's victims alleged she had been trafficked to have sex with him.

He has previously denied any wrongdoing in his associations with Epstein.

Charles has voiced "concern" over his brother's actions and last week issued an unprecedented statement noting Buckingham Palace was "ready to support" the police in their inquiries.

Official guidance stipulates trade envoys have a duty of confidentiality over sensitive, commercial or political information related to their official visits, the BBC has said.

Andrew, whose ties to Epstein have caused a spectacular years-long fall from grace, served as a British trade envoy for a decade from 2001.

'Aware' of assaults

At least nine separate UK police forces have confirmed they are assessing reports which appear to link the former prince to Epstein.

Police in Surrey, southeastern England, said Wednesday they had become "aware" of a redacted report alleging "human trafficking and sexual assaults on a minor" between 1994 and 1996 in the village of Virginia Water.

The report emerged in the latest tranche of millions of files released by the US justice department from the investigation into Epstein, who died in prison in 2019.

"After reviewing our systems using the limited information available to us, we found no evidence of these allegations being reported to Surrey Police," its statement read.

"We therefore encourage anyone with information in relation to these allegations to report this to us."

The statement did not name any individuals involved.

But it comes as high-profile figures, including former UK prime minister Gordon Brown, have urged police to probe dozens of flights dating back decades arriving at UK airports and tied to Epstein.

Writing in the New Statesman magazine last week, Brown said he had been "told privately that the investigations related to the former Prince Andrew did not properly check vital evidence of flights".

"I have asked the police to look at this as part of the new inquiry," he stated, adding it appeared "the authorities never knew what was happening".

London's Metropolitan police has also launched an investigation into the relationship between the UK's former ambassador to Washington, Peter Mandelson, and the disgraced financier.
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									People's Party apologises after candidate jailed for rape								

								Spokesman says party needs to strengthen candidate screening
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																The People's Party has apologised to the victim after its constituency MP candidate in Maha Sarakham was sentenced to prison for drugging and raping a woman, acknowledging failures in its screening process and vowing to tighten its vetting procedures.
Party spokesman Parit Wacharasindhu said on Thursday the party accepted the legal consequences of the Supreme Court ruling, which automatically ends the individual's status as a candidate for the Feb 8 poll as well as his party membership. 

The incident is a wake-up call for the People's Party to strengthen its candidate selection, he said.

"As the party's representative, I apologise to the victim, now that it has been proven that the offender stood as (a People's Party) MP candidate," Mr Parit said.

The incident was the third of its kind involving the People's Party. A candidate in Bangkok was disqualified after it was learned that he had a criminal record, but the party was able to replace him in time for the campaign. But it was unable to replace another candidate in Tak who was arrested in connection with online gambling during the campaign.

The rape case involved Thirawat Phanna, who ran in Maha Sarakham Constituency 1 and finished in second place, 9,000 votes behind a Bhumjaithai candidate.

The Supreme Court on Wednesday convicted Thirawat of raping a woman in Vientiane, Laos in January 2020. The court found he had given the victim substances that left her semi-conscious and unable to resist before assaulting her.

Prosecutors said the victim handed over eight pills and an unidentified capsule the following day as evidence. The trial court initially acquitted Thirawat, a decision later upheld by the Court of Appeal.

Prosecutors subsequently petitioned the Supreme Court to review the evidence, and its ruling was read out in the Maha Sarakham Provincial Court on Wednesday.

Although medical checks found no seminal fluid in the victim due to delayed examination, hospital records showed bruising and abrasions, and the victim testified she never consented to sex and had been incapacitated by the drugs.

The Supreme Court ruled it was convinced beyond reasonable doubt that the assault took place. It overturned the earlier rulings and sentenced Thirawat to four years in prison, reduced to two years and eight months for cooperation, without suspension.

The former candidate was ordered to pay 200,000 baht in damages plus interest.

The court described the harm to the victim as lasting and profound, saying the attack had shattered her hopes and those of her family.
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									King accepts severely burned husky 'Molly' for care								
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																His Majesty the King has accepted as a patient under royal patronage the Siberian Husky "Molly", that was found severely burned after going missing from her home in Songkhla province last week.
The Royal Secretary is due to take the two-year-old female husky to receive treatment in Bangkok on Friday, according to the Watchdog Thailand Foundation.

Molly went missing from her home in tambon Phawong of Muang district on the morning of Feb 12. 

After an online post asking the public to help search for Molly, the owner was contacted and informed that a dog matching the description in his post had been found with severe burns over most of her body, lying near a house on Feb 15. 

It was believed that someone had doused the dog with petrol and set her on fire, and an examination at a local veterinary clinic indicated she had suffered severe level-5 burns, that muscle tissue was damaged and her injuries had turned septic.

Molly was later transferred to the animal hospital of Prince of Songkla University. 

The dog's owner, identified only as Somchai, has filed a complaint with police to pursue the perpetrator, with social media users calling for harsh punishment to deter such acts of cruelty.

As of Thursday, Molly remained in critical condition, suffering sepsis and requiring blood transfusions and close medical monitoring. 

"It is an immeasurable royal benevolence, beyond anything we could ever repay. Long live His Majesty the King," the dog's owner wrote on his Facebook page.

[image: Owner Somchai comforts Molly at the animal hospital of the Prince of Songkhla University. (screenshot)]
Owner Somchai comforts Molly at the animal hospital of Prince of Songkla University. (Screenshot)
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									Chanettee tied for lead at Honda LPGA Thailand								

								Compatriots Jeeno and Ariya lurking just two shots back after first day
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																Chanettee Wannasaen of Thailand had nine birdies -- along with two bogeys -- en route to a 7-under par 65 and a share of the lead after the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament in Pattaya on Thursday.
The 21-year-old from Chiang Mai, who has already won two LPGA events and is ranked 56th in the world, shares the lead alongside Nasa Hataoka of Japan.

Somi Lee and Hye-Jin Choi of South Korea and Gemma Dryburgh of Scotland are tied one shot back at 6 under.

Chanettee was cheered on by an enthusiastic crowd who had come out to the Siam Country Club in Chon Buri to watch a large Thai contingent compete alongside dozens of the world's top golfers.

Many had come to see world No.1 Jeeno Thitikul, and she didn't disappoint, finishing two shots back of the leaders at 5-under. She is part of a big group that also includes 2021 champion Ariya Jutanugarn and Hall of Fame inductee Lydia Ko of New Zealand.

Thailand's Pajaree Anannarukarn, who finished 2025 in style as runner-up in the CME Group Tour Championship, is part of another big group at 4-under.

Defending champion Angel Yin of the United States went 3-under for the day.

[image: World No.1 Jeeno Thitikul watches her bunker shot during the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament at the Siam Country Club, Old Course in Pattaya on Thursday.]
World No.1 Jeeno Thitikul watches her bunker shot during the first round of the Honda LPGA Thailand tournament at the Siam Country Club, Old Course in Pattaya on Thursday.
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									Two more mini-parties back Bhumjaithai-led coalition								

								Support for PM Anutin from Thai Sang Thai and New Alternative brings coalition seat total to 286
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																The Bhumjaithai Party is gaining more support from small parties for leader Anutin Charnvirakul to retain the premiership after the Feb 8 general election, with the coalition now projected to have 286 seats in the 500-MP House of Representatives.
Representatives of the Thai Sang Thai Party and the New Alternative Party visited the Bhumjaithai head office in Bangkok on Thursday to promise their support for Mr Anutin. Thai Sang Thai is likely to have two MPs and New Alternative will have one.

Bhumjaithai spokesperson Boonthida Somchai told a press conference that the invitations to the two parties had come from Songsak Thongsri, a senior Bhumjaithai figure and caretaker deputy interior minister.

Sources said Bhumjaithai can now count on 286 MPs-elect to vote for Mr Anutin, now the caretaker prime minister, to lead the new government. The bloc consists of 193 members from Bhumjaithai, 74 from the Pheu Thai Party, five from Palang Pracharath, three from the Economic Party and one to two votes each from nine microparties.

Ms Boonthida said Bhumjaithai planned to hold another press conference on Friday. Other sources said four MPs-elect from the Prachachat Party would visit Bhumjaithai headquarters on that day.

The big question, though, remains whether Bhumjaithai and the 58-MP Klatham Party can work out an agreement or whether the latter will move into opposition.

Bhumjaithai secretary-general Chaichanok Chidchob said on Thursday that Mr Anutin had talked with Klatham leader Narumon Pinyosinwat but there was no conclusion yet.

Both parties have denied reports about disagreement over who should get control of the Agriculture and Cooperatives Ministry, though Klatham chief adviser Thamanat Prompow has said the party is ready to serve in opposition if necessary. 

Mr Anutin on Thursday declined to answer when reporters asked if his next coalition government would include Klatham. He said only that he would have to wait for the Election Commission to announce the official results of the poll.
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									Two celebrity 'bosses' of iCon Group indicted								

								Prosecutors say duo were more than mere presenters for direct-sales firm that became a pyramid scheme
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																The Attorney General has indicted celebrities Yuranunt "Sam" Pamornmontri and Pechaya "Min" Wattanamontree on charges of fraud and running a pyramid scheme in connection with the iCon Group scandal, saying their actions as "bosses" clearly indicated a position beyond mere presenters.
The two were among 19 suspects originally facing charges related to the Bangkok-based direct-sales firm, arising from complaints filed by nearly 7,000 people who say they were cheated out of more than 2 billion baht.

The complaints first surfaced in October 2024 and as the scale of the damages became apparent, the Department of Special Investigation (DSI) took over the case from the police.

Seventeen suspects, including Warathaphon "Boss Paul" Waratyaworrakul, were indicted in January 2025 and remanded in custody on fraud and other charges. The two celebrities were released.

The DSI continued to press for the indictment of Ms Pechaya and Mr Yuranunt but the Special Prosecutor's Office said in September last year that there was insufficient evidence.

Pol Maj Yutthana Praedam, the director-general of the DSI, was reported to have objected to the decision and asked the Office of the Attorney General to review the evidence again.

On Tuesday, a letter containing the Attorney General's opinion was sent to the Office of Special Cases stating that "both suspects should be prosecuted".

The charges the duo face are the same as those laid against their co- accused:


	Conspiring to defraud the public

	Importing false information into a computer system

	Fraudulently borrowing money from the public (under the Loan Shark Act)

	Involvement with an unauthorised direct sales and network marketing business

	Running a pyramid scheme and recruiting individuals into a fraud network.



Multiple reasons led the DSI to press for indictments. It pointed out that the two celebrities received unusually high compensation -- similar to executive positions -- when compared to other presenters employed by iCon to promote its health and wellness products. 

Investigators also said that speeches used for persuading more people to invest money to become sales agents showed "Min" and "Sam" had a deeper understanding of the business than presenters, and possibly knew that the business was a pyramid scheme.

Many victims have invested in the iCon Group because they trusted the public figures, especially as the two celebrities held executive "boss" ranks as presented, the DSI alleges.

Both Ms Pechaya and Mr Yuranunt are prominent figures in Thailand's entertainment industry. Mr Yuranunt was also a member in the House of Representatives during the Thaksin Shinawatra government from 2005-06. 

The two will now be ordered to appear for arraignment in the Criminal Court. If they fail to appear, prosecutors and with the DSI will seek to detain and bring them to court.
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									Chinese grey network 'still active' in Cambodian border zone								

								Thai navy reports steady stream of foreigners fleeing scam centres in Thmor Da economic zone
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																The Royal Thai Navy (RTN) says it has uncovered a Chinese grey business network operating near the Cambodian border district of Thmor Da, where foreign nationals have been forced to work in online scam operations.
The navy's Chanthaburi and Trat Border Defence Command has detected a steady stream of foreign nationals fleeing from communities across the border in the Thmor Da Special Economic Zone, said Rear Adm Parach Rattanachaiphan, the RTN spokesman.

Thmor Da, located in Pursat province opposite Trat, has been a significant flashpoint due to territorial disputes, military skirmishes and the presence of controversial casino structures, on of which was bombed by Thailand in December.

In early January, Thai marines reported seizing a large cache of weapons, including rocket launchers and ammunition, hidden inside the Thmor Da casino.

Navy officers on Tuesday arrested six Vietnamese nationals who had escaped from a Chinese-run settlement and crossed the troop deployment line into Thai territory, Rear Adm Parach said on Thursday.

During questioning, the group told authorities they had been tricked, detained and forced into labour, with their travel documents confiscated by a Chinese syndicate. All were seeking assistance to return to their home country.

On Wednesday, four Chinese nationals were arrested after fleeing from the same area. They told officers that they had been forced into working for a cyber scam syndicate, said Rear Adm Parach.

The Trat Marine Task Force provided initial humanitarian assistance, including food, drinking water and first aid for injuries some of the victims sustained during their escape.

The task force is also coordinating with relevant agencies to conduct screening and pursue legal action, while expanding intelligence efforts to dismantle the transnational criminal network.

The navy spokesman said the recurring incidents highlighted a persistent pattern of deception, detention and forced labour targeting foreign workers by grey business groups operating along the border.

He described the activities as a new form of security threat. The navy will intensify surveillance operations and integrate efforts with all relevant agencies to disrupt and dismantle these transnational criminal network, said Rear Adm Parach.


	Related: Thailand rebuts Hun Manet's border claims



[image: A navy officer provides first aid for an injured foreign national who was arrested after he and other compatriots crossing the border from Cambodia into Thai territory in Trat. (Photo: Navy spokespeson team)]
A navy officer provides first aid for an injured foreign national who was arrested after he and other compatriots crossed the border from Cambodia into Trat province. (Photo: Navy spokesperson team)
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									Thailand to enter hot season on Sunday								

								Summer storms likely next week, temperatures could peak above 42C in North
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																Thailand will enter its hot season on Sunday. Summer storms could start right away and temperatures in some northern provinces may reach a peak above 42 degrees Celsius, according to the Meteorological Department.
Prevailing weather conditions in the country meet the criteria for the hot season to start on Feb 22, Sugunyanee Yavinchan, the director-general of the department, said on Thursday. 

The highest temperatures in the upper half of the country were at least 35degC and the prevailing wind directions have changed to southerly and southeasterly, she explained.

Ms Sugunyanee said summer storms as well as hailstorms will be possible in the upper half of Thailand at the beginning of the hot season, from Monday to Wednesday, because cold and hot air masses will collide during the transitional period.

She warned that extreme heat could occur from mid-March to April and temperatures might exceed 42C in the northern provinces of Lampang, Mae Hong Son and Tak, which would be hotter than last year. She expects the hot season to last until mid-May.

Ms Sugunyanee said the highest official temperature recorded over the past 75 years was 44.6C in Muang district of Mae Hong Son on April 28, 2016, and again in Muang district of Tak in 2023. Last year the peak was 42.3C in Muang district of Mae Hong Son.

She warned of higher heat stroke risk during April and May when the "apparent temperature" could be much higher than factual readings on thermometers because of humidity. Heat index or "feels like" readings in Thailand have been as high as 54C.

As the La Nina weather phenomenon is fading to a neutral state, rainfall this year will be close to the average but there are some signs of a slight drought in the North, the Central Plains and the East, Ms Sugunyanee said.
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																Conveyor belt sushi restaurants in Thailand have growth potential, while the overall Japanese restaurant sector is expected to see flat growth this year, says MAI-listed Maguro Group Plc.
In 2025, the number of Japanese restaurants in Thailand stood at 5,781, a 2.2% decline from the previous year. This marks the first decline since data collection began in 2007, according to the Japan External Trade Organization's (Jetro) Bangkok Office.

Nearly all categories of Japanese restaurants recorded a downturn in 2025. Japanese set-menu restaurants fell by 2.8%, sushi restaurants by 2.3%, and yakiniku/BBQ restaurants by 9%.

Teppanyaki restaurants recorded no growth, while ramen shops and cafes grew by 2.6% and 6.4%, respectively, according to Jetro.

The survey found that customers are increasingly interested in Japanese restaurants offering specialty dishes, such as ramen and tonkatsu.

Moreover, there is a growing preference for restaurants that emphasise quality and careful ingredient selection.

Jakkrit Saisomboon, chief executive and co-founder of Maguro Group, said the Japanese restaurant segment currently has a high level of supply, with many outlets, and the market is expected to become more competitive.

He said the overall Japanese restaurant market may not see an increase in new outlets this year. However, it remains uncertain whether the total number of restaurants will stabilise or decline.

Mr Jakkrit predicted a decline in traditional sushi restaurants in Thailand this year as conveyor belt sushi restaurants may gradually take their place in the market.

The conveyor belt sushi restaurant market in Thailand has not yet reached saturation as diners perceive these restaurants offer better price control, allowing them to select dishes according to their budget, he said.

Mr Jakkrit said the company targets adding 20 new outlets to its portfolio this year, aiming to operate 73 stores by the end of 2026.

The company plans to introduce two new Japanese restaurant brands this year.

Kaiten Sushi Ginza Onodera, a conveyor belt sushi restaurant, is set to debut in the third quarter at CentralWorld. It will be the brand's first outlet in Southeast Asia and its largest flagship store in Asia.

Another brand, Ippe Koppe, a Japanese curry specialist, is scheduled to open in April.

Both brands will target younger customers by offering entry-level pricing, creating a potential new customer base.
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																Thailand must develop its own sovereign technology and innovative infrastructure to ensure long-term national security and economic growth, say tech researchers and a military official.
"Elevating Thai innovation to a national agenda item is no longer optional -- it is essential, especially to safeguard our nation's defence," said ACM Prapas Sornchaidee, assistant commander-in-chief of the Royal Thai Air Force, at the Thailand at the Turning Point seminar yesterday, hosted by the National Electronics and Computer Technology Center (Nectec) to celebrate its 40th anniversary.

"Importing technology alone cannot secure Thailand; true safety lies in creating our own solutions."

A major concern is the invisible cost of relying on foreign platforms. Using foreign technology means user data is constantly being collected and harvested, said ACM Prapas.

By inventing and developing technology locally, the nation can effectively secure its own data, which protects its digital sovereignty and strengthens national security, he said.

In military operations such as deploying or defending against drones, ACM Prapas stressed the need for complete independence.

If a threat arrives, military personnel cannot afford to wait for outside assistance or technical support.

The forces must be equipped to prepare, assemble and rapidly deploy technological countermeasures on their own, he said.

Furthermore, they must possess the internal capability to use these systems to establish targets and execute missions.

Technology must be successfully transferred across multiple agencies so the entire national security apparatus becomes more capable and less reliant on external dependencies over time, said ACM Prapas.

"We must be able to prepare it ourselves, build it ourselves. It is critical that officers have the capability to deploy these technological countermeasures themselves rapidly, and they must be able to use these systems independently to establish targets," he said.

The Air Force has a tech roadmap and consistent policy, even when commanders change.

"We have domestic defence researchers in order to save budget from imported tech," said ACM Prapas.

Key areas that require local innovation include drones, data links for aviation, cybersecurity, artificial intelligence (AI), space tech for use in natural disasters, and agriculture, he said.

Panita Pongpaibool, deputy executive director of Nectec, said government agencies should focus on building the foundational technologies the country needs, specifically projects the private sector is not yet ready to undertake on its own.

A major need is AI that understands the local context. Nectec and its partners are developing a Thai AI Foundation Model, which will be provided as an open-source resource for the private sector, she said.

The government must also provide crucial technological infrastructure, such as computer servers, computing power and properly structured datasets, said Ms Panita.

In addition, AI and service robots are needed to help businesses scale and accelerate the local economy, she said. These technologies are meant to assist in workflows rather than steal jobs, said Ms Panita.

There is a need for satellite technology that can specifically support the agricultural sector and address distinct local contexts within the country, according to Nectec.

"Our role is to build the core foundation of the house. The private sector must decorate that house by building specific commercial applications on top of the foundation," she said.

Domestic technology also requires support from local users, said Ms Panita.

The government can encourage local tech by using open systems and open innovations that empower local use, she said.

REAL-WORLD PROBLEMS

Chai Wutiwiwatchai, executive director of Nectec, said its foundational work consists of three pillars: sensors (data collection), network communication (the "blood vessels") and data processing/brain systems.

He said the roadmap includes developing smart city devices, electric vehicle charging data platforms, medical AI, and sensing technologies for diseases such as tuberculosis.

A major focus will be creating an AI standard testing laboratory so local AI and tech products do not have to rely on expensive foreign certification, said Mr Chai.

Moreover, Nectec is laying the groundwork for digital infrastructure to support emerging technologies such as artificial general intelligence, humanoids, space tech, photonics, 6G and quantum computing.

He said while advanced digital infrastructure and emerging technologies are emphasised, the true driving force behind these advancements must always be real-world problems.

Thailand still faces a vast number of challenges, and technological solutions are highly capable of helping to resolve them, said Mr Chai.

Standalone innovations are not enough -- technologies must be combined through system integration to effectively solve complex issues, especially in a global landscape filled with high geopolitical uncertainty, he said.
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																AXA Insurance Thailand is targeting double-digit growth in 2026, driven by expansion in health and commercial lines, with an executive citing last year's Hat Yai floods as a wake-up call that underscored rising protection needs in Thailand.
Chief executive Guillaume Mirabaud said 2025 marked a turning point for the French insurer, resulting in a strategic shift towards profitability and sustainable growth rather than pursuing volume at any cost.

The Thai unit of AXA posted gross written premiums of around 6.6 billion baht in 2025, up 3-4% from the previous year.

Growth was led by commercial lines and health insurance, while motor insurance, still its core portfolio, remained flat.

AXA's portfolio comprises 50% motor insurance, 25% health insurance, 20% commercial lines, and the remainder from lifestyle, travel and other products.

Motor insurance stagnated in 2025 as the company adjusted its strategy, moving away from authorised repair garages towards more non-authorised repair networks to better manage claims costs.

"We focus on profitability over volume," Mr Mirabaud said. "We don't want to fight for volume."

Instead of competing aggressively in high-volume segments, AXA is shifting towards second- and third-class motor policies and used-car segments, while exploring expanded warranty partnerships with manufacturers and dealers.

The company is also monitoring opportunities in the electric vehicle (EV) segment and may consider partnerships with EV makers if the timing is appropriate, he said.

For 2026, the non-life insurer expects health and commercial lines to grow by around 20% each, supporting double-digit expansion for the company. Motor insurance is projected to grow by 5-6%, or 2-3% under a more conservative scenario, but management insists the company will not sacrifice underwriting discipline.

"We will not take unnecessary risks or sacrifice margins," said Mr Mirabaud. "But we are ready to move when we see the right opportunity."

Health insurance has been a standout performer, expanding by an average of 20% annually. The company attributes this gain to its broad product range, spanning mass market to high-end plans, strong hospital partnerships and efficient claims management.

AXA plans to launch a new health insurance product this year targeting the mass segment, particularly low- to medium-income earners. The product is focused on inpatient coverage at private hospitals outside the premium tier, aiming to balance affordability and quality, he said.

The company supports continued use of co-payment mechanisms to help manage medical inflation and sustain long-term profitability. Commercial lines also present growth opportunities, particularly in property insurance following last year's earthquakes, as well as in industrial and marine segments.

In terms of distribution, AXA will continue to rely on both local and international brokers, while strengthening relationships with top-tier partners, said Mr Mirabaud. The company wants to expand its upcountry presence, where it operates 13 branches, as well as gradually enhance digital channels, he said.

Despite challenges such as floods and global economic uncertainty, Mr Mirabaud said Thailand's relatively low insurance penetration rate leaves ample room for expansion.

AXA Thailand has climbed from 22nd place in market rankings in 2023 to 13th in 2025, and aims to enter the top 10 by 2028-2029, with total premiums exceeding 10 billion baht, he said.
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																Thailand's life insurance industry is on track for a milestone year, with total premiums for both life and non-life projected to exceed 1 trillion baht for the first time, driven by strong growth in health and critical illness coverage despite lingering economic headwinds.
According to the Thai Life Assurance Association (TLAA), total life insurance premiums are projected to grow 2.5-3.5% this year to around 700 billion baht, up from 677 billion in 2025.

Combined with the Thai General Insurance Association's target of 300 billion baht for non-life premiums, the industry's total premiums would surpass 1 trillion baht, marking a historic high for Thailand's insurance market, said TLAA president Nusara Banyatpiyaphod.

Health insurance remains the key growth engine. Medical inflation continues to rise by 8-10% annually and is projected to reach 10.8% in 2026, prompting consumers to seek greater protection against escalating healthcare costs. Health and critical illness premiums, currently valued at 120 billion baht, are expected to expand by at least 10% this year.

The structure of health policies is evolving. Insurers have begun introducing co-payment requirements from the first policy year, compared with the previous practice of applying co-pay only to high-claim renewals.

Deductible-based products are also gaining traction, allowing policyholders to bear initial medical expenses in exchange for lower premiums.

Some insurers are grouping private hospital networks and partnerships with 28 public hospitals to serve customers' needs and lower costs. Lump-sum medical plans may also see varying adjustments across companies.

The TLAA noted the impact of the first 12 months of the co-pay requirement, which started in February 2025, remains limited.

Only around 4% of policyholders exceeded claim thresholds that would trigger co-payment in subsequent years. The measure is primarily aimed at curbing excessive claims, which have contributed to rising health premiums.

Supportive factors for growth include the extension of health coverage eligibility up to age 80, which is expected to increase riders for health and critical illness, while supporting the growth of whole life products.

Meanwhile, Thailand's transition to a "super-aged" society by 2029 is encouraging younger generations to prioritise retirement planning, strengthening demand for annuity products, said Ms Nusara.

Despite positive momentum, the industry faces domestic and global economic slowdowns, declining interest rates, the implementation of new accounting standards, trade tensions and potential emerging disease risks.

In 2025, life insurance premiums totalled 677 billion baht, up 3.45%. New business premiums rose 3.6% to 191 billion baht, while renewal premiums increased 3.4% to 486 billion baht, with a policy persistency rate of 82%.

Growth was led by health riders, which rose 11.7%, while critical illness gained 4.59%, whole life policies 5.64%, annuity products 9.14% and investment-linked policies 15.8%, reflecting rising demand for higher-return investment options combined with life protection, she said.

To strengthen long-term savings, the industry is proposing tax reform to make life insurance more attractive. The TLAA plans to push for separation of the tax deduction ceiling for life insurance from other savings categories, or expanding eligible life products for tax benefits.

Life insurance premiums for policies with at least 10 years of coverage currently qualify for tax deductions up to 100,000 baht per year, while health insurance premiums are deductible up to 25,000 baht, but combined deductions must not exceed 100,000 baht. The industry believes revising the structure would enhance long-term savings incentives and reduce the state's future healthcare burden as Thailand ages.
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																Outbound tour operators will continue to push for the removal of value-added tax (VAT) from overseas tour packages sold to local travellers, arguing the charge is redundant given other taxes paid at destinations.
In fact, no other countries impose VAT on outbound tours, said Chotechuang Soorangura, vice-president of the Thai Travel Agents Association (TTAA). He said during the Pheu Thai-led government, the association submitted a proposal to remove the VAT twice before the administration transitioned to the Bhumjaithai Party late last year.

The Finance Ministry is considering this issue and assigned the relevant department to discuss it with the association at the next stage.

Mr Chotechuang said the TTAA has expressed its opposition to taxing outbound travellers for many years and even set up a study team led by academics.

The study found outbound tour packages in other countries are not subject to VAT.

In principle, VAT in Thailand is imposed by registered businesses on the value of goods and services traded domestically or imported.

However, Sections 77 and 80 of the Revenue Code extend this obligation to outbound tour operators, even though all consumption takes place in foreign territories.

"This practice is unfair to travellers who purchase tour programmes from companies. Independent tourists are not required to pay this tax," said Mr Chotechuang.

He said all tourists already bear other costs when travelling abroad, such as the passenger service charge, which the Airports of Thailand plans to increase from 730 baht to 1,120 baht per person by mid-2026.

Mr Chotechuang said the context in which VAT was first applied to outbound tours is completely different from the current situation. Spending on overseas trips may once have been seen as non-essential or luxury consumption, but international travel today is a critical part of global and diplomatic engagement, he said.

The number of inbound flights could grow more steadily if traffic from origin markets remains healthy, said Mr Chotechuang.

As the Senate recently proposed raising VAT from 7% to 10% over three years, he said businesses and consumers would not oppose higher revenue for the country if affected groups are provided with relief packages to help them adjust to rising costs during an initial period.

For instance, the government could consider reducing corporate income tax or extending the ceiling of the personal income tax reduction rate for a certain period while imposing the higher VAT rate, said Mr Chotechuang.

STRONG FLOW PERSISTS

The outbound market in the first two months of 2026 remained strong, mostly driven by trips to China and Japan, he said.

Although trips to Japan were down 4.9%, the first dip in four years due to a 61% contraction in the Chinese market in January, Mr Chotechuang said this did not affect the Thai market.

In December last year, the number of Thai travellers visiting Japan surged by 18.6%, exceeding the average annual growth rate of 7.3%.

Thai tourists benefited from hotel room rates that were 20-30% cheaper, as Japanese operators sought to stimulate demand to offset the decline in Chinese tour groups.
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																The Thai economy could continue its growth trajectory and expand by 3% a year if the incoming Bhumjaithai-led coalition administration can complete its four-year term, say economists, though they warned any disruption in government formation might cause GDP growth to slide below 1.5% this year.
The country has regained confidence after the ruling Bhumjaithai Party clinched a landslide win in the Feb 8 election and is widely expected to take control of top-tier ministries, including finance, commerce and foreign affairs, said Kiatanantha Lounkaew, an economist and lecturer at Thammasat University.

Sentiment turned more upbeat following the release of fourth-quarter 2025 GDP figures by the National Economic and Social Development Council on Monday, revealing growth of 2.5%, which was better than expected.

The growth figure prompted caretaker finance minister Ekniti Nitithanprapas, who is widely expected to preserve his seat in the new cabinet, to note "the economy has left the ICU and the government will seek to push GDP growth to 3% this year".

"If the new administration can finish the four-year term without interruption, annual GDP growth of 3% is achievable," said Mr Kiatanantha, noting the growth momentum must continue for 2-3 quarters to clearly show Thailand is no longer the "sick man of Asia".

To stimulate growth, short-term stimulus must be introduced within the first 100 days of the new government to ease economic hardships of consumers and small businesses, he said.

"A slow government formation means the launch of economic stimulus would be delayed, damaging the economy," said Mr Kiatanantha.

Siam Commercial Bank's Economic Intelligence Center is preparing to lift its 2026 GDP estimates from 1.5% to possibly 2% based on the likelihood a stable government is formed within the election timeline.

"Economic challenges remain, especially fragile consumer purchasing power. But if the new government can effectively endorse and implement economic policies effectively, the economy could possibly grow more than 2% this year," said senior economist Poonyawat Sreesing.

However, any interruption of government formation or a re-vote could send GDP growth sliding below 1.5%, he told the Bangkok Post.

Nattapol Kamthakrua, director of securities analysis at Yuanta Securities (Thailand), said the Thai economy could expand in a range of 2-3% if a stable coalition government is formed and capable economic ministers are appointed to tackle economic challenges.

Positive sentiment following this month's election has lifted the Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) to outperform other regional bourses, with the Thai index soaring 17% year-to-date. Foreign buying of Thai stocks totalled 52 billion baht, the highest in four years.

"For the SET index to top 1,500 points, we need to see the economy continue to grow substantially," he said. "The market has not put much weight on the possibilities resulting from this election, but anything is possible in Thai politics."
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																The exchange rate, economic conditions and free-trade agreements (FTAs) have affected import duty revenue for the Customs Department, with collections 8% below target for the first three months of fiscal 2026.
According to Phantong Loykulnanta, the department's director-general, the revenue target for fiscal 2026 assigned by the Finance Ministry is 122 billion baht. In the first three months of the fiscal year (October-December), the department collected 28.6 billion baht, a shortfall of 2.47 billion baht.

He said there were three factors affecting revenue collection. The first major challenge is baht volatility. The revenue target was projected based on an exchange rate of 34-35 baht per US dollar, but the baht has appreciated to 31 per dollar.

Weak economic growth also limited revenue collection. Growth was previously projected at 3.5%, but reduced rates resulted in lower import volumes and economic activity.

[image: Import duties plunge thanks to strong baht]


The second factor is the auto industry transition and FTAs. Import duties on automobiles used to be a key revenue source, but they have declined greatly. Customs reports collecting barely any revenue from car imports due to the transition to electric vehicles (EVs) under government incentive schemes, while the impact of various FTAs has eliminated tariffs in some cases.

Although revenue from e-commerce has helped to support collections at 400-450 million baht per month, or roughly just over 4 billion baht a year, this cannot offset the more than 10 billion baht lost from import duties on automobiles.

The third factor is tax base limitations. The department said that without expanding the tax base or introducing new types of taxes, it will be difficult to increase revenue in line with targets. Customs duties are collected on a limited range of products.

In more developed economies, customs revenue is no longer a main source of government income, with the primary role shifting towards trade facilitation and the collection of value-added tax.

Mr Phantong said the department's policy direction is shifting from simple facilitation to "trade enablement", such as creating new trade opportunities and issuing regulations to make multimodal transport more convenient. One example would be allowing cargo to be transferred from rail to road for delivery to customs checkpoints that rail lines do not reach, without needing to file new customs declarations.

Regulatory reform and procedural streamlining are underway, including the introduction of electronic systems for transshipment procedures to reduce the burden on operators, as well as consideration of allowing insurance policies to be used in place of bank guarantees to lower trading costs.

Beyond revenue collection, the department is also emphasising tackling fraudulent use of trade privileges and false declarations of origin, in order to ensure fair competition for genuine Thai businesses.

The department is also studying possible adjustments to tariff rates and considering imposing duties on items that have never been taxed before, in a bid to expand the revenue base while also protecting domestic producers.

However, Mr Phantong acknowledged that all of these measures will require amendments to several regulations to align with changing economic conditions, allowing revenue collection to advance towards the target.
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																Thai Union achieved a record gross profit margin of 18.9% in 2025, supported by stronger margins in its frozen business, an improved business mix, and disciplined cost control.
The company reported full-year sales of 133 billion baht, while sales volumes increased 2.5% year-on-year to 908,000 tonnes, marking eight consecutive quarters of volume growth. Adjusted operating profit, excluding transformation costs, totalled 7 billion baht.

Fourth-quarter performance reinforced the company's momentum. Excluding foreign exchange impacts, organic sales grew 0.7% for a second straight quarter, driven by strong volume gains in frozen, feed and petcare businesses.

By segment, frozen sales rose 3.4% year-on-year, with volumes up 5.6%. The division achieved a record gross profit margin of 14.5%, supported by tariff-related pricing adjustments and robust feed performance.

Petcare continued to outperform, with sales increasing 1.4% year-on-year, or 6.7% in dollar terms, and margins reaching 26.3%, exceeding target levels for the third consecutive quarter.

Ambient or shelf-stable items volumes expanded across key markets including Europe, the US, Canada and Thailand, although lower average prices led to a slight 1.8% sales decline.

"Last year had exceptional external headwinds, from tariffs to currency pressures, yet Thai Union remained resilient and achieved record gross profit margins, earnings per share growth, and constant progress on sales volumes," said Thiraphong Chansiri, president and chief executive.

The company increased its total annual dividend by 6% to 0.70 baht per share.

Thai Union also completed a buyback of 400 million shares worth 4.3 billion baht and subsequently reduced its registered capital by cancelling 200 million shares, enhancing per-share value.

The company targets 3-4% sales growth in 2026, driven by organic expansion across all categories, particularly petcare, as well as expectations of less negative currency exchange impact compared with 2025.

Gross profit margin is projected to rise to 19-20%, supported by improved operating leverage and easing foreign exchange pressures.

A cost reset programme is expected to generate US$60 million in savings, while maintaining a strong dividend commitment of at least a 50% payout ratio.
							



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/general/3201155/thai-union-profit-up-on-record-gross-profit-margin



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Foreign investment applications rise 46% in January								

															

																Foreign investment applications under the Foreign Business Act were robust in January, with a total investment value of 33.8 billion baht, up 46% year-on-year, driven mainly by investors from China, Japan and Singapore.
According to deputy government spokeswoman Airin Phanrit, in January 113 foreign investors were granted permission to operate businesses in Thailand under the Foreign Business Act, an increase of 10%.

The top five countries/regions investing in Thailand for the period were:


	China (26 applications, 5.39 billion baht)

	Japan (25 applications, 15.3 billion baht)

	The United States (16 applications, 420 million baht)

	Singapore (12 applications, 5.51 billion baht)

	Hong Kong (10 applications, 587 million baht).



Ms Airin said most of the foreign investment came from projects promoted under the Investment Promotion Act through the Board of Investment (BoI), totalling 55 projects, representing 49% of the 113 approved projects, with a combined investment value of 17.2 billion baht.

She said these outlays align with the government's policy to attract foreign investment in future industries, such as advanced technology, digital and artificial intelligence, electric vehicles (EVs), clean energy and agri-business.

The top three types of businesses approved through the BoI channel were contract manufacturing services, high-value services and computer-related services.

According to Ms Airin, Chinese investments were mainly in wood processing for wood products and furniture parts, wholesale trading (such as barcode printers and balloon catheters), battery-swapping service stations for EVs, and contract manufacturing services such as electronic components, machinery and fixtures, and metal parts for industry.

Japanese investment included procurement of raw materials, parts and components for manufacturing industries, used-product inspection and certification services, software development services, and contract manufacturing such as electric motors, moulded parts and metal parts.

Meanwhile the US investment was mainly in engineering services, advertising, food and beverage sales, and software platform design, development, installation and maintenance services.
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																Leading capital market institutions in Thailand say they will ensure listed companies meet nationally determined contributions (NDCs) on greenhouse gas reduction, starting this year with firms in the SET100 index.
The Government Pension Fund (GPF), the Association of Investment Management Companies (AIMC), and the Stock Exchange of Thailand (SET) have coordinated strategy to align the capital market with the country's climate commitments under the Paris Agreement.

The initiative emphasises three pillars: raising corporate standards on emissions reduction; using institutional investment power to accelerate environmental, social and governance (ESG) adoption; and supporting Thailand's NDC roadmap for a low-carbon economy.

"Climate change risk is becoming increasingly tangible for asset managers," said AIMC chairwoman Chavinda Hanratanakool.

Starting this year, institutional investors will prioritise climate-focused investment in SET100 companies.

The scope will expand to 200 listed firms during 2027-28, and from 2029 ESG and climate considerations will be applied across the broader market.

By 2031, the Thai capital market aims to showcase tangible progress in climate-linked investments, including carbon credit-related themes, she said.

Ms Chavinda said environmental and climate metrics will be integrated more rigorously into investment decisions.

Data-sharing cooperation between the SET and GPF will strengthen ESG scoring frameworks, and companies with unclear or insufficient disclosures may face lower investment weightings.

"We are collaborating with the GPF to strengthen collective action among institutional investors, building a system with the SET that enables listed companies to implement concrete climate strategies, supporting Thailand's greenhouse gas reduction goals in both the short and long term," she said.

Clear criteria

Songpol Chevapanyaroj, secretary-general of the GPF, said the fund will apply defined screening criteria to its portfolio as it sets its own net-zero target for 2050.

Companies failing to meet climate-related requirements may have additional investment frozen or be excluded altogether, although those demonstrating credible transition plans could regain eligibility, he said.

"Setting clear frameworks creates investment opportunities," said Mr Songpol, emphasising that climate performance will be assessed alongside growth prospects and industry fundamentals.

SET president Asadej Kongsiri highlighted the exchange's long-standing ESG initiatives, including waste management programmes and collaboration under the Sustainable Thai Capital Market Initiative to advance net-zero practices among listed firms.

This year the SET plans to transition from its domestic ESG ratings framework towards alignment with the FTSE Russell ESG Rating Index, enhancing the global visibility and competitiveness of Thai equities.

"A bright future must offer stability," Mr Asadej said, stressing the importance of diversified capital bases and robust risk management as global competition intensifies.

Thailand's draft Climate Change Act was approved by the cabinet in principle. Once enacted, it is expected to accelerate carbon reduction efforts nationwide, he said.

Soraphol Tulayasathien, senior executive vice-president and chief strategy and finance officer at the SET, said 123 listed firms are included in the exchange's ESG ratings list.

Thailand hosts more than 100 domestic ESG funds, with combined assets exceeding 150 billion baht.

With institutional investors, regulators, and the exchange moving in tandem, 2026 marks the starting point of a more disciplined, climate-aligned era, led by the SET100 and ultimately extending across the entire market, said Mr Soraphol.
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																After months of suffering in silence, businesses along the Thai-Cambodian border are finally starting to speak up, saying the security measures implemented in the wake of the armed clashes between the two countries -- including border closures -- have dealt a heavy blow to their livelihoods.
With the tension showing no signs of easing, traders along the border are calling on the government to extend more help to affected businesses. A ceasefire followed the first outbreak of clashes in July, but it was short-lived, with both sides claiming violations from the day it was signed.

Extensive fighting resumed in December, which was followed by another truce, which seems to be holding as of yesterday. However, the relationship between Thailand and Cambodia remains tense, with border negotiations and regional peace meetings collapsing one after another.

Local businesses along the border have been left to struggle largely by themselves from the beginning of the conflict. The government hasn't rolled out any assistance packages (ie soft loans) to help alleviate their hardships.

Traders in Trat, for instance, have had to adapt in order to survive, with many exploring other markets within the country to try and offset the lost revenues from Cambodia.

Others, meanwhile, have reported struggling to find workers to replace those who left for the border when the conflict started. With Bhumjaithai making use of ultranationalist sentiments to rally its supporters, many fear the situation will only get worse once it takes the helm of the government.

The Trat Tourism Industry Council and its partners from six other border provinces on Feb 18 raised their concerns about the situation with the House panel on tourism, where they pressed for more assistance from the state.

Most, if not all, business operators know that the ideal solution is to reopen the border, but Bhumjaithai is likely to uphold the border closures.

Anutin Charnvirakul, as the head of the caretaker government, has paid zero attention to their concerns, with reports saying he has turned down multiple requests for a meeting.

By doing so, Mr Anutin is failing to recognise Thailand's role as a regional tourism and economic powerhouse.

He has allowed the armed forces to resort to aggressive actions to solve problems which could have been sorted on the negotiating table under existing bilateral mechanisms. He has also disregarded experts' concerns that the clashes will result in many lost opportunities, especially along the frontier.

Mr Anutin must see to it that the business operators' difficulties are properly taken care of, perhaps in the form of assistance packages.

Now that the ball is in his court, he should step back from sensationalist jingoism and correct the misperception pushed by ultranationalists that checkpoint closures only hurt Cambodians across the border -- as they hurt Thais just as much.

Of course, reopening the border won't solve the problems overnight. It will take a long time before Thai traders can find new markets for their products, but at least they won't have to deal with short-term labour shortages while the government finds a suitable alternative arrangement.
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																Thailand's democratic institutions have been repressed and kept weak to the point that confusion still prevails almost two weeks after the Feb 8 election, which purportedly showed a clear victory for the ruling Bhumjaithai (BJT) Party under Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul. On the one hand, Mr Anutin and BJT stalwarts are busy forming a coalition government with other parties. On the other hand, fraud allegations from civil society groups and the opposition People's Party have reached a critical mass with the plausibility that the recent vote might be nullified to pave the way for a new poll.
The Election Commission (EC) has clearly made missteps in overseeing the election. There have been alleged discrepancies between ballot papers and vote tallies, and dubious counting and vote-reporting procedures. Most glaring is the questionable QR and bar codes on the ballots that could be traced to individual voters in violation of the constitution, which mandates privacy and confidentiality. At issue is whether these infractions and flaws resulted from sheer incompetence and gross negligence or deliberate and systematic efforts to game and control election results. In either case, the EC has lost public trust and should be held fully accountable.

Critics raise doubts and accuse that BJT's 193 parliamentary seats out of 500 overcame the People's Party by a large margin of 75, which also suggests that any deliberate vote fraud would have to be rampant and widespread. Once a mid-sized party, BJT just won 71 seats in the previous election in 2023. In Thailand, where leaks from official circles are commonplace, whistle-blowers would not be hard to come by if there were such massive vote fraud. In any case, as the contested election process works its way to the Constitutional Court, it would be surprising to see a nullification verdict.

After 20 years of volatility and turmoil in Thai politics -- characterised by coloured street protests between yellows and reds, two military coups and multiple judicial interventions -- the conservative establishment believed to be behind BJT has finally won a decisive poll victory. If BJT is able to proceed in forming a government with coalition allies, there is likely to be establishment-backed political stability for the first time in two decades. The onus would then fall on BJT, and Mr Anutin would address economic doldrums and mend Thailand's deep divide. But if economic growth thins further below two percent per year while corruption and graft thicken, an anti-establishment backlash could bring about a reckoning between the old guard clinging onto privileges from the past and the new generations clamouring for a better future. Up until the latest poll, the conservative establishment faced two major movements for progress and reform. The first was Thaksin Shinawatra and his juggernaut Thai Rak Thai Party, which won 248 of 500 assembly seats in the 2001 election. Prior to Thaksin, Thai political parties had been weak and beset with party hopping, patronage networks, pork-barrelling, and graft. The "money politics" of vote-buying in elections, accompanied by corruption among elected politicians, resulted in periodic military coups, once every seven years, since 1932, when the first of 20 constitutions was promulgated to end absolute monarchy.

Thaksin's Thai Rak Thai party convulsed the establishment by connecting directly with voters through "populist" policy innovations, such as universal healthcare, debt relief, and microcredit schemes, alongside industrial policies that put Thailand on a strong growth trajectory and regional leadership in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis. He set a record for completing a full term in 2005 and won re-election with 377 seats under a one-party government. As Thaksin's popularity with the masses expanded, royalist yellow-shirt street protesters attacked his business conflicts of interest and paved the way for a coup that routed and exiled him in 2006. Over the next 20 years, including anti-establishment red-shirt demonstrations, his brother-in-law, sister, daughter, and two proxies became prime minister and were ousted either by the military or judiciary.

Along the way, a new generational challenge came to the fore under millennials and Gen Z, who want to regain a future they lost from years of protests and coups. Under the Future Forward and Move Forward parties, this movement for institutional reforms of the monarchy, military, bureaucracy, and business oligopoly initially came in third in the 2019 poll but then won the 2023 election. Both were opposed and obstructed from government formation by the Constitutional Court, the election and anti-corruption commissions. As with the Thaksin parties, these new-gen parties were duly dissolved, and their core leaders were banned from running for office for ten years.

The beneficiary of these power plays is BJT. It has more than doubled its seats from 2023, having risen to power on royalism, militarism and nationalism, owing to the Thai-Cambodian border clashes in July and December last year. In addition to Mr Anutin's nationalist fervour, BJT also campaigned on technocratic professionalism, represented by Commerce Minister Suphajee Suthumpun, Finance Minister Ekniti Nitithanprapas, and Foreign Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeow. To what extent these technocrats are given a free hand, and how many old-style patronage-driven politicians occupy the new cabinet, will determine its ability to boost growth and limit corruption.

Perhaps Thai voters got tired of two decades of political tumult and wanted to give stability and the status quo a chance. But the electorate also passed a referendum to draft a new constitution to replace the 2017 charter from the military era, in search of near-term solutions and longer-term structural change at the same time. That the People's Party won all of Bangkok's 33 constituencies and 31 of 100 from the proportionally represented party-list suggests the main opposition can still make a strong comeback in the next election.

Over two decades, BJT's backers have succeeded in holding Thailand's political stability and economic future hostage while seeing off two critical challenges from Thaksin's populist and redistributive agenda and deep-seated structural reforms advocated by the People's Party and its precursors. Thailand's powers-that-be have been nifty and nuanced in keeping opponents divided and continually weakened by military coups, judicial dissolutions and long bans, shrewdly assisted by custodian agencies until its loyalists could utilise nationalism and popular fatigue to win office, undeterred by long-term costs to the country from low growth, lack of competitiveness, and diminished international standing.
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																Thailand has made significant strides in building a data governance framework, most notably through the Personal Data Protection Act (PDPA) 2019. Data now underpins how citizens exercise their rights, how governments deliver services, how businesses innovate, and ultimately, how democracy is sustained.
Yet Thailand finds itself at a crossroads. Government agencies remain uncertain about whether information they hold can be disclosed or must remain secret under overlapping laws. Citizens, meanwhile, are often left in the dark. Are their rights protected? Is their personal information secure?

This is not a theoretical concern. It is a systemic problem with real consequences for transparency, accountability, and public trust.

Thailand's data governance regime has evolved incrementally, without a unifying vision. The Official Information Act (1997) establishes disclosure as a democratic principle and reflects constitutional access-to-information rights. However, that principle is routinely undermined by the Rules on Official Secrets, which allow agencies to withhold information under broadly defined categories such as "national security" or "public order".

In practice, these broad exemptions are often applied expansively. For example, journalists and civil society organisations have repeatedly reported difficulties obtaining public procurement documents, including bidding details and contract justifications, even when no security-related content was involved. In several cases reported in Thai newspapers, agencies rejected requests outright, citing internal classifications rather than engaging in a harm-based assessment.

The PDPA has further complicated matters. Although it is designed to protect privacy, its interaction with transparency laws remains poorly understood within the bureaucracy. A recurring example raised by civil society groups concerns information about public officials' remuneration. While such information is funded by taxpayers and has historically been considered disclosable under the Official Information Act, some agencies now refuse disclosure on the grounds that salary data constitutes "personal data" identifying an individual, despite previous Official Information Commission (OIC) guidance emphasising the public interest in disclosure. (See Decision of the Information Disclosure Tribunal (Social Affairs, Public Administration, and Law Enforcement Division) (No. SC 200/2565).

Thailand's constitution guarantees the right to access public information, and the Official Information Act famously declares that "disclosure is the rule, secrecy the exception." In practice, the reverse often applies.

According to figures reflected in information from the OIC, the vast majority of government data, around 90%, is released only upon request, with proactive disclosure remaining limited. Even then, many requests fail.

One recurring problem lies in information catalogues maintained by agencies. These catalogues frequently list public, internal, and classified documents together without clear distinction. As a result, when citizens request specific documents, such as meeting minutes or project evaluations, the entire request may be rejected if any item in the catalogue is deemed restricted. This practice has been criticised in multiple OIC appeals, yet it remains widespread.

The democratic implications are serious. When citizens cannot access reliable data on budget allocations, infrastructure projects, environmental monitoring, or procurement decisions, meaningful public oversight becomes impossible. Civil society organisations spend months navigating appeals processes, only to receive heavily redacted documents or procedural denials. Over time, this erodes confidence in the state's commitment to transparency and fuels public cynicism.

The problem becomes especially visible during data-related crises. In recent years, Thailand has experienced multiple cybersecurity incidents and data leaks involving public and quasi-public databases, widely reported in the media. In several cases, agencies acknowledged breaches privately or through informal statements, while classifying key details as confidential.

Although the PDPA requires data controllers to notify the Personal Data Protection Committee and affected individuals within 72 hours of a breach, public disclosure has often been minimal. Information about the scale of the breach, affected systems, or remedial measures is rarely released proactively. As a result, other agencies and private operators lose opportunities to learn from these incidents, and citizens are left uncertain about the risks to their personal data.

Excessive secrecy in these situations does not enhance security. It weakens collective resilience.

Thailand does not need more laws. It needs coherence.

First, the government should establish a multi-stakeholder task force involving the Official Information Commission, the Personal Data Protection Committee, the Digital Government Agency (DGA), civil society, and the private sector. Its mandate should be to reconcile conflicting statutes and issue a single, authoritative classification framework that clearly defines what information is public, restricted, or legitimately secret. Agencies must be required to apply this framework consistently, with clear accountability.

Second, transparency must become proactive. Key datasets, such as budgets, procurement contracts, environmental data, and public health statistics, should be published by default. The DGA has already piloted open-data platforms; the challenge is scaling them across ministries and embedding disclosure as a routine administrative function rather than an exception.

These reforms are neither radical nor unprecedented. Countries such as South Korea and the United Kingdom have addressed similar tensions between privacy and transparency through coordinated oversight bodies and clear guidance. Thailand already has capable institutions. What is missing is coordination and political will.

The PDPA was intended to mark a milestone in Thailand's data governance journey. Instead, it has exposed the fragility of a fragmented legal landscape. Without harmonisation and genuine openness, privacy protection and transparency will continue to clash, undermining public trust in both.

Thailand now faces a clear choice: continue with a patchwork of rules that confuse officials and alienate citizens, or build a coherent data governance framework that earns trust and strengthens democracy. Open, accessible public data is not a threat to governance. It is its foundation.

Jompon Pitaksantayothin is an Associate Professor of law and digital technology at the Division of International Studies, Hankuk University of Foreign Studies, Republic of Korea.
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																Many observers of Thai politics may be wondering why the following individual of such distinguished standing failed to secure a seat in parliament in the Feb 8 election. He holds the title of professor and earned a doctoral degree in engineering from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, one of the world's most renowned universities. He previously contested the 2022 Bangkok gubernatorial election, securing more than 250,000 votes. He has also achieved notable academic success and served as president of King Mongkut's Institute of Technology, Ladkrabang. With credentials such as these, his electoral defeat has come as a surprise to many.
The person I'm referring to is Suchatvee "Dr Ae" Suwansawat, leader of the Thai Kao Mai Party. His party received 99,520 party-list votes, according to the latest results published by the Election Commission, which had counted 94% of ballots as of Feb 14. As the total did not reach 150,000 votes, Mr Suchatvee, who was placed first on the party list, will not enter parliament.

Mr Suchatvee officially introduced his party on Oct 3, 2025, before Prime Minister Anutin Charnvirakul announced the dissolution of the House on Dec 12, vowing to return power to the people.

To me, the fact that Thai Kao Mai was among the first parties to launch and promptly declare its intention to contest the election indicates a high level of readiness -- in personnel, policy and financial resources. Otherwise, it would not have demonstrated such confidence. I truly hoped to see a new political party like Thai Kao Mai, which champions education-driven policies, enter parliament and work seriously during this term. At the launch event, party executives appeared in jeans and neatly pressed shirts, presenting a dynamic and approachable image. This reflected strong preparation and readiness for parliamentary work.

The party unveiled its "four arrows" policy to strengthen Thailand and transform it into a more resilient nation. The initiative focused on four core challenges: human development, economic innovation, quality of life and new social values. It emphasised advanced technologies such as artificial intelligence and blockchain to modernise governance and drive the country into the digital era.

Until voting day, I believed Thai Kao Mai might win one or two seats. Its failure to secure representation stemmed largely from limited grassroots support. The party did not effectively penetrate rural constituencies nor engage in local politics in the manner practised by established ban yai political networks. Consequently, it lacked a strong support base. Moreover, its policies may have been difficult for the general public to relate to, as many perceived them as abstract or detached from everyday concerns.

By contrast, the victory of the New Alternative Party, led by Mongkolkit "Pee Teh" Suksintharanont, reflects a harsh political reality. Many voters chose this party even though several of its proposed policies appeared exaggerated, unrealistic and almost comical. The pressing question is: why? There may be many reasons, but one common explanation could be that some voters want politicians like Mr Mongkolkit -- with his down-to-earth demeanour -- in parliament for entertainment value. At the same time, they may be curious to see whether his party's proposals could ever be translated into reality.

The New Alternative Party received 157,020 party-list votes. Having surpassed the 150,000 threshold, Rachen Trakulwiang, who was first on the party list, secured a seat in the House. The party's headline proposals include a dinosaur breeding programme, push-up exercises linked to salaries and grades, a half-price spa massage scheme, and amending laws to allow women to have up to four husbands or men up to four wives.

Mr Mongkolkit later announced on Facebook that he was ready to send one MP from his party to join the government, on the condition that the administration push forward his campaign policies.

Despite championing modern structural reforms, Mr Suchatvee struggled to translate personal popularity into parliamentary representation, especially compared with Mr Mongkolkit. His campaign emphasised systemic modernisation and national reform. However, Thailand's electoral landscape remains heavily influenced by local patronage systems, party branding and highly recognisable personalities. Good policies alone are not enough. Success requires pairing reformist agendas with strong constituency-level organisation and clear, accessible messaging that connects directly with everyday voter concerns. This is the dark political comedy currently unfolding in Thailand.
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																The government's attempt to raise the standards of public buses powered by compressed natural gas (CNG) by means of a "safety rating list" is welcome news, despite being long overdue.
The government on Wednesday announced its plan to improve the safety standards of this form of public transport and other vehicles.

There are three main policies with safety as the overarching goal: making public bus safety a national priority, making the registration of public buses and other CNG vehicles trustworthy and graft-free, and using digital innovation and an online database so users can check the records of public bus inspections.

The policy is based on the outcome of a probe and related recommendations by the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) in June.

The NACC looked into why a public bus that was taking students from Uthai Thani to a trip in Bangkok caught fire on Oct 1, 2024, in Pathum Thani, killing 23 people -- mostly kindergarteners and teachers.

The NACC found the Department of Land Transport (DLT) official who was responsible did not even look at the bus or the CNG gas system, and immediately issued a permit that approved the six CNG gas tanks and related system.

Even worse, the NACC found this bus had 11 CNG tanks.

As such, it is shocking to see that the authority has been dragging its feet for 16 months in the wake of the worst school bus tragedy Thailand has ever seen.

After that tragic day, the Department of Land Transport (DLT) ordered that all 13,426 chartered buses with CNG tanks be inspected within 60 days.

Yet that inspection was done in a frantic manner. The transport minister at the time, Suriya Jungrungreangkit, imposed a temporary ban on buses using CNG tanks to take students on trips, pending proper safety measures from the DLT. But as public attention subsided, the issue of safety inspections for public vehicles was soon forgotten.

The question is whether the latest policy, including the "safety rating list", is enough to make any meaningful change. The safety of modified public buses hints at a bigger problem.

The DLT's vehicle registration and permit renewals have been anything but transparent. It is an open secret that the owner of a vehicle does not even have to bring their vehicle in for an inspection if they pay a kickback.

Trade policy also affects safety. In Thailand, operators often use locally modified vehicles, as importing a new bus or coach is too expensive, given the 40% import tax.

The rate was devised four decades ago to protect local automotive manufacturers from foreign competitors. The protectionist measure worked a little too well -- it gave rise to small coach manufacturers that specialise in using old chassis to make brand-new vehicles. Needless to say, trade policy and tariffs must be revised for safety.

While the idea of a "safety rating list" sounds inspiring, is the Transport Ministry sincere? Mr Suriya launched the idea of a contractor scorecard in January 2024 after accidents at a mass construction site. Two years later, that has yet to see the light of day.

Improving safety standards requires the political will to protect life. We only hope the new government will show it has that.
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																Last week, policymakers and industry executives of mining companies gathered in Cape Town for the annual African Mining Indaba. They followed a familiar script: governments would court investors, companies would promise jobs and growth, and champagne would flow as speakers tout Africa as indispensable to the global energy transition.
As always, the emphasis would be on new projects, fresh capital, and untapped opportunities, with no mention of how these ventures tend to end. But in mining, endings matter more than beginnings, because they reveal where power truly lies.

As the clean-energy transition gathers pace, the question of how mining projects end has taken on new urgency. The global race for critical minerals is often framed as a technical challenge: How quickly can fossil fuels be replaced without destabilising supply chains? But the more fundamental issue is who bears the costs of extraction.

For transnational mining corporations, exit has become the most decisive and least regulated phase of value capture. By selling assets, restructuring operations, and relocating headquarters, they are able to shed social, environmental, and fiscal liabilities with impunity.

South Africa offers a striking example. Anglo American, founded in 1917, has long been the country's dominant mining company, shaping labour systems, settlement patterns, and infrastructure for more than a century. Yet as the company has streamlined its global portfolio in recent years, its domestic footprint has shrunk rapidly. Between 2021 and 2024, its South African workforce fell by more than 20%, from roughly 41,000 to 32,000. Over the same period, its tax and royalty payments plummeted 81%, from approximately R41 billion (80.2 billion baht) to R7.8 billion.

It may be tempting to explain these figures as a reflection of market cycles or the unavoidable costs of transition, but they point to a deeper structural problem: capital is mobile, but accountability is not.

When mining companies exit a country, the costs do not disappear; they are transferred to local communities. Mining towns lose their tax base, municipalities struggle to maintain essential infrastructure, and environmental damage goes unaddressed. In the South African province of Mpumalanga, ravaged by decades of extraction, hundreds of mines sit abandoned or inadequately rehabilitated. Between 2011 and 2016, authorities issued only six mine closure certificates, the formal confirmation that rehabilitation has been completed. Meanwhile, acid mine drainage continues to contaminate water systems.

The human costs are equally stark. In Kriel, a mining town in Mpumalanga, more than 200 residents were forcibly evicted in 2025 after a mine changed hands and employment-linked housing was abruptly terminated. What had been presented as a path to work and stability ended in homelessness, legal uncertainty, and social rupture.

Kriel is not an outlier. Across South Africa, mining companies have generated tens of billions of dollars in profits while delivering only negligible benefits to host communities. Astonishingly, a large share of the funds earmarked for local development has never been delivered or cannot be accounted for.

Defenders of the current system often claim that tougher regulation would drive investors away, and that African governments, facing high unemployment and rising debt, cannot afford to scare off foreign capital. This argument deserves to be taken seriously, but it relies on a false premise.

South Africa's problem is not that entry conditions for multinational companies are extremely onerous. On the contrary, mining law does not require companies to obtain the consent of affected communities, merely "consult" them, and enforcement of social and environmental rules remains weak. Canada, by contrast, imposes stricter requirements for mine closures and routinely conducts public-interest reviews of major corporate restructurings, yet continues to attract international investors.

The problem is not regulation, but a global governance gap. While multinational corporations can move profits, assets, and legal domiciles across national borders with ease, the enforcement of environmental, social, and human-rights protections remains confined within them.

This asymmetry is obvious at the African Mining Indaba. Governments, many of them under fiscal pressure, compete to attract foreign investment, while mining companies retain the ultimate leverage: the option to leave. The imbalance is the result of a system that overwhelmingly favours shareholder interests and treats corporate exit as a business decision, rather than a public concern.

Alarmingly, the same logic is now being extended to the clean-energy transition. With demand for platinum, lithium, copper, and cobalt expected to surge over the coming decades, Africa is poised to become a major supplier of the minerals required for decarbonisation.

National reforms are necessary but insufficient. Domestic law alone cannot resolve a problem rooted in transnational power imbalances. This is why the long-stalled negotiations towards a binding international treaty on business and human rights are so consequential.

The African Mining Indaba prides itself on shaping the continent's resource future. But that claim rings hollow if the conversation stops at celebratory announcements of new beginnings and avoids what happens after projects wind down. When they do, someone always pays. The question is whether the costs will continue to fall on those with nowhere else to go. (c)2026 Project Syndicate

Christopher Rutledge is Executive Director of Mining Affected Communities United in Action (MACUA).
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																If readers want to be fully convinced that there will be a financial crisis in 2026, I can do that in three minutes. Readers need only look at the last two columns of the attached table, which depict the financing situation of the Thai economy in 2025 (actual) and 2026 (projected).
The numbers prove beyond doubt that Thailand has zero ability to finance its economy, as the banking sector no longer generates credit -- that is, money. Funding of the economy has relied, and will continue to rely, exclusively on foreign financing.

[image: ]


In 2025, foreign financing (shown in the last row of the table) was close to 1 trillion baht, more than enough to finance a 600-billion-baht budget deficit and leaving an adequate amount to allow the private sector to repay bank loans and maturing debentures. With no funding shortage, the economy was spared a financial crisis and managed to generate 2.4% GDP growth. I will return to the 2.4% growth figure in two further articles.

The situation is projected to be far less rosy in 2026, as foreign financing may be halved to 450 billion baht. That amount is inadequate to finance an 860-billion-baht budget deficit, 186 billion in loan recalls, and 135 billion in maturing debentures.

The total foreign financing required for 2026 is 1.2 trillion baht, equivalent to US$40 billion. In my view, securing such an amount of foreign capital inflow is next to impossible. The result will be a severe liquidity crunch, which will inevitably lead to a financial crisis similar to that of 1997.

My three minutes are up. Are readers convinced? Think of a person on life support. Once the plug is pulled, how would that person survive on his or her own? But do not leave yet. Please read the full story below -- at least for educational purposes.

The Minister of Finance, Ekniti Nitithanprapas, an economist himself, should be aware that money does not fall from the sky or grow on trees.

Money is created from two sources: (1) expansion of domestic credit, technically known as Net Domestic Assets (NDA); and (2) inflows of foreign capital, technically known as Net Foreign Assets (NFA).

It is preferable for money to be generated through domestic credit, as seen in the 2023 column. Reliance on foreign sources can destabilise the economy and pose risks similar to those Thailand experienced in 1997 -- the Tom Yum Goong global economic crisis. Indeed, when there is excessive NFA, textbooks and the International Monetary Fund recommends that the central bank "sterilise" the effect by absorbing the excess liquidity created by such inflows.

Thailand entered the danger zone in 2024, when the banking sector markedly slowed the issuance of new credit, thereby curtailing NDA. The Bank of Thailand, instead of repairing the banking system, doubled its money supply to ease the liquidity shortage caused by the ailing banks. The situation deteriorated further in 2025.

The banking system became effectively a zombie and ceased issuing new loans. On the contrary, it recalled good loans amounting to 148 billion baht, resulting in negative NDA. According to theory, the economy should have collapsed that year, beginning with the debenture market, as domestic liquidity was in severe shortage.

US President Donald Trump inadvertently saved the day by stirring turmoil, fear and uncertainty. The value of the US dollar fell 10.9% in 2025. Investors panicked and sought safe havens -- the Thai baht being one of them. Fourteen billion US dollars of hot money flowed in.

That inflow, combined with a US$17.7-billion current account surplus arising from accelerated exports to the United States, generated 1 trillion baht in liquidity. The situation turned from severe shortage to abundance, with 551.5 billion baht in excess liquidity.

The story in 2026 will be entirely different.

First, the world is now familiar with Mr Trump's unpredictability. The dollar is unlikely to fall another 10% this year, and the need for safe havens is much reduced. The cooling of gold prices is prime evidence of this. According to my own estimates, net hot-money inflows into Thailand are likely to be less than $5 billion (156 billion baht) this year.

Second, the current account surplus will no longer be unusually high following the acceleration of exports to the United States to avoid reciprocal tariffs. The surplus is likely to fall from $10 billion. The surplus in the fourth quarter of 2025 was merely $15 billion, or approximately 450 billion baht (as shown in the last row of the final column).

The government fails to recognise that Thailand is surviving on foreign financing, much as the Bank of Thailand failed to recognise in 1996-97 that the Thai banking system was surviving on foreign borrowing. Relying on external life support is a sure recipe for crisis.

Instead of fixing the problem, the government is making matters worse. For fiscal year 2025/26, the government is set to run a budget deficit of 860 billion baht, equivalent to 4.3% of GDP. My question is this: how can an economy projected to expand by 1.6% -- or about 320 billion baht -- finance a much larger fiscal deficit? How will the 540-billion-baht gap (860 minus 320) be filled?

The government's answer appears to be foreign capital inflows, on the assumption that money can fall endlessly from the sky. I reach a very different conclusion.

According to my simple calculation, the unfilled gap will amount to 410 billion baht -- more than sufficient to trigger a financial crisis. I am certain the government has already begun to feel the liquidity pressure. If not, it would not have withdrawn 320 billion baht from the Treasury balance to help finance its deficit in the fourth quarter of 2025.

Are there ways to avoid a liquidity crunch and financial crisis? There are -- but all are painful. I do not have the space to explain them here. That will be the subject of the next article.
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																A political Tsunami swept across Japan as recent national elections delivered a resounding victory for the incumbent party and its maverick leader, Sanae Takaichi. Though the outcome was assumed, her stunning triumph in the Feb 8 election was unexpected.
The snap parliamentary elections reaffirmed the political acumen and voter appeal of Japan's first female prime minister, a staunch conservative. Ms Takaichi's government only assumed power in October last year, and since then, she's shaken up the grey, establishment democracy that is modern Japan.

Ms Takaichi, 64, hails from the long-ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), a staid political institution that has essentially ruled Japan since 1955. Though the LDP has long remained a big-tent consensus party, it has unofficially been viewed as the "conservative democratic party of the status quo." That's why it's important that her tax-cutting and economic revival mandate was strongly backed by younger voters, too.

The elections for the 465-seat Parliament, aka the Diet, needed 233 seats for a majority; the LDP won 316 (up from 198 in the last election) and was joined by its coalition partner, the Japan Innovation Party, adding another 36. This earned the ruling bloc 352 seats, a whopping supermajority in the Diet. Seven left-wing opposition parties gained only 113 seats.

A Japan Times editorial stated, "The LDP's big win is attributable to her energy, her image and her vision." There's no question about that.

From a foreign perspective, political stability in Tokyo is a net positive given the geopolitical rumblings in the region, from Beijing to Pyongyang.

China's crude but predictable pressure on Ms Takaichi after her unprecedented remarks that Japan could intervene militarily in a hypothetical Taiwan Straits crisis rattled East Asian perceptions. Ms Takaichi now holds the political cards and capital to make it quite clear to China that Japan's national interests are being recalibrated in Tokyo's favour, not by reacting to Beijing's dictates and military threats against a democratic Taiwan.

Then there's the enduring threat North Korea poses to the region, especially to Japan, from its ballistic missiles and nuclear weapons. The quaintly titled Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK) holds a near mythic hatred of Japan and now holds the military capacity to raise the spectre.

Japan's and South Korea's leaders plan to strengthen bilateral relations, which have long been complex given their history, and to improve political and military coordination regarding communist North Korea, a concern in both Tokyo and Seoul. Closer Japanese ties with South Korea are overdue for many reasons, least of all to unite regional democracies against China and North Korea. Ms Takaichi will also visit South Korea in March to meet with its leader, Lee Jae Myung.

Most importantly, Ms Takaichi's election signals a significant boost to even closer ties with the United States in defence and trade, building on the 1952 US-Japan Mutual Security Treaty, which established the foundation of post-World War II friendship.

Moreover, LDP is already no longer shy about exceeding defence spending beyond the long-taboo 1% of GDP, which was the proverbial third rail for Japanese governments to spend. Ms Takaichi stated that she would move forward with Japan's plans to raise annual military spending to 2% of GDP, a watershed moment given the country's reluctance over the past decades, and Article 9 of the post-war Constitution, which constrains Tokyo's military power.

There are echoes of the late Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in all this. Mr Abe (assassinated in 2022) was an unapologetic nationalist and keen supporter of closer American ties. The Trump administration is poised to enhance cooperation with the Asian ally in security and economic matters. President Donald Trump expects to meet Ms Takaichi for a Summit slated for March 19 in Washington.

But beyond the military equation, there's also the commercial angle to the relationship.

Japan-US commerce remains an important bedrock in the relationship. Currently, two-way trade in 2024 stood at $227 billion (7.08 trillion baht); yet the trade deficit of $69 billion favoured Japan. Currently, the Trump administration has levied a 15% tariff on Japanese products.

Significantly, the Japanese islands provide a lynchpin of American security architecture in East Asia. The new relationship in Tokyo enhances regional security.

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

															



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/opinion/opinion/3200435/japans-takaichi-wins-strong-new-mandate



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




								
									Power of people's hope								

															

																	
										
																						
												
												[image: Election Commission officials hold a press briefing on Feb 9, 2026, to clarify the recount of advance and overseas ballots in Pathum Thani's Constituency 7, which was prompted by complaints from students observing the vote count process. (Photo: Pattarapong Chatpattarasill)]
											
																							
													Election Commission officials hold a press briefing on Feb 9, 2026, to clarify the recount of advance and overseas ballots in Pathum Thani's Constituency 7, which was prompted by complaints from students observing the vote count process. (Photo: Pattarapong Chatpattarasill)												

																					

									

																Thailand's general election may have closed on Feb 8, but the fallout is still unfolding.
Vote counting remains incomplete amid a string of troubling incidents involving the Election Commission (EC) and polling-station committees. Public confidence has been shaken, prompting an unprecedented surge in independent scrutiny as citizens step in to demand clarity.

Counting mistakes can be human error, but their recurrence points to deeper issues. Discrepancies were noted between the EC website's published results and the sum of votes for MP candidates. The figures were later amended without clear explanation.

Public ire now centres on perceived incompetence among polling-station committees, with reports of transparency lapses in several provinces. Those incidents have prompted local recounts and fuelled calls for a nationwide recount.

In Constituency 1 of Chon Buri province, residents gathered at Bang Pla Soi municipal stadium to protest alleged poor handling of ballots: missing official signatures, unsecured boxes without cable ties and other breaches of protocol. 

Most alarming was a scoreboard reportedly found discarded in a bin, its figures at odds with the official tally. EC deputy secretary-general Kanchit Charoen-in later claimed that some boxes lacked cable ties because of the ballot-box merging process.

Observers have maintained continuous scrutiny. The public demands absolute transparency from officials entrusted with the democratic process.
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Similar irregularities were reported in Constituency 7 of Pathum Thani at Rajamangala University of Technology Thanyaburi, where students and observers said they were barred from monitoring the count. Their exclusion sparked protests and formal complaints. The EC, which is an independent government agency and the country's sole election management body, subsequently ordered a recount of advance and overseas ballots cast at the university.

In Maha Sarakham's Constituency 1, students and citizens called for a recount after conflicting tallies. Investigations found an administrative oversight -- one polling station's tally had been omitted and was later added; the commission found no evidence of fraud and declined to order a recount.

Allegations that new tallies were placed over original figures on voting boards have intensified suspicion and provoked public backlash. Social media has been aflame, with the hashtag #nabaihmthangpraeths (nationwide recount) trending as citizens share accounts of irregularities and intensify their demands.

Political disappointment has driven a notable surge in civic engagement. Voters turned out in large numbers, and many first-time voters displayed a marked political awakening. 

Modern citizens understand that democracy does not end at the ballot box. They demand integrity in counting, as shown by the rise of volunteer monitoring. Across Bangkok and numerous provinces, civil society has mobilised volunteer networks to serve as independent vote-counting observers, ensuring every ballot is accounted for.

The We Check application serves as a digital tool for volunteers to monitor and report real-time election results from polling stations across Thailand. It is designed for public scrutiny and an open-access database where citizens can submit their reports either through the app or via a direct Google Form link.

Volunteer participation through We Check has seen significant engagement across many regions. The top five provinces by the highest numbers of "checked" polling stations are Bangkok (55 stations), Kamphaeng Phet (21), Suphan Buri (18), Ubon Ratchathani (16) and Nonthaburi (15).  These teams are helpful in providing real-time oversight and ensuring transparent vote counts.

Remaining vigilant against irregularities is a fundamental responsibility for Thai citizens, as we all play a part in steering the nation's future. The demand for a recount is not an act of partisanship to favour any specific political party. It is a call to validate the transparency of the officials in charge. Accountability is the cornerstone of trust in this electoral process.

Provided the process is free from electoral fraud, the outcome will be accepted by the majority. Regardless of which party emerges victorious, the final result must accurately reflect the mandates delivered by the people.

Every voice matters. Citizens demand their votes be recognised and counted in accordance with the nation's democratic principle. Ensuring the sanctity of ballots is the only way to honour the will of the people.
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																If any good has come from the performance of the Election Commission (EC) following the Feb 8 election, it is this: the organisation has exposed the top-down "mandarin" culture of the Thai bureaucracy, where officials act as regulators of the people rather than their servants.
Public pressure on the EC is mounting as reports of alleged irregularities emerge daily.

Last week's protests in Chon Buri -- where residents demanded a recount for Constituency 1 -- highlighted a disturbing lack of trust. Complaints also emerged that officials were stacking counting sheets on top of one another, effectively obscuring the process from public view.

The EC reportedly denied public demands for a recount, citing legal grounds: objections were not raised during the vote count, and the requested evidence could not be submitted.

On legalities, the EC may win the battle, but the agency charged with managing elections for over 53 million voters is losing the war on public trust.

Even more damaging is the controversy surrounding barcodes on ballot papers. This technical feature, which the EC insists is a lawful security measure to prevent forgery and ensure proper ballot management, has sparked fears that the "direct and secret" nature of the vote could be compromised if hackers use scanners to access personal data.

The EC has handled public doubt in an aloof manner. The commission has shown little interest in explaining to voters how ballots would be processed to safeguard personal information and ensure a fair count.

Given that barcodes on party-list ballots and QR codes on constituency ballots were significant new features, the EC's failure to explain them in advance should not be dismissed as a mere oversight.

Public communication seems alien to the EC, which has operated defensively rather than addressing the issues causing public anxiety. A glaring example came at a press conference last Friday, when EC staff reportedly jeered and booed a reporter who asked whether hackers could scan ballot barcodes to discover vote outcomes.

Then the EC repeated its familiar defensive line: "We have strictly observed all laws and regulations at every step." That response has become a cliche to Thais, who have heard similar defences after the collapse of the Office of the Auditor-General's more than 2-billion-baht building.

The EC's recent attempt to prosecute low-level polling station officials for allegedly leaking barcoded ballots -- while ignoring reports of staff intimidating citizens or barring them from observing the vote -- shows a clear misplacement of priorities. Selective enforcement does little to restore the agency's credibility.

To regain public trust, the EC must stop treating voters as passive recipients of rules and recognise them as owners of the democratic process. These ballots represent people's fundamental rights. The EC must ensure the process is conducted transparently and accountably, not merely as an official tallying exercise, but as the exercise of citizens' democratic rights.

The EC's crisis is a lesson for the entire Thai bureaucracy. To move forward, the top-down, didactic mentality must be dismantled. Officials must learn that their job is to serve the public, not control them. Every voter should know that their voice is being heard, counted, and, above all, protected.
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									Horror descends on Bangkok for film festival

									
								

									After a breakout debut that thrilled genre fans across the city, the Bangkok Horror Film Festival returns for its highly anticipated second edition, transforming the city into a playground of fear from March 13-15.
									This year's festival takes over the hauntingly atmospheric New World Department Store in Bang Lamphu, with free admission for all brave enough to enter.

Dedicated entirely to the art of horror cinema, the Bangkok Horror Film Festival showcases a carefully curated lineup of acclaimed Thai and international features alongside standout short films from emerging filmmakers.

The programme celebrates the full spectrum of horror -- from psychological dread and supernatural folklore to visceral, edge-of-your-seat terror -- creating a cinematic experience that speaks to both devoted horror enthusiasts and curious newcomers.

Beyond the screen, the festival expands into a fully immersive celebration of the macabre. Visitors can dive into ghost storytelling sessions, explore a chilling haunted house installation, and participate in interactive activities designed to blur the line between fiction and reality.

It's more than a film festival -- it's a communal experience where audiences share screams, suspense, and the thrill of the unknown. The festival is co-organised by Wizard Production, Bangkok Central Cinema, the Thai Film Directors Association and Documentary Club, reflecting a strong collaboration within the film community. Together, the organisers aim to create a dynamic platform that not only entertains but also supports filmmakers working within the horror genre.

What sets this year apart is its unforgettable venue. The festival unfolds inside the long-abandoned New World shopping mall in Bang Lamphu, a location that naturally amplifies the mood of unease.

With its cavernous interiors and silent corridors, the space already carries an unsettling aura -- making it an inspired setting for a horror celebration. By transforming the deserted structure into the epicentre of cinematic fear, the festival turns architecture itself into part of the experience.

In addition to its film screenings, the festival continues to champion new voices through its short horror film competition. Submissions are now open, with a total prize pool of 200,000 baht and the opportunity for selected works to be screened during the festival.

Aspiring filmmakers are invited to register and upload their entries via the official submission form at forms.gle/ujEFKT6Zrj9pNm7N8.
								



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/arts-and-entertainment/3201263/horror-descends-on-bangkok-for-film-festival



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Scooby-Doo for adults

									How To Get To Heaven From Belfast is a funny,  mysterious return from Derry Girls creator Lisa McGee
								

									Going into the first episode of the new Netflix series set in Ireland, How To Get To Heaven From Belfast, I was quite sceptical, as the setup somewhat reminded me of Stephen King's IT -- a group of nerdy childhood friends, now adults, returning to their hometown after 26 years to confront old fears and a dark secret from their past.
									It felt familiar, almost too familiar, and I worried the show might lean too heavily on nostalgia and recycled tropes. Fortunately, the series quickly proves it has its own distinct identity.

How To wastes little time establishing a tone that is dark, weird, twisted and silly funny. The murder mystery at its centre is a doozy, but what truly sets the show apart is how confidently it blends genres.

[image: Sinead Keenan, Caoilfhionn Dunne and Roisin Gallagher in How To Get To Heaven From Belfast. Photos (c) NETFLIX]
Sinead Keenan, Caoilfhionn Dunne and Roisin Gallagher in How To Get To Heaven From Belfast. 




It is part comedy, part suspense thriller, part chaotic road-trip, all wrapped inside a whodunit framework. If I had to describe it in one line, I would say it is Scooby-Doo for adults -- only more irreverent, more emotional and far more dangerous.

The story revolves around three lifelong friends -- Saoirse (Roisin Gallagher), a clever but chaotic TV writer; Robyn (Sinead Keenan), a glamorous yet overwhelmed mother of three; and Dara (Caoilfhionn Dunne), a dependable but emotionally inhibited carer.

They have been inseparable since high school and are now in their late 30s, still bound by shared history and unresolved tensions. When an email informs them of the death of Greta -- the estranged fourth member of their childhood group -- they are forced to reunite.

What begins as an awkward wake soon spirals into a string of eerie events that send them on a dark, dangerous, and often hilarious journey across the North of Ireland as they attempt to uncover what really happened all those years ago.

Created by Lisa McGee, best known for Derry Girls (2018), the show carries a similar tonal DNA.

Both series capture the messy, chaotic and often hilarious reality of female friendship. Here again, McGee demonstrates a keen understanding of how lifelong bonds evolve -- how affection co-exists with resentment, how loyalty survives frustration, and how shared history can be both comforting and suffocating.

The eight-episode structure gives the story room to breathe. Each episode is packed with content, sometimes to the point of feeling almost too full. There are moments of repetition that stand out in a show clearly designed for binge-watching. Certain confrontations and situations feel slightly recycled, which occasionally slows the momentum.

From a pacing perspective, the series might have benefited from being trimmed by an episode.

That said, the emotional core remains strong throughout. The narrative moves back and forth between present day and the early 2000s, when the women were teenagers. The time jumps are handled clearly, never becoming confusing. Instead, they deepen our understanding of the friendships and the trauma that continues to haunt them.

The chemistry between the three lead actresses is palpable. It genuinely feels as though they have known each other their entire lives. And honestly, that chemistry is probably my favourite part of the show. The arguments, the banter, the bickering, the frustration -- they lash out at each other in ways that feel unapologetically honest. They talk like real people.

The dialogue is rapid-fire and often overlapping, creating a sense of controlled chaos that mirrors real-life conversations among excitable friends.

Each character is distinct, flawed and occasionally infuriating. They make poor decisions, sometimes clearly for the sake of moving the plot forward. They can be grating. But they are never so abrasive that they become unwatchable. Instead, their imperfections make them more human.

What emerges is a portrait of a friendship that is rocky, complicated and deeply seasoned, but ultimately unbreakable.

Visually, the series is vibrant and dynamic. One moment it highlights the lush, charming landscapes of Ireland; the next it leans into retro neon tones that evoke early-2000s nostalgia. Then, without warning, it slips into genuinely unsettling territory.

The mystery itself can feel like a brain teaser at times, but I never felt left behind.

As the series progresses, the tone subtly shifts. What begins primarily as a comedic caper gradually becomes more sombre and suspense-driven. The humour remains present, but it no longer dominates.

Instead, the increasingly dangerous investigation becomes the central engine of the story in the latter half. This tonal evolution does not feel forced. On the contrary, it adds weight and urgency to the unfolding mystery.

However, the central riddle does stretch itself thin at times. The benefit of this expansion is that we get more time with Saoirse, Robyn and Dara, and more of their chaotic misadventures. The drawback is that the mystery occasionally takes a back seat to the road-trip antics.

With all the location hopping and frequent brushes with trouble, the narrative sometimes prioritises episodic chaos over steady investigative progression.

Even so, the show consistently sprinkles enough breadcrumbs to sustain suspense. And even when the plot feels slightly meandering, I still cared. I cared about these women, about their shared past, and about the truth they were chasing. That emotional investment carried me through the slower stretches.

Ultimately, How To Get To Heaven From Belfast is an unconventional, mysterious comedy that shines because of its three lead performances. Their timing, charisma, and dysfunctional dynamic elevate the material.

While the storytelling occasionally drags and leans into a somewhat formulaic structure, the quick wit, dry humour and richly drawn characters make it a highly watchable binge.


	How To Get To Heaven From Belfast

	Starring Roisin Gallagher, Sinead Keenan, Caoilfhionn Dunne

	Created by Lisa McGee

	Now streaming on Netflix
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									Unpacking luxury

									Louis Vuitton has always been about the journey. This time, the destination is Bangkok
								

									In a neighbourhood where gold shop signs glow and street food carts putter past century-old shophouses, Louis Vuitton has checked in. Outside five connecting shophouses and its white, balconied facade, flags spangled with the brand's LV logo flutter alongside the glow of an elegantly lit Louis Vuitton Hotel Bangkok sign.
									Down on Santiphap Road, just a stone's throw away from Bangkok's Chinatown, the French luxury maison is celebrating the 130th anniversary of its Monogram with a month-long pop-up experience that reimagines Baan Trok Tua Ngork into an alluring hotel-inspired concept.

Running until March 15, Thailand's pop-up is the only stop in Southeast Asia, following previous instalments in Shanghai, New York and Seoul. The next destination it may head to is London, if it does at all.

[image: The arrival area.]
The arrival area.



More than a milestone celebration of its Monogram, a visit here reflects Bangkok's growing pull as a city where high-end fashion, culture and travel narratives intersect. Just this past December, another shophouse in Songwat had been painted bright green floor to ceiling to evoke the world of Longchamp, another French accessories maison touching down to showcase their latest collection.

A refreshing and adventurous move away from hosting pop-ups in malls, these offbeat destinations are not mere retail backdrops. Besides its brand immersions, it also offers the chance to explore historical backstreets and to get a whiff of local culture.

In the case of Baan Trok Tua Ngork, an architectural marvel recently restored by its fourth-generation owners in 2022, the ancestral home's Peranakan tiles, wooden window shutters and European columns provide an old-world glamour to Bangkok's Louis Vuitton Hotel.

The pop-up can also be seen as a primer to the real deal -- when Louis Vuitton's upcoming hotel in Paris is set to open later this year. As a brand that first made its name producing travel luggage, journeys and travel have always been the heart of Louis Vuitton.

[image: Alma Parisien Terrace.]
Alma Parisien Terrace.



Hotels couldn't be a more fitting extension of this universe and at this pop-up, travellers can check-in to re-discover the Monogram pattern created by Georges Vuitton in 1896. Its instantly recognisable motifs from the pattern, such as the flower, star and diamond, beautifully adorn lights and furnishings throughout the building.

Across four levels, different immersive rooms dedicated to five of Louis Vuitton's most iconic Monogram bags -- Keepall, Speedy, Alma, Neverfull and Noe -- present how these timeless style objects are equally functional travel companions. After passing a bell boy trolley stacked with luggage at the entrance, visitors are guided upstairs, where the narrative unfolds progressively.

On Level 2, guests' welcome begins at the Keepall Lobby. Featuring the Keepall travel bag introduced in 1930, the ingenious duffel changed the way people travelled forever. With its resilient Monogram canvas and foldable construction, travel baggage was no longer limited to heavy trunks.

Don't forget to bring your Louis Vuitton passport cover, tags or small leather goods to the Conciergerie, which offers hot-stamping services created exclusively for Louis Vuitton Bangkok Hotel. The concierge will tell you to not miss Speedy P9 Safe Room, adjacent to the lobby. With digital screens and parts behind glass cases, a dissection of the contemporary interpretation of the classic Speedy by men's creative director Pharrell Williams is on display.

[image: Speedy Room 1930. LOUIS VUITTON]
Speedy Room 1930. 



If you're not one to miss a work out, the Neverfull Gym presents the wonders of the brand's carry-all amid boxing bags and a weight bench. The bag weighs approximately 800g, yet is capable of carrying up to 100kg -- this remarkable strength is vividly showcased through weights sitting in a hanging Neverfull bag.

Travellers in need of bubbles can head to the Noe Bar next door, which serves Champagne, cocktails and beverages. As you sip on your drinks, you'll learn that the Noe bag, which Thai people affectionately refer to as the kanom jeeb bag, has its roots in providing bubbly at picnics. Created in 1932 at the request of a Champagne producer, the drawstring bag can carry five bottles: four upright and one inverted in the centre (ice not included!).

As guests finally ascend to level four, you can kick back in an elegant suite that deep dives into the one of the brand's most iconic creations. In the Speedy Room 1930, a vintage telephone shares Speedy's heritage story, while a dressing room space befitting Audrey Hepburn (the actress is behind the request of a smaller Speedy bag) offers endless styling and personalisation ideas for the handbag.

[image: Keepall Lobby.]
Keepall Lobby.



Even while you are in Bangkok, it's possible to take in Parisian vistas as you step out to the Alma Terrace. The Alma bags sit in front of a large screen projecting a terrace overlooking the streets of Paris, portraying how both embody proportion, poise and timeless elegance. Your journey ends here, but there's no rush for checking out. As the exhibition also serves as a store, perhaps your retail therapy may just be beginning.

Louis Vuitton Hotel Bangkok is open Mon-Thur from 11am-8pm and Fri-Sun 10am-9pm. Book your visit at hotel-bangkok.louisvuitton.com.
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									Shopping malls as Bangkok's cultural thermometer

									
								

									Bangkok's shopping malls serve as a cultural litmus test. Step out of your TikTok and Instagram feed for a quick minute, and take a walk around the multi-leveled floors of Emquartier, take the escalators up and down Dusit Central Park, and a peek at the ground floor of Siam Paragon and it'll be a very telling test of which brands are working, what's attracting queues and who's on their way out. 
									Social media is great for discovery, but the creators and influencers themselves are relaying what's hot offline. Which matcha stalls are they frequenting? Which are the hottest coffee shop pop-ups this month, and which donut brand is going viral?

You can simply step into a well-air-conditioned mall on any given weekend to read the city's cultural pulse; there is often something going on, a brand activation event or a K-Beauty brand launch with a celebrity to draw the crowds.

It may sound routine, but that's because we are used to seeing this in our daily lives. Bangkok malls are entirely different from a European high street, an upscale Hong Kong shopping complex, and retail in the West. 

Here, shopping malls are very much an extension of our consumer culture and a well-established third place. They're a local gateway for tourists, a luxury playground for brands with a built-in customer group, and a place of discovery for the digital-first generation.

Each destination has its own character and anchor points. Siam and its surrounding ecosystem are Gen-Z-centric; EM District is a walking maze of luxury brands and now a meeting place for the younger generation to people-watch over cute wine spots and coffee raves; and Dusit Central Park is for Japanese imports, with a strict queue system. 

If we take an afternoon to explore the urban playground, we're bound to notice some significant trends happening across each touchpoint. For one, Bangkok's Japanese movement shows no sign of slowing down. We have previously touched on this growing trend, where Japanese restaurants choose our capital as their first foray outside Japan, from the viral hamburg spotst Hiniku To Come and Wakani at Central Park, to Tempura Yamaya and Tsukishima Monja Moheji in One Bangkok. It's clear that Bangkok serves as a gateway for Japanese restaurants to expand their global footprint. 

Then, there's a built-in customer base for Korean Fever. Cosmetics, fashion, and pop culture are alive and well here. Wander around Icon Siam to find "Haus Nowhere," and you'll see how Korean brands such as Tamburins and Gentle Monster are using Bangkok's trend-forward crowd as a way to infiltrate Southeast Asia. 

Tennis and padel are in, and this is very clear from the range of athleisure and sportswear pop-ups and shops, whether from local designers or well-known global brands. The same goes for food courts, and the variations in Department Store basements-Matcha, coffee, donuts, smoothies, and other savory goods-you can see what works from the long lines of riders and impatient shoppers. 

You can also get a sense of which culture is appealing to the wider demographic. Is it Japanese, Korean, European, or an eclectic mix of everything? Right now, Asian domination is very real, from Japanese restaurants to K-Beauty and celebrities, and we are competing with cosmopolitan cities such as Tokyo and Shanghai for brand activations-this is our current reality. 

Ultimately, shopping malls have to consider the customer journey they're mapping out for discovery. Interactive spaces, brand activations, restaurants, and pop-ups are strong anchors to the in-person experience. In Bangkok, shopping malls are not just static showcases of goods, but a window into what consumers are leaning toward right now. If you wish to understand where the city is heading, just take a quick stroll towards the air-conditioned "third place."
								



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/3200778/shopping-malls-as-bangkoks-cultural-thermometer



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next




									Ritz-Carlton Yacht marks Asian debut in Thailand

									Luminara's arrival marks the launch of her Asia-Pacific voyages
								

									Luminara, the newest superyacht from Ritz-Carlton Yacht Collection, recently made its debut visit to Thailand.
									[image: ]
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Deck9, the sole authorised representative in Thailand of The Ritz-Carlton Yacht Collection, welcomed Guru By Bangkok Post aboard to immerse in luxury, surrounded by design reminiscent of a world-class seaside resort.

[image: ]
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Luminara is the brand's latest superyacht and has a strong connection to Malta, named after the traditional Maltese "L-Imnarja" festival of light and harvest. The vessel made its debut in Valletta's Grand Harbour in July 2025, with its design paying tribute to the island, including a Maltese lighthouse and a sculpture, aboard. 

[image: ]
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Luminara features all-suite accommodations with private terraces and ocean views. The interiors are curated and enhanced by more than 731 pieces of world-class art. Highlights include the stunning Marina Terrace at the aft, where guests can enjoy close-to-water experiences, along with 12 restaurants and bars led by world-renowned chefs. Guests are cared for with the legendary personalised service of the Ladies and Gentlemen of The Ritz-Carlton, while itineraries are designed to access intimate ports and destinations beyond the reach of larger vessels.

[image: ]
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Luminara's inaugural arrival in Thailand also marks the launch of her Asia-Pacific voyages. The itineraries encompass iconic destinations, from the cultural charm of Japan and South Korea, to the metropolises of Shanghai and Hong Kong, the natural beauty of Vietnam, and Thailand's destinations include Bangkok, Phuket, Koh Samui and Koh Kood.

[image: ]
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									New movies out this week: Feb 19-25

									Chris Hemsworth and Mark Ruffalo reunite for action thriller 'Crime 101'
								

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

Affeksjonsverdi (Sentimental Value)

Directed by Joachim Trier.

Who's in it?

Renate Reinsve, Stellan Skarsgard and Inga Ibsdotter Lilleaas.

What's it about? 

Estranged sisters Nora and Agnes reunite with their once-famous director father, Gustav, after their mother's death. He tries to revive his career with a personal film project, casting a Hollywood star when Nora refuses a role, leading to confrontations about art, legacy and family trauma, blending humour and heartbreak.

Why watch it?

An intimate exploration of family, memories, and the reconciliatory power of art. 

[image: ]

Chum Chun Gei (Back To The Past)

Directed by Jack Lai and Yuen Fai Ng.

Who's in it? 

Louis Koo, Raymond Lam and Jessica Hester Hsuan.

What's it about? 

After losing everything for a crime he didn't commit, Ken vows to travel back to the Qin Dynasty and reclaim everything he lost by usurping the throne.

Why watch it? 

Featured in Louis Koo & Raymond Lam: Tian Ming Zui Gao (2025).

[image: ]

Whistle

Directed by Corin Hardy

Who's in it? 

Dafne Keen, Sophie Nelisse and Percy Hynes White.

What's it about? 

A misfit group of unwitting high school students stumble upon a cursed object, an ancient Aztec Death Whistle. They discover that blowing the whistle and the terrifying sound it emits will summon their future deaths to hunt them down.

Why watch it? 

When filming the carnival scenes, it was freezing cold and it began to snow, covering the ground. The snow was edited out in the Final Cut.

[image: ]

Hamnet

Directed by Chloe Zhao.

Who's in it? 

Jessie Buckley, Paul Mescal and Zac Wishart.

What's it about? 

After losing their son Hamnet to plague, Agnes and William Shakespeare grapple with grief in 16th-century England. A healer, Agnes must find strength to care for her surviving children while processing her devastating loss.

Why watch it? 

The scene where Will asks Hamnet if he will be brave was partially improvised. In Jacobi Jupe's final callback for the role, Mescal informed Zhao that he was going to purposely mess with the scene to test Jupe. As Mescal said his line, he threw Jupe over his shoulder, and Jupe responded in character. Zhao wrote the rough-housing into the final script.

[image: ]

Crime 101

Directed by Bart Layton. 

Who's in it? 

Chris Hemsworth, Mark Ruffalo and Halle Berry.

What's it about? 

An elusive thief, eyeing his final score, encounters a disillusioned insurance broker at her own crossroads. As their paths intertwine, a relentless detective trails them, hoping to thwart the multi-million dollar heist they are planning.

Why watch it? 

The last movie to be filmed in Pacific Palisades before the firestorm on Jan 7, 2025.

[image: ]

The Strangers: Chapter 3

Directed by Renny Harlin.  

Who's in it? 

Madelaine Petsch, Richard Brake and Janis Ahern.

What's it about? 

In the series's most brutal chapter, Maya collides with the masked killers and finds the only way out of the nightmare... is in.

Why watch it?

Harlin simultaneously filmed all three films of this trilogy. The producer explained that the lead star would film scenes for the first film in the morning and scenes for the second in the afternoon, commuting to many different locations for filming, several times a day.

[image: ]

Survive Or Die

Directed by Korapat Thungsri.

Who's in it?  

Thanapon Nimthaisuk, Phuchisa Suppathanapat, Nattakrita Rumnanu and Kantaphon Phutyam.

What's it about?  

A nine-year-old boy is stranded on a deserted island after witnessing a murder on a yacht, fighting to survive nature and the killer chasing him. 

Why watch it?  

The film was featured at the Hong Kong International Film & TV Market 2025.

[image: ]

Kudo Shinichi: The Aquarium Case, (Detective Conan Episode Zero)

Directed by Yasuichiro Yamamoto.

Who's in it? 

The voices of Minami Takayama, Wakana Yamazaki, Akira Kamiya, Kappei Yamaguchi and Chafurin.

What's it about? 

Celebrating the 30th anniversary of the beloved classic anime, "Kudo Shinichi: The Aquarium Case", with a mysterious and exciting story that is heartwarming. The episode revisits a mystery involving Shinichi and Ran at an aquarium before the main series.

Why watch it?

It is a prequel special, distinct from the 2018 movie "Detective Conan: Zero The Enforcer" or the spin-off series "Zero's Tea Time".
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									Rockers U2 take aim at ICE and Putin in new songs

									
								

									LONDON -- Irish rockers U2 released their first collection of new songs in nearly a decade on Wednesday, featuring a collaboration with singer Ed Sheeran and a Ukrainian musician and soldier.
									The standalone "Days of Ash" EP is "an immediate response to current events and inspired by the many extraordinary and courageous people fighting on the frontlines of freedom", according to the band's website.

"These EP tracks couldn't wait; these songs were impatient to be out in the world. They are songs of defiance and dismay," frontman Bono said in a statement.

"Yours Eternally" is a collaboration with Sheeran and Taras Topolia, a Ukrainian musician-turned-soldier.

"Ask anyone in East Germany or Poland or Latvia if they think Putin will stop at Ukraine," Bono told "Propaganda", the band's fan magazine.

The EP also sees the band pay tribute to Renee Good, an American woman who was shot dead by a federal agent as she protested against Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) operations in January.

In the opening track "American Obituary", Bono sings: "Renee Good born to die free."

						

							
						


The band said they would release a new album later this year.

Formed in the 1970s, U2 became one of the world's most prominent rock bands through hits like "With or Without You" and their vocal human rights campaigning.

Bono, 65, is well-known for his activism to eradicate poverty and fight AIDS, and has been outspoken against wars in Ukraine, Sudan and Gaza in recent years.

"Song of the Future" honours a teenage girl who died while protesting in Iran in 2022, while "One Life at a Time" criticises Israeli settler activity in the occupied West Bank.

The latest EP builds on U2's 2017 album "Songs of Experience", which included tracks urging activism and tolerance, released after Donald Trump's first election as US president.
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									Art, music, browsing lands at Dadfa

									
								

									A lineup of artists will bring their unique creations to life at "Happening Open Yard" in Dadfa Market Park, Lasalle 33, Sukhumvit 105, on Saturday from 11am to 7pm.
									Held by Happening magazine, this is the only event that brings together a flea market, art market and second-hand market all in one place.

In this special gathering which is set in a lush, refreshing atmosphere in the heart of Lasalle, artist friends will be setting up booths and offering their creative goods.

They include Tongta Jitdee from Plastic Plastic, Superbaker, Suttichart Sarapaiwanich (Joe the sea-cret agent), Studio Cantalove, Cinema Rise Poster, Hela Craft Home, Kidnapperclub, A Cat in My Tummy, Sweet Summer and Twosis.

Art lovers will discover special-priced items from the Happening Shop, while the Happening team will present curated second-hand treasures.

Besides a wide range of products, the event will also feature acoustic concerts by two stylish bands -- Pariss at 4pm and The Front Row at 5.30pm, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere throughout the day.

There will also be a Mini Talk Session where participating artists will share their favourite playlists with visitors. Expect nothing but charm, creativity and friendship from the artists, all within the shady and welcoming grounds of the Dadfa Project, surrounded by thoughtfully selected shops and restaurants.

There is no admission fee. Visit facebook.com/happeningmagazine.
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									'Russian Seasons' chooses Thailand for Southeast Asian cultural debut

									
								

									'Russian Seasons" has chosen Thailand to debut its unique 21st-century cultural diplomacy project in Southeast Asia.
									Its mission is to promote Russia as a country that carefully preserves and develops its rich cultural heritage and traditions.

Historically, "Russian Seasons" appeared more than 100 years ago, when in 1908 the impresario Sergei Diaghilev started to organise performances of Russian opera and ballet in Europe and America alongside fine arts exhibitions.

The 2026 programme will offer diverse themes and formats from classical music concerts and theatre productions to film festivals, art exhibitions, educational projects, lectures and master classes.

The opening highlight is "From Classics To Jazz", an evening of Russian music and virtuosity featuring world-renowned pianist Denis Matsuev supported by the Royal Bangkok Symphony Orchestra at Thailand Cultural Centre next Friday.

The first half is expected to showcase Matsuev's renowned technical power and "Siberian" temperament with a classical repertoire. The second half usually transitions to jazz standards and original improvisations when Matsuev is joined by an ensemble.

Conducted by Yuri Tkachenko, the musical extravaganza will include works by Bernstein, Grieg, Khachaturian, Rimsky-Korsakov and Saint-Saens.

Following "From Classics To Jazz", the Russian embassy announced there would be more classical music, folk dance, theatrical performances, thematic art exhibitions and film screenings.

"Dedication To Rachmaninoff" on March 1, at Lotus Arena in Phuket, will feature pianist Dmitry Masleev and the Altai State Youth Song and Dance Ensemble. There will be a special choreographed performance to Rachmaninoff's Second Piano Concerto.

And the "Concert Of Dance" featuring the State Philharmonic of the Karachay-Cherkess Republic will be staged on March 2, at Aksra Theatre in Bangkok.

Meanwhile, SFX Cinema in Central Phuket will host the Russian Film Festival 2026 and offer free admission.

Tickets for "From Classics to Jazz" range from 800 to 3,000 baht and are available at thaiticketmajor.com and rbsothailand.com. For more information, visit facebook.com/RussiaInThai.
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									Association of Siamese Architects launches AI design competition

									
								

									The Association of Siamese Architects has launched the ASA Experimental Design Competition 2026 with prizes worth more than 280,000 baht.
									Held under the theme "Hybridized Wisdoms: Architecture Across Multiple Intelligences", the competition is accepting creative design proposals that address the question of how architecture can respond when design emerges from collaboration between humans and machines, as well as interactions with nature and materials.

The competition considers how architecture can be designed to co-exist with ecosystems, with materials that possess behaviours and undergo change, and with artificial intelligence capable of prediction and creative generation, allowing architects and designers to present design works that arise from such processes.

Design proposals should emerge from "negotiation" rather than "domination", embracing multiple intelligences to jointly create spaces that are ethical, flexible and rich in imagination for the future.

There is no restriction on the use of artificial intelligence or other nonhuman tools in the creative process. However, submitted works must clearly specify the role, scope and level of influence of each tool used. Also, they must explain the human contribution and clearly demonstrate where human decision making, skills and wisdom remain essential.

The competition is open to students, professionals and the general public of any age, gender and nationality. They can submit entries as individuals or as teams, with no limit to the number of submissions.

Top three winners in the general public category will receive a cash prize worth 30,000, 50,000 and 100,000 baht, while top three winners in the student category will be awarded 20,000, 30,000 and 50,000 baht.

The submission deadline is April 9. Selected works from the competition will be exhibited at Architect'69 which will take place at Impact's Challenger Hall, Muang Thong Thani, from April 28 to May 3.

Visit asacompetition.com.
								



This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.bangkokpost.com/life/social-and-lifestyle/3200535/association-of-siamese-architects-launches-ai-design-competition



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Life
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

      Tech

      
        
          	
            Life
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
        

      

    

  