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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the final edition of Asia in Review (AiR) for

2023, providing you, much like the previous 51 issues

this year, with the latest events, developments, and

trends in domestic politics, international relations, and

geopolitics across East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast

Asia.

Special greetings are extended to everyone who

celebrates Mongolia’s, Slovenia’s, and Uzbekistan’s

Independence Day in this week.

The entire AiR team wishes you a happy, healthy, and

successful New Year.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief
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https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: Xi highlights inevitability of

Taiwan's reunification on the 130th

anniversary of Mao's birthday

(ms) Chinese President Xi Jinping marked the 130th

birthday of Mao Zedong, former Supreme Leader and

founder of the People's Republic of China, with a

ceremony in Tiananmen Square.

In a subsequent speech, Xi declared that the

reunification of mainland China and Taiwan was

inevitable. Xi emphasized the righteousness of the

cause and firmly opposed all attempts to separate

Taiwan from China.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-r/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-y/


This celebration, which takes place every ten years,

serves to reflect on Mao's legacy, particularly his

political teachings, which Xi described as a "spiritual

treasure" that guides China's actions.

Xi's tribute to Mao takes place in the context of

continued tense US-China relations, in which Taiwan

and its independence remain an ongoing issue. China

insists that Taiwan and its independence are part of

China's national affairs and therefore a red line that

should not be crossed, the US administration under

Joe Biden maintains its "strategic ambiguity", but Biden

emphasized in September last year that the US would

defend Taiwan militarily in the event of an invasion by

China, and subsequently reiterated this position.

Xi's remarks also precede Taiwan's upcoming

presidential election, set for mid-January, where Beijing

has labeled the frontrunner, William Lai Ching-te, as a

supporter of independence.

While commemorations across China underline Mao's

enduring influence, there are also internal challenges

to his legacy. Five years ago, on Mao's 125th birthday,

the arrest of Qiu Zhanxuan, the head of the Marxist

Society at Peking University, highlighted a controversial

relationship with Mao's legacy. Qiu's arrest illustrates

the complex dynamics surrounding Mao's ideological

legacy in China today, where dissenting positions,

which in Qiu's case include Marxist and Maoist ideas,

are increasingly marginalized under Xi, especially in

academic circles [see more Reuters].

As China faces external challenges and navigates

complex internal dynamics, the commemoration of

Mao's birthday serves not only as a celebration of the

past but also as a reminder of the ongoing struggle to

reconcile Mao's legacy with the diverse and evolving

ideologies within modern China. [South China Morning

Post] [Xinhua]

China: Stricter controls on spending in

gaming sector

(ms) On December 22, the Chinese government

introduced new regulations aimed at curbing excessive

spending on online games. The draft guidelines,

released by the National Press and Publication

Administration (NPPA), prohibit online games from

offering rewards that encourage excessive play and

spending, including incentives for daily logins and

additional fund top-ups.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-j/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-t/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-t/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-i/


Additionally, regulations mandate a cap on the amount

players can recharge in their accounts, coupled with

pop-up warnings for "irrational consumption

behavior."

The NPPA, responsible for licensing video games in the

country, has also directed game operators to meet

various requirements, including content moderation

and users' real-name verification. The draft regulations

are open for public comments until January 22,

signaling ongoing government scrutiny of the gaming

industry.

This move follows the government's previous industry

crackdown in 2021 and marks the first time the

Chinese government has specifically targeted the

gaming market since then. Analysts noted that the

proposed regulations impose limits on in-game top-up

functions, affecting marketing strategies and

potentially impacting revenue streams, especially for

role-playing and hyper-casual games.

The proposed regulations immediately led to a sell-off

in major Chinese gaming stocks. Tencent Holdings, the

world's largest gaming company, saw its shares

plummet by 12 percent, and NetEase also experienced

a significant decline of 27 percent in pre-market

trading in the US.

China's gaming industry witnessed a 14 percent

increase in revenue in 2023, reaching USD 42.7 billion,

rebounding from a 10.3 percent decline in 2022.

Despite this growth, the government's continuous

regulatory interventions and the proposed restrictions

signal uncertainties for domestic gaming companies.

[Associated Press] [Bloomberg] [South China Morning

Post]

China: State banks announce third round

of deposit rate cuts to support struggling

economy

(ms) China's five largest state-run banks, the Industrial

and Commercial Bank of China, the China Construction

Bank, the Bank of China, the Agricultural Bank of

China, and the Bank of Communications have initiated

a third round of deposit rate cuts in 2023. The move is

part of Beijing's efforts to safeguard the profitability of

lenders and counteract economic challenges amid

slowing growth.

The deposit rate reductions, the third in a series this

year, were announced on December 22. One-year

deposit rates were slashed to 1.45 percent, while

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-d/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-h/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-k/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-k/


three-year rates were reduced to 1.95 percent,

representing a 0.1 percent and 0.25 percent decline

from the rates set in September.

These synchronized cuts are expected to alleviate the

pressure on China's major banks, grappling with

historically low net interest margins. The Chief

Economist at Hang Seng Bank China noted that the

deposit rate cuts would provide immediate relief to

banks in terms of profitability. However, she cautioned

that the broader economic impact might resemble a

"monetary contraction" as it lowers households'

interest income without necessarily boosting

consumption.

The deposit rate cuts bring Chinese banks' deposit

rates to their lowest level since 1996. Chinese

household deposits surged by 12 percent to an

equivalent of USD 19 trillion in the first 11 months of

2023, reflecting a cautious approach by consumers

amid a weak economic outlook. This trend has added

cost pressure on banks and served as an incentive for

further deposit rate reductions.

The average net interest margins for all Chinese

commercial banks are projected to fall to 1.76 percent

in 2023, down by 0.17 percent from 2022, according to

S&P Global China Ratings. Analysts suggest that these

rate cuts could pave the way for the People's Bank of

China (PBC) to implement policy rate cuts in January

and that such cuts would indicate Beijing's growing

concern about the downward pressure on growth.

Despite the need for economic stimulus, Chinese

policymakers have been cautious to avoid endangering

the health of the USD 56 trillion banking sector,

already burdened by bad loans. The latest deposit rate

cuts are seen as another move to protect bank net

interest margins and ensure stability amid economic

challenges. [Bloomberg] [Financial Times] [Xinhua]

China: Easing of restrictions on house

purchases show effect

(ms) The easing of home purchase restrictions in

China's tier-1 cities of Shanghai and Beijing introduced

in mid-December, including significant reductions in

deposit ratios and extended mortgage terms [see AiR

No. 51, December/2023, 3], led to a significant surge in

home transactions in the two cities.

According to a report by HSBC Holdings on December

20, the acquisition of second-hand homes in Shanghai

increased by 25.7 percent from December 15 to 18

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-u/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-o/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-b/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-n/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-n/


compared to the previous week. Additionally, the

average daily sales of new home units in Shanghai rose

by nearly 41 percent, while Beijing witnessed a

remarkable jump of 122 percent.

Also noted in the report is that the accelerated

turnover of secondary homes in Shanghai could

potentially stimulate demand for upgrading homes,

thereby positively impacting new home transactions.

The report highlighted that, in the previous week, new

home sales across 30 major cities increased by 6

percent compared to the week before, with growth

driven by sales in top-tier cities. However, transactions

in smaller tier-three cities remained low. The

effectiveness of these policies in alleviating the

property slump will become clearer in the coming

weeks, with past attempts in August having seen a

decline in home sales within two weeks after

regulatory intervention.

If the measures prove to be successful and have a

longer lifespan, it can be assumed that similar relief

can also be expected in other cities and municipalities

throughout the country, as the real estate sector was

once one of the country's driving forces. [Bloomberg]

China: Second round of financial support

plan projects

(ms) China's National Development and Reform

Commission (NDRC) announced on December 23 the

identification of a second set of public investment

projects. These projects, amounting to over USD 70

billion, are part of a broader USD 140 billion bond

issuance and investment plan initiated in October [see

AiR No. 44, October/2023, 5].

The financial package was designed as a response to

ongoing economic challenges, as a result of three

years of Zero-COVID and as already indicated in

October, the second package is also aimed at

stimulating growth by injecting funds into local

governments and crucial sectors such as flood control

and disaster relief.

The NDRC emphasized the importance of these

projects in improving China's flood control system,

emergency response mechanisms and disaster relief

capabilities. The government, which is struggling with

economic hurdles such as weak exports and a housing

crisis after the pandemic, sees these investments as

crucial to restoring economic stability. The bond issue,

which will increase China's budget deficit ratio for 2023

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-p/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-x/


to 3.8 percent, represents a departure from traditional

models of budget support. [Reuters]

China: Major reshuffle in Alibaba’s e-

commerce branch

(ms) Alibaba Group Holding, once the undisputed e-

commerce behemoth of China, is undergoing a

significant transformation in response to market

challenges and regulatory scrutiny. In a recent shake-

up, Chief Executive Eddie Wu has replaced Trudy Dai, a

longstanding executive and part of Jack Ma's inner

circle since Alibaba's founding in 1999, at the helm of

the e-commerce division.

Dai, who was tasked with overseeing Alibaba's main

Chinese platforms Tmall and Taobao, will now

contribute to the establishment of a new entity

responsible for managing the company's global

portfolio of non-core assets.

This unexpected move comes as Alibaba faces

increased competition, regulatory hurdles, and the loss

of its position as China's most valuable e-commerce

operator to upstart PDD Holdings and its popular

shopping app Temu. To counter these negative trend

Wu aims to cultivate a row of new and younger

managers to lead the company into the future. The

internal memo to employees emphasized the need to

confront past challenges and empower a new

generation of leaders with fundamental skills and

experience.

The company has already appointed younger

executives to lead its e-commerce division to reignite

growth and compete against strong rivals alongside

PDD Holdings companies such as ByteDance. Alibaba's

renewed focus on cloud and e-commerce reflects a

drive to regain lost ground, with an emphasis on

reviewing its investment portfolio to identify and

create value from its assets. [Bloomberg 1] [Bloomberg

2]

China: Extension of governmental Apple

ban

(ms) According to Bloomberg exclusive reports, the

Chinese government China has expanded its ban on

iPhones and foreign technology within government

agencies. Initially implemented in September, the ban

is said to have now spread to at least eight provinces,

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-m/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-c/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-q/
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affecting multiple state firms and government

departments.

Chinese officials are urging government workers to

switch from iPhones and other foreign smartphones to

locally manufactured brands. This move aligns with

China's longstanding strategy to reduce reliance on

foreign technologies, encouraging the use of domestic

alternatives.

Initial reports emerged in early September [see AiR No.

37, September/2023, 2] but were denied by the

government at the time [see AiR No. 38,

September/2023, 3]. The extent of enforcement

remains uncertain; in addition to promoting its own

technology, the initial ban was also seen as a form of

retaliation against bans implemented in the US at the

time against products from China's tech giant Huawei.

According to the new reports, however, the new

extension is not limited to the US-based Apple, but

Korea's Samsung is also said to be affected. However,

more detailed information about the extent of the

restrictions is not yet known. [Bloomberg] [Reuters]

China: Tesla boosts presence in EV market

with new Megapack facility in Shanghai

(ms) Tesla has taken a significant step in solidifying its

presence in China's thriving new-energy market with

the official launch of a mega factory project in

Shanghai. The factory, situated in the Lingang free-

trade zone, will produce 10,000 Megapack batteries

annually, serving as Tesla's first facility for

manufacturing energy-storage batteries outside the

United States.

The land acquisition agreement was signed on

December 22, indicating a firm commitment to tapping

into China's growing demand for sustainable energy

solutions. Each Megapack, capable of storing enough

energy to power 3,600 homes for one hour, will

contribute to the grid stability and address the

intermittent nature of renewable energy sources like

solar and wind.

Scheduled to break ground in the first quarter of 2024

and commence production in the fourth quarter, the

mega factory is poised to become a key player in the

global energy storage market.

Tesla's move aligns with China's goals of reaching peak

carbon emissions by 2030 and carbon neutrality by

2060, emphasizing the crucial role of electric vehicles

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-a/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-a/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-f/
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and advanced battery technologies in achieving these

ambitious targets.

This venture underscores Tesla's commitment to the

Chinese market, where it faces growing competition

from local electric vehicle manufacturers. The

Shanghai factory, Tesla's largest production base

worldwide, has been instrumental in the company's

success in China's premium electric vehicle segment.

[ABC News] [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua]

For latest numbers of economic data of the increasing

fierce competition between Tesla and Chinese BYD in

the EV market in China, see [Investor's Business Daily].

For the latest plans of the US to introduce tariffs on

EVs imported from China, see article in the issue.

China: First Dreamliner delivery by Boeing

to China in four years

(ms) Boeing delivered its first 787 Dreamliner directly

to China since 2019, marking a potential thaw in the

strained relationship between the US-aerospace giant

and the Chinese market. The aircraft, a 787-9 destined

for Juneyao Airlines showcased a positive step in

resuming trade to China.

The Dreamliner delivery is seen as a strategic move

that could pave the way for the eventual handover of

Boeing's lucrative 737 MAX planes to Chinese carriers,

ending a suspension that has persisted for more than

four years. Analysts speculate that this development

may signal to Chinese airlines that they are now free to

accept deliveries and even place new orders.

While the Dreamliner delivery signifies progress,

Boeing's future engagements with Chinese airlines

remain susceptible to geopolitical dynamics between

Washington and Beijing. Despite potential financial

gains from restarting deliveries to China, uncertainties

persist.

The recent clearance from China's aviation regulator

for 737 MAX aircraft preparation is a positive sign, but

individual 737 MAX deliveries still await approval from

China's National Development and Reform

Commission (NDRC). [CNBC] [Reuters]

China: Supreme Court seeks to reduce the

transparency of the justice system

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-e/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-s/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-g/
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(ms) According to a leaked document from China's

Supreme Court dating back to November 2022, the

Chinese judicial system is reducing its transparency by

making the selection of cases uploaded to the public

database China Judgments Online (CJO) much more

selective. The authorities have instead instructed all

courts to upload judgments to an internal database

that only court staff can access, suggesting that

transparency initiatives introduced over a decade ago

may be eroded.

The CJO, which was set up in 2013, was originally seen

as an instrument of transparency with which around

23 million cases per year were made freely accessible

to the public by 2020. However, recent trends suggest

a deliberate reduction in transparency efforts. The

annual upload of cases dwindled to 9 million in 2022

and further slowed to a mere 5.1 million by late 2023.

Courts were initially mandated to upload rulings to CJO

within a week, excluding cases related to state security,

minors, or other exceptions deemed by the top court.

However, the new decision indicates a shift towards a

more selective approach, which would severely limit

the greater transparency that was once aimed for.

Alongside the scaling back of the public database, the

government plans to introduce two new archives for

court rulings, both with restricted public access. The

first, a national court judgments database, will be

accessible only to court staff and police, while the

second, an archive of legal precedents chosen by the

Supreme People's Court, has been operational for

three months.

The reason given for the more selective approach is

the increasing threat to security posed by the vast

amount of information available online, with additional

claims that this information is used by companies for

various purposes, including credit scoring and illegal

activities such as blackmail. [Bloomberg] [Council on

Foreign Relations] [South China Morning Post]

China: Polit-tsar advocates for

“Sinicization of Christianity”

(ms) Wang Huning, the number four in China’s

Politburo Standing Committee and Chairman of the

Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference

(CPPCC) has called on Chinese Christian groups to

contribute to the "great rejuvenation of the Chinese

nation."

This call was made during the 11th National Chinese

Christian Congress in Beijing held from December 20

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-yk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-yu/
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to 21, where newly elected leaders of China's state-

sanctioned Protestant groups were announced, which

should “adhere to the direction of Sinicization of

Christianity.“

The newly elected leaders of the National Committee

of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement of the Protestant

Churches in China and the China Christian Council are

tasked with addressing the complexities of faith within

a socialist society, balancing religious conviction with

allegiance to the Party and the country.

This development comes amid growing concerns about

religious freedom in China, especially as Beijing

tightens its oversight of various religions, including

Christianity. Beijing's policies, such as the "Sinicization

of religion" introduced by President Xi Jinping in 2015,

seek to align religious beliefs with socialist values and

the supremacy of the Communist Party. This approach

has led to increased scrutiny of religious activities,

affecting not only Christianity but also other faiths.

[BNN] [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua]

For example, just a few days before the meeting, the

arrest of Ding Zhongfu, an elder in a house church in

Anhui province, on charges of fraud has raised

concerns among human rights groups and Christian

rights organizations.

Ding's family claims these charges are trumped up,

while critics argue that fraud charges are increasingly

being used as a guise for religious persecution,

particularly against leaders of house churches

operating independently of state-sanctioned entities.

[Associated Press] [The Christian Post]

China: Hong Kong court upholds sedition

charge against Jimmy Lai despite statute

of limitations challenge

(ms) A Hong Kong court has ruled to uphold the

sedition charge against media tycoon and activist

Jimmy Lai, founder of the now defunct government

critical newspaper Apple Daily, in a landmark national

security trial. The decision comes after a contentious

legal battle where Lai's defense argued that the charge

was laid after the six-month statute of limitations had

expired.

Lai faces not only the sedition charge but also two

more serious charges under the Beijing-imposed

national security law, punishable by life imprisonment.

The long-awaited trial began on December 18 [see AiR

No. 51, December/2023, 3], with a significant portion

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jr/
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dedicated to debating whether the sedition charge was

filed too late.

The defense contended that the prosecution

procedures began on December 28, 2021, when Lai

was brought to court, while the prosecution insisted

that the charge was filed in mid-December. The court

heard that the six-month window for prosecution

expired on December 24, 2021, six months after Apple

Daily ceased operations on June 24, 2021.

In a unanimous decision, the judges sided with the

prosecution, stating that the information of the

sedition charge was received and laid at the West

Kowloon magistracy on December 14, 2021, well within

the statutory time frame. The ruling rejected the

defense's argument that the prosecution should have

started when Lai was brought to court.

The sedition charge is just one aspect of Lai's high-

profile trial, which is considered a bellwether for press

freedom in Hong Kong. Lai has been detained for over

three years and is currently serving a sentence for a

separate fraud case.

The international community, including the United

States, Britain, the European Parliament, and various

human rights groups, has called for Lai's release. The

trial is expected to last 80 days and continues to draw

global attention as a test case for the implications of

the national security law on freedom of the press in

Hong Kong. [Hong Kong Free Press] [South China

Morning Post]

China: Bail denied for famous Tiananmen

vigil organizer

(ms) On December 21, a Hong Kong court denied bail

to activist Chow Hang-tung, the former vice-

chairperson of the disbanded group Hong Kong

Alliance in Support of Patriotic Democratic Movements

of China, responsible for organizing the city's annual

Tiananmen vigils.

Chow, accused of inciting subversion under the in

reaction to the anti-government protests in 2019

introduced national security law, has been in custody

since September 2021.

The court cited for its decision insufficient grounds to

believe she would not continue to endanger national

security if granted bail. The trial, which is expected to

begin in the second half of 2024, will be conducted

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jh/
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without a jury, following the pattern seen in other high-

profile national security cases.

Besides Chow, Lee Cheuk-yan and Albert Ho, ex-

leaders of the Alliance, are also in custody, facing

similar charges. The court proceedings have faced

reporting restrictions, but a joint application by news

agencies successfully lifted some restrictions, allowing

for broader coverage. [Hong Kong Free Press 1] [South

China Morning Post]

In another national security case, Marilyn Tang, the

sister of pro-democracy labor union leader Elizabeth

Tang, received a six-month jail sentence for removing

potential evidence from her sister's home.

Elizabeth Tang, arrested for collusion with foreign

forces under the national security law, faces an

incitement to subversion charge.

Marilyn pleaded guilty to “perverting the course of

justice” by removing devices, including a laptop and

mobile phone, soon after her sister's arrest. Despite

the offense being deemed not very serious, the court

handed down a custodial sentence, emphasizing the

unavoidable nature of imprisonment in this case.

[Hong Kong Free Press 2] [Reuters]

Japan: Budget for fiscal 2024 unveiled

(dql/sh) Japan’s government approved on December 22

a draft budget of JPY 112.07 trillion (USD 787 billion) for

fiscal 2024.

While marking the first drop in total in 12 years, the

budget is still the second largest, only behind the

current record JPY 114.38 trillion, and contains

spendings on defense, social security and debt-

servicing that stand at a record high, indicating the

urgency for the debt-ridden country to rein in spending

and restore its fiscal health.

Debt-servicing costs are at booked at unprecedented

JPY 27.01 trillion (USD 190 billion) as higher interest

rates are expected, following the Bank of Japan's

loosening its grip on government bond yields.

A new high, too, JPY 7.95 trillion (USD 56 billion) are

earmarked for the defense budget, marking an

increase of 16 percent from the current budget fiscal

2023. The fiscal 2024 defense budget is the second

year of a five-year plan to achieve a substantial

increase in defense-related spending that will reach JPY

43 trillion (USD 302 billion) in fiscal 2027.
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For social security costs the budget provides JPY 37.72

trillion (USD 265 billion).

With Japan being one of the fastest-aging nations in

the world, part of the funding will be used to support

households with children by increasing child

allowances and curbing costs to receive higher

education as the government views it imperative to

reverse the dwindling birthrate [see AiR No. 31,

August/2023, 1].

With regards to the state’s revenue for fiscal 2024, the

government is expected to secure JPY 69.61 trillion

from overall tax revenue, the largest amount ever

achieved. The remaining shortfall in the budget will be

filled by issuing JPY 34.95 trillion worth of government

bonds and other means. [Kyodo News] [AP News]

Japan: Former ruling party policy chief

questioned in fundraising scandal

(dql) Prosecutors have reportedly questioned Koichi

Hagiuda, the former policy chief of the ruling Liberal

Democratic Party (LDP), on a voluntary basis.

The questioning is part of an ongoing investigation into

a political funds scandal centering around the LPD’s

largest faction, previously led by late former Prime

Minister Shinzo Abe [see AiR No. 51, December/2023,

3].

Hagiuda is the fifth senior member of the faction to

face voluntary questioning by investigators, following

former Chief Cabinet Secretary Hirokazu Matsuno;

former LDP parliamentary affairs chief Tsuyoshi Takagi;

former LDP Secretary-General in the House of

Councillors Hiroshige Seko; and former Minister of

Education Ryu Shionoya.

Prosecutors are looking into whether those senior

faction members were involved in the underreporting

of revenues earned by all five major factions within the

LDP from political fundraising parties to created slush

funds from which money have been returned to some

lawmakers as kickbacks. [Kyodo News 1] [NHK]

Further complicating the situation, the largest faction

of the party has come under suspicion of having

misappropriated revenue from fundraising parties to

support upper house election campaigns for years.

Prosecutors are currently investigating potential

violations of the political funds control law, which

mandates the submission of a report on income and

expenditures by an accountant.
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The most recent upper house elections were held in

2019 and 2022. Yasutoshi Nishimura, the former trade

minister, held the position of faction secretary-general

until August 2022, after which he was succeeded by

Tsuyoshi Takagi, the former Diet affairs chief.

During the five-year period leading up to 2022, the

faction's alleged slush funds are estimated to have

reached JPY 500 million (USD 3.5 million). Any potential

crimes related to the failure to declare items or

provide inaccurate information in political funds

reports from this period remain punishable, as the

statute of limitations has not expired. [Kyodo News 2]

Japan: Weapon export rules eased

(dql/sh) Japan’s government has loosened the country’s

arms exports restrictions, a move that allows for the

export of domestically produced missiles and artillery

to countries that include the US, marking the most

significant policy overhaul in nearly a decade.

Although shipping weapons to countries that are at

war is still prohibited under the new measures, they

will help the US supply Ukraine with additional military

aid in its war against Russia, with profound meaning

the Japan-US alliance.

The easing of weapon export rules reflects a significant

break-away from Japan’s long-standing stance of not

allowing exports of deadly weapons under its pacifist

constitution.

In a related development, Japan’s foreign ministry

unveiled that Patriot Advanced Capability-3 (PAC-3)

surface-to-air guided missiles would be shipped to the

US “further strengthen the Japan-US alliance,” adding

that the missiles could only be sent to the US and a

further sending to a third country would require

Tokyo’s approval.

This could mean that Japan-made Patriot missiles may

replenish the US' stockpile, while Washington sends

US-made ones to Ukraine. In Japan, the Patriot missiles

are manufactured by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries

under license from US defence contractors Lockheed

Martin and RTX.

This move comes in response to US requests and is the

first time Japan exports a fully assembled weapon.

Thus far, Japan has exported warning and control

radar equipment in finished form to the Philippines,

while the US has only received PAC-2 missile guidance
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equipment as well as parts for F-15 fighter jet engines.

[Al Jazeera] [BBC] [The Japan Times]

Japan: Government to raise subsidies for

childcare by men

(sh) The Japanese government plans to greatly increase

the subsidy for men taking childcare leave, aiming to

boost the country's declining birthrate. The goal is to

raise the percentage of eligible men taking childcare

leave to 50 percent by 2025 and 85 percent by 2030.

In double-income households, childcare-leave benefits

have grown about 50 percent in five years, reaching

approximately JPY 700 billion (USD 5 billion) in fiscal

2022. To support this, the government will cover one-

eighth of childcare-leave benefits from fiscal 2024.

[NHK]

Japan: Okinawa prefecture to appeal court ruling

on US military base relocation

(dql/sh) The government of Okinawa prefecture has

announced on December 25 that it will ignore a high

court order to approve a modified plan for a key U.S.

base relocation within the southern prefecture and

appeal the ruling to the Supreme Court.

However, the local government cannot halt work at the

contested relocation site unless the top court

overturns the ruling.

On 20 December, the the Fukuoka High Court

instructed the governor of Okinawa to agree to the

government's updated plan for construction work at

the future site of the U.S. military base Futenma on the

southern island. 

The construction plan involves using thousands of

pillars and large amounts of soil, which critics argue

would harm the environment. The estimated cost has

surged to JPY 930 billion (USD 6.5 billion), 2.5 times

more than initially projected, and is anticipated to take

12 years to complete.

The dispute comes as the significance of Okinawa has

increased for the Japan-U.S. military partnership,

especially amid rising tensions with China. [Kyodo

News] [AP]

Japan: Spacecraft enters lunar orbit
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(dql) The Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA)

has announced that a robotic moon lander – Japan’s

Smart Lander for Investigating Moon (SLIM) – has

entered orbit on December 25, marking a big step

forward to making the country’s first-ever moon

landing. 

The device is slated to initiate essential adjustments

for its lunar surface landing in mid-January, with the

anticipated landing date set for January 20.

A successful landing would position Japan alongside

the former Soviet Union, the United States, Canada,

and India as the fifth nation to accomplish a module

landing on the moon. [Space]

Japan: Deployment of new ship-killer

missile to be accelerated

(sh) Japan's Ministry of Defense is reportedly speeding

up the deployment of an upgraded SSM-2 anti-ship

missile for the Type 12 system. This enhancement aims

to increase the missile's range and effectiveness in

targeting enemy missile launch sites.

The Type 12 systems are currently deployed in

Hokkaido, Aomori, and Kumamoto Prefectures.

Regiments will be established in Okinawa Prefecture by

the end of this fiscal year and in Oita Prefecture by the

end of the next fiscal year.

Originally planned for deployment in the fiscal year

2026, it's now happening sooner due to heightened

concerns over security challenges from Russia and

China. [Defense Blog]

Mongolia: Citizens born after April 11,

2012, to own shares of largest coal

exporter

(ap) The Mongolian Cabinet has decided on a draft

resolution on the shares of Erdenes Tavantolgoi, the

country’s largest coal exporter, to be submit to the

State Great Khural, the Mongolian parliament. 

According to the draft, the shareholder structure of

Erdenes Tavantolgoi is adjusted to allocate 34 percent

of the shares to the Mongolian people. Future

generations, born after April 11, 2012, and individuals

who will acquire Mongolian citizenships are also

included.
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Mongolian citizens, 2.5 million people, born before

April 11, 2012, own approximately 18.44 percent.

Erdenes Mongolia LLC holds 81.5 percent of the shares

in Erdenes Tavantolgoi JSC.

The draft resolution aims to achieve an equitable

distribution of natural resource benefits among all

Mongolian citizens by granting 1.072 shares to each

Mongolian citizen who do not own shares in the

company. [Aki Press]

North Korea: Public execution of 23-year-

old man

(ap) Hundreds of North Korean citizens gathered at an

airfield to watch the execution of a 23-year-old man

who allegedly killed a woman while trying to steal a

bag of beans worth USD 6.

12 other people were given lengthy prison sentences

of ten years for various crimes, including robbery,

deception, escaping North Korea or drug trafficking.

Public executions are a regular occurrence in North

Korea as authorities made criminals stand in front of

the crowd while announcing their charges. [Radio Free

Asia]

South Korea: National Assembly approves

2024 national budget

(oy) On December 21, the South Korean National

Assembly successfully passed the National Budget for

2024. The total budget is worth 656.6 trillion won (USD

503.3 billion), 300 billion won (USD 230.55 million) less

than the government’s proposal.

The budget was approved after the ruling People

Power Party (PPP) and the main opposition Democratic

Party (DP) reached an agreement. [Yonhap_1]

[Yonhap_2] [South Korea National Assembly]

South Korea: Bill on deepfakes in election

campaigns passed

(dql) South Korea’s parliament has approved on

December 20 a revision of the Public Official Election

Act bill that aims to proscribe the utilization of
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deepfakes in election campaigns within the 90-day

period leading up to election day.

The bill encompasses the creation, modification,

broadcast, and dissemination of deepfake videos for

campaign purposes.

Violations of this regulation may result in penalties of

up to seven years in prison or fines ranging from USD

7,700 to 38,500.

This legislative amendment is slated to take effect after

January 11, precisely 90 days before the upcoming

general elections in April. [KBS]

South Korea: Fiscal deficit and national

debt projected to increase

(oy) On December 21, South Korea’s Ministry of

Economy and Finance announced that the fiscal deficit

is projected to be 91.6 trillion won (USD 70.19 billion) in

2024, equivalent to 3.9 percent of South Koreas GDP.

Meanwhile, the National Debt is expected to increase

to 1,195.8 trillion won (USD 918 billion) in 2024, from

1,134.4 trillion won (USD 871 trillion) in 2023.

In response, the South Korea government pledged to

tighten fiscal policies, which include a limit the fiscal

deficit to 3 percent of South Korea’s GDP. This is aimed

at enhancing the country’s financial stability after years

of expansionary fiscal policies. [Yonhap]

South Korea: President Yoon nominates

new National Intelligence Service director

and foreign minister

(oy) On December 19, President Yoon Suk Yeol

nominated Cho Tae-yong as the new National

Intelligence Service Director and Cho Tae-yul as the

new Foreign Minister.

Cho Tae-yong is South Korea’s current National

Security Adviser and is widely recognized as a security

expert with a wealth of experiences in US and North

Korea affairs. He joined the foreign ministry in 1980

and his foreign service career has mainly focused on

US affairs and North Korea’s denuclearization.

Formerly, he served in many important positions: he

was first chief of the North Korean Nuclear Affairs

Bureau; deputy chief of the six-party talks on North

Korea’s nuclear program; South Korea’s top nuclear
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envoy; first-vice foreign minister; first deputy chief of

the presidential National Security Office and South

Korea’s ambassador to US.

Cho Tae-yul was South Korea’s former second-vice

foreign minister and ambassador to the UN,

recognized for his knowledge in trade and multilateral

affairs.

Speaking to reporters on December 20, Cho said that

that due to the current circumstances, it is difficult to

pursue denuclearization or restart dialogues with

North Korea. However, he expressed his commitment

to working with his team to enhance deterrence while

exploring opportunities for dialogue and negotiation.

He added that South Korea’s relationship with China is

as crucial as its alliance with the US and pledged to

balance relations between both countries. [Yonhap_1]

[Yonhap_2][Yonhap_3]

South Korea: Justice Minister Han

appointed as new leader of ruling party

(oy) On December 21, the ruling People Power Party

(PPP) announced that Justice Minister Han Dong-hoon

will be appointed as the party’s interim leader. Han,

who is considered a close confidante of President Yoon

Suk Yeol, will take up the chairmanship of the PPP’s

emergency committee and resign from his current

Justice Minister portfolio.

His appointment comes after PPP transitioned to a

system of emergency leadership committee following

the resignation of party leader Kim Gi-hyeon on

December 13 [see AiR No. 51, December/2023, 2].

Speaking about Han’s appointment, lawmaker Yun Jae-

ok noted Han’s popularity among younger generations

and centrist voters, stating that Han’s appointment will

likely boost PPP’s party unity and help them win the

upcoming general elections, scheduled for April 10,

2024. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Government considers

antitrust actions on YouTube and Netflix

(oy) According to a senior ruling party official the

government and the presidential office are considering

antitrust regulations on large online video platforms

after YouTube and Netflix raised their subscription fees

significantly.
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This comes after President Yoon Suk Yeol expressed

concern over monopolistic and oligopolistic behavior

by these platforms during a Cabinet meeting. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Supreme Court upholds

rulings on forced labor compensation

order against Japanese companies

(dql) The South Korean Supreme Court upheld on

December 21 two appellate court rulings under which

Japanese companies are ordered to pay compensation

to South Koreans forced into wartime labor during

Japan's colonial rule on the Korean peninsula from

1910-1945.

The country’s top court handed down the decisions

involving damages suits filed against Mitsubishi Heavy

Industries Ltd. and Nippon Steel Corp. between 2013

and 2014.

In the appellate court rulings Mitsubishi was ordered

to pay between USD 76,700 and 115,000 to each of

three forced labor victims and a victim's family

member to compensate for their unpaid work while

Nippon Steel to was ordered to pay compensation of

USD 76,700 each to seven South Koreans, who were

reportedly victimized by wartime forced labor and

unpaid work from 1942 to 1945. [Yonhap]

The Japanese government rejected the Supreme

Court’s decision, arguing that it violates the 1965

Treaty on Basic Relations Between Japan and the

Republic of Korea based on which Tokyo considers all

reparation issues settled. [Reuters]

South Korea: Contract signed for military

drone system and submarine

(oy) On December 22, Hanwha Systems Co signed a

contract with South Korea’s Defense Acquisition

Program Administration (DAPA) for a military drone

system project.

The project is worth KRW 143.3 billion (USD 110.8

million) and involves research and development of

unmanned aerial vehicles with automatic vertical

takeoff and landing capabilities. The drone is expected

to conduct military surveillance and reconnaissance

missions.
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Separately, Hanwha Ocean signed a USD 845 million

contract with DAPA to construct a submarine. The

submarine is expected to be fitted with an advanced

combat system that improves detection and targeting

capability, and the latest sonar system. [Yonhap_1]

[Yonhap_2]

Taiwan: Comprehensive legal reforms to

take effect in January

(xc) Taiwan is set to implement a series of legal and

regulatory changes from January 1, announced by the

Executive Yuan.

The Human Trafficking Prevention Act has been

updated to impose stricter penalties on human

traffickers, including jail sentences of five to seven

years for attempted trafficking. Enhanced penalties for

using debt bondage, withholding identity documents,

or exploiting individuals for labor, with up to three

years in prison and a USD 32,000 fine. Penalties

increase up to seven years in prison for victims under

18 years of age.

Further, residency rights for certain foreigners

previously married to Taiwanese, including those with

children under 18 or facing domestic violence, have

been expanded. Overseas compatriots can apply for

residency after legally staying in Taiwan for over 183

days per year for five consecutive years. Foreign

graduates in Taiwan can extend their stay for a year

with a possibility of one extension.

In addition, mandatory military service to one year for

men born in or after 2005 has been extended, while

monthly subsidies for parents using public or semi-

public infant-care facilities have been raised and social

welfare payments are to be boosted by approximately

7 percent. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Stable trends in latest

presidential race polls

(xc) Less than three weeks before the presidential

election on January 13, the race for the presidency

shows steady trends among the key candidates.

Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) candidate Lai

Ching-te, Kuomintang (KMT) candidate Hou Yu-ih, and

Taiwan People's Party (TPP) candidate Ko Wen-je have

all seen marginal increases in their latest polling

numbers. Despite these slight upticks, the overall
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dynamics of the race remain largely unchanged, and

the situation is deemed stable.

Since December 10, eight out of ten polls have

consistently shown Lai in the lead (33 percent),

followed by Hou (32 percent), with Ko Wen-je (24

percent0 in third place. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Presidential candidates present

divergent view on China relations

(xc) In their first televised policy presentations,

Taiwan's presidential candidates offered distinct

perspectives on relations with China. The event on

December 20 featured the three presidential

candidates Lai Ching-te of the ruling Democratic

Progessive Party (DPP), Hou Yu-ih of the main

opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT), and Ko Wen-

je of the minor opposition party, the Taiwan People’s

Party (TPP), each outlining their stance.

Lai focused on protecting national sovereignty. He

criticized Hou for his approach toward Beijing,

suggesting it might lead to Taiwan's unification with

China. Lai, who has been an advocate for Taiwan's

independence, maintained his support for the status

quo and defending Taiwan's sovereignty against

China's diplomatic pressures.

Hou questioned Lai’s past support for independence,

wondering whether he had abandoned his

independence stance and positioning the upcoming

election as a choice between war and peace. He

advocated for improved relations with Beijing, warning

of Lai’s approach potentially leading to conflict with

China.

Ko proposed what he called the “five each others”

approach for Taiwan-China relations, which suggests

that both sides across the Taiwan Strait should “get to

know, understand, respect, cooperate, and be

forgiving to each other.”  Despite advocating for

peaceful engagement, Ko underscored the importance

of Taiwan’s capability to deter a Chinese attack on

Taiwan and, thus, of increasing Taiwan's defense

budget to 3 percent of its GDP. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Suspects of producing fake polls

in favor of “China-friendly” presidential

candidate arrested
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(xc) Within a few days last week, Taiwanese authorities

have detained three individuals suspected of creating

and disseminating fake opinion polls, as part of an

effort purportedly backed by Chinese officials to

influence the upcoming presidential election.

The first case involves a journalist suspected of

publishing a fabricated opinion poll related to the

upcoming presidential election. The poll, allegedly

conducted at the behest of a Chinese Communist Party

(CCP) official from Fujian Province, showed Hou Yu-ih

of the main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT),

which Beijing likes to see winning the election, leading

over Lai Ching-te of the ruling Democratic Progressive

Party (DPP), contrary to most opinion polls.  

The journalist claimed to have commissioned a

university professor to conduct phone interviews with

over 300 people across Taiwan. Investigations revealed

that no interviews were conducted.

In the second case, an online media reporter is

accused of collaborating with Chinese communist

officials in Fujian Province and a professor to generate

polls favoring candidate Hou hver candidate Lai Ching-

te (DPP).

Further, the Qiaotou District Prosecutors Office

detained Hsu Shao-tung, the honorary chair of a small

political party and adviser to a new migrants’

association. He and others allegedly received funds

from China to conduct and publish counterfeit polls

online. [Taiwan News 1] [Taiwan News 2]

Taiwan: Labor rally in Taipei for better

rights and wages

(xc) Approximately 2,000 individuals gathered in Taipei

on December 23 to mark the end of the 22-day "Labor

Struggle" march, a cross-country protest advocating for

better working conditions in Taiwan.

Organized by "2024 Workers Against the President,"

participants advocated for increased monthly

minimum wages from USD 850 USD to USD 964, higher

overtime pay, and improved basic pensions.

Demonstrators also demanded the addition of seven

national holidays to the yearly calendar, addressing

widespread concerns over worker overwork.

The rally's organizers expressed dissatisfaction with

the three main candidates for Taiwan's 2024

presidential election. [Focus Taiwan]
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Less than three weeks before the presidential and

legislative elections, the rally intensifies pressure on

the candidates and political parties to address the

challenges of minimum wages and soaring living costs,

pressing concerns for the electorate. [Taiwan News

Plus]

Taiwan: National Communications

Commission issues warnings to TV

channels

(xc) Taiwan’s National Communications Commission

(NCC) has issued warnings to two television channels,

Good TV Channel 2 and Wolves Valley Entertainment

Channel, for failing to meet the required percentage of

domestically produced programs in their broadcasts

last year.

Good TV and Wolves Valley, both satellite channels,

were the only two out of 195 channels reviewed that

failed to meet these requirements. 

Two regulations stipulate specific requirements for the

broadcasting of domestically produced content. For

terrestrial TV channels, at least 50 percent of drama

series during prime-time hours must be domestically

produced, and at least 40 percent of programs should

be “newly broadcast Taiwanese programs”. For satellite

channels, the requirement is that at least 25 percent of

prime-time content must be domestically produced,

with newly broadcast Taiwanese programs making up

at least 40 percent of the content. 

The NCC noted that, overall, terrestrial channels

performed relatively well in broadcasting domestically

produced drama series. However, satellite channels

showed a decline in domestically produced, newly

broadcast drama series, movies, and children’s

programs, attributed to the COVID-19 pandemic

limiting new program production. [Taipei Times] 

Taiwan: Increase in foreign media

presence since 2019

(xc) Taiwan has seen a significant increase in the

presence of foreign journalists and international media

organizations, according to recent data from the

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA).

As of November 30, the island hosts 174 foreign

journalists and 82 international media organizations

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-kr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-kr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-ky/


from 20 different countries.

The ministry explained that the growth in foreign

media presence in Taiwan began in 2019, correlating

with China's intensified crackdown on dissidents and

the democracy movement in Hong Kong. [Taiwan

News]

 

Constitutional Law and

–Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in

South Asia 

 

 

Bangladesh: Four killed in train blaze as

political tensions run high

(kb/lm) Arsonists set fire to a commuter train in Dhaka,

Bangladesh, on December 19, killing at least four

people, including a woman and her three-year-old

child. This incident follows another deadly attack

earlier this month when a commuter train derailed due

to suspected sabotage, leaving one passenger dead

and several others injured. [Anadolu Ajansı]

The Rapid Action Battalion (RAB) has identified four

individuals involved in the arson attack. Two of the

individuals are associated with opposition politics,

while the other two are stowaways. RAB is currently

scrutinizing the information and has urged the public

to provide any information related to sabotage on

railways. [Prothom Alo 1]

Meanwhile, the main opposition BNP accused the

government of orchestrating the fire incident,

suggesting a link between state power and the tragedy.

The party pointed to a letter sent to the Director

General of Health Services, insinuating government
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involvement and stating that the incident reflected a

planned move to discredit anti-government protesters.

[Prothom Alo 2]

The government, on its end, accused the opposition

BNP and its allies of intensifying efforts to disrupt the

upcoming elections by creating blockades and

engaging in acts of vandalism and arson. The foreign

ministry claimed that these actions are an attempt to

derail the democratic process in Bangladesh and put

unnecessary pressure on the government. [Prothom

Alo 3]

Bangladesh: Supreme Court allows

Ganatantri Party in national polls

(lm) The Chamber Court of the Appellate Division of

the Supreme Court in Bangladesh has ordered the

Election Commission to allow the Ganatantri Party to

participate in the upcoming 12th parliamentary

elections. The Election Commission had previously

canceled the nomination papers of all the party's

candidates, citing issues with the submission of names.

However, the High Court had ruled in favor of the

candidates, leading to the Election Commission's

appeal and the recent order from the Chamber Court.

Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Seventy-seven incumbent

Awami League lawmakers lose party

nomination for upcoming polls

(kb) Seventy-seven incumbent lawmakers from

Bangladesh’s ruling Awami League have lost their

party's nominations for the upcoming 12th

parliamentary elections. Among them, 60 chose not to

contest the vote, while 17 are running as independent

candidates after being denied party nominations. The

exclusions this time around are seen as notable

compared to previous elections, with a relatively low

rate of exclusion among ministers facing accusations

of corruption and irregularities. [Prothom Alo]

The reasons for exclusion range from internal party

conflicts to introducing new faces in constituencies and

addressing accusations of inefficiency. However, some

incumbents were replaced with their family members.
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Bangladesh: BNP asks leaders to boycott

courts, announces non-cooperation

movement

(lm) Bangladesh’s main opposition BNP party has

announced a non-cooperation movement against the

government, urging party leaders and activists not to

appear in court for any cases. The party is also calling

for citizens to suspend the payment of taxes, water,

gas, and electricity bills, as well as urging voters to

boycott the upcoming 12th parliamentary elections

scheduled for January 7. [The Business Standard]

The BNP accuses the government of suppressing

fundamental rights, human rights, and voting rights,

and alleges that the elections are not free and fair. The

party claims that over 22,000 leaders and activists have

been arrested and 21 party members killed since

October 28, with the total number of inmates in jail

exceeding capacity.

Bangladesh: 19 individuals, including BNP

leader jailed for two years in sabotage

case

(lm) A Dhaka court has sentenced 19 individuals,

including senior members of the Bangladesh

Nationalist Party (BNP), to two years in prison in

connection with a sabotage case filed in 2018. Among

those sentenced are BNP Joint Secretary General

Habibun Nabi Khan Sohel and Dhaka Metropolitan

South BNP Member Secretary Rafiqul Alam Majnu.

[The Business Standard]

Bangladesh: Awami League lawmaker

warns of threat to country’s

independence ahead of polls

(kb) A lawmaker from Bangladesh’s ruling Awami

League, Shamim Osman, has urged people to vote in

the upcoming election, warning that a "great power of

the world" is plotting to take over the country’s sea and

Saint Martin’s island. [Prothom Alo]

He compared the situation to the Arab Spring and

mentioned Iraq and Libya, suggesting that not voting

could lead to undesirable consequences. Osman urged

people to vote in order to prevent this scenario,

emphasizing the role of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

in maintaining stability.
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Bangladesh: Local Awami League leader

threatens to cancel allowances for non-

attendees at rallies

(kb) A local leader of Bangladesh’s ruling Awami

League has stirred controversy by threatening to

cancel government allowance cards of beneficiaries

who fail to join rallies of the Awami League-nominated

candidate from the Jamalpur-5 constituency. The

incident has raised concerns about political coercion

and the use of government resources for partisan

purposes. [Prothom Alo]

Bangladesh: Awami League candidate

threatens to remove BNP supporters from

government program lists if they don't

vote

(kb) An advisory council member of Bangladesh’s ruling

Awami League and the party’s candidate in the

Thakurgaon-1 constituency, has threatened to remove

the names of Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)

supporters from the list of beneficiaries of government

programs if they fail to vote in the upcoming

parliamentary elections. The speech has sparked

attention on social media, with the Election

Commission indicating they will look into the matter.

[Prothom Alo]

Bangladesh: No visa for foreign observers

without Election Commission’s approval,

government says

(kb/lm) The foreign ministry in Bangladesh has

instructed missions not to issue visas to foreign

observers or journalists for the upcoming general

election without accreditation from the Election

Commission (EC). Over 150 observers and 71

journalists from different countries have applied to

cover the election scheduled for January 7, and their

applications are currently under review by the home

ministry. [Prothom Alo]

In related updates, Bangladeshi Foreign Minister AK

Abdul Momen has announced that no Bangladeshi-

origin Americans will be allowed to observe the

country's upcoming national election. He stated that

two US observer teams, the National Democratic
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Institute (NDI) and International Republican Institute

(IRI), have arrived in Dhaka to monitor the polls, but

individuals of Bangladeshi origin who are American

citizens will not be permitted to observe. [Dhaka

Tribune]

Meanwhile, the EC has announced that it will hold a

briefing for diplomats, representatives of the United

Nations Development Programme (UNDP), and other

foreign observers to inform them about the

preparations for the country's upcoming parliamentary

elections. The briefing will take place on January 4.

[Somoyo News]

Bangladesh: Digital land survey scrapped

after USD 30.5 million spent

(kb) A digital land survey project in Bangladesh, with a

budget of roughly USD 113.7 million, has been

scrapped after facing significant challenges, leading to

only 0.28 percent physical progress over three and a

half years. Approximately USD 30.5 million have been

spent so far, covering expenses like car purchases,

office supplies, staff salaries, and training. [The

Business Standard]

The project aimed to introduce the Digital Land

Surveying System (DLSS) based on a geographic

information system (GIS) database for transparent land

ownership. Due to a severe shortage of manpower in

the Land Record and Survey Department, the project

has been underperforming, prompting authorities to

consider abandoning it halfway through.

Bangladesh: Finance Ministry freezes

pension funds of 12 institutions over

irregularities

(kb) Bangladesh’s finance ministry has frozen the

pension funds of 12 state-owned and autonomous

institutions, including public universities, for providing

pension and retirement benefits to their employees

without approval from the Finance Division. Thirteen

more institutions have been found to be using

government funds for such benefits and have been

directed to establish the scheme using their own

resources. This move comes after the government

spent approximately USD 110 million on pension and

retirement benefits for these institutions in the last

financial year. [The Business Standard]
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India: Parliament passes key bills with

over 150 opposition members suspended

(fd/lm) India’s Parliament moved forward on December

20-21 with significant bills, including proposals to

reform the criminal justice system, despite the

suspension of a large number of opposition MPs, who

had been suspended due to disruptions in

parliamentary proceedings. These lawmakers had

demanded government action regarding a recent

security breach in Parliament earlier this month [see

AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3]. [yahoo news] [NPR]

In the absence of approximately 151 opposition

lawmakers - nearly a quarter of all elected legislators -,

the lower house on December 20 approved three bills

aimed at revamping the existing criminal justice

system in the country. Parliament’s upper house, or

Rajya Sabha, also cleared the bills the following day.

Prime Minister Modi stated that these bills mark the

end of colonial-era laws and usher in a new era of laws

focused on public service and welfare. He emphasized

that these reforms aim to enhance protection for

marginalized and vulnerable sections of society while

addressing organized crime and terrorism. [The Indian

Express]

Moreover, lawmakers mainly from the ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party approved a bill on December 21 giving

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government more

control in selecting the chief election commissioner —

months before a national vote. The bill had already

received approval from the upper house. [see article in

this edition]

Additionally, both houses of parliament passed a

telecommunication bill that seeks to create a

comprehensive code to govern the sector, although

critics say it may infringe on the privacy rights of

citizens by giving the government power to intercept

electronic communications.

Against this backdrop, members of INDIA, a big tent

political alliance of 28 opposition parties, are

considering a Supreme Court challenge against newly

cleared criminal code bills. These bills face criticism

from opposition parties and legal experts who argue

that they threaten civil liberties and individual rights.

[The Hindustan Times]
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India: Bill on appointments to Election

Commission clears parliament’s lower

house

(lm) A contentious bill which deals with the

appointment procedures for members of India’s

Election Commission (ECI), has been passed in the

lower house of Parliament, the Lok Sabha. This bill has

caused controversy as it gives the central government

an advantage of a 2:1 vote on the appointment of the

head of the commission and other top officials. It also

allows for the creation of a committee made up of the

prime minister, the leader of the opposition and a

cabinet minister, who is also nominated by the prime

minister, to select the officials. [India Today]

Notably, the bill contradicts the Supreme Court's

direction that the ECI members should be selected by a

panel consisting of the Prime Minister, the Leader of

the Opposition, and the Chief Justice of India (CJI). It

had earlier been approved by Parliament’s upper

house, with the opposition staging a walkout during

the proceedings.

India: Opposition boycotts upper house

proceedings over China border

(fd) On December 21, the entire opposition, led by the

Indian National Congress, boycotted the proceedings

of the Rajya Sabha, the upper house of India's

parliament, for the day in protest. The boycott was

prompted by the disallowance of a discussion on the

China border issue in Parliament’s lower house and

objections to certain remarks made by Leader of the

House Piyush Goyal during the session. [The Hindu]

India: Supreme Court rules that

government cannot be directed by

tribunals to decide policy

(fd) India’s Supreme Court (SC) has ruled that tribunals,

functioning within the framework of their governing

legislation, do not have the authority to direct the

government to create or alter policies. This clarification

comes in response to a case in which the Armed

Forces Tribunal (AFT) had directed the government to

establish a policy for filling the post of the Judge

Advocate General. [The Hindu]

The SC observed that the AFT, like other tribunals, is

considered a quasi-judicial body and operates within
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the boundaries set by its governing legislation. It lacks

the authority to compel policy decisions from those

responsible for policymaking. Therefore, only the

government has the capacity to decide on legislation

and policy on defense personnel service.

India: Supreme Court disposes of more

than 52,000 cases in 2023

(lm) India’s Supreme Court has successfully disposed of

52,191 cases from January 1 to December 15,

exceeding the total number of registered cases, which

stood at 49,191 during the same period. [Prameya

News]

Under Chief Justice Chandrachud's leadership, the

court streamlined the timeline for filing and listing

cases, reducing it to 7 to 5 days after verifying the

matter's details. Certain urgent matters, such as bail,

Habeas Corpus, eviction, demolition, and anticipatory

bail cases, were processed within one day.

The Supreme Court also established specialized

benches to handle specific categories of cases,

enhancing efficiency and expertise in adjudication.

Notably, 392 Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code cases

were disposed of in a single instance, and batch

matters were promptly addressed.

Multiple judges' benches, including three, five, and

seven judges, were formed to address important

matters, including those related to Section 370,

arbitration, heavy motor vehicles, government

conflicts, LGBTQ rights, and more.

India: Convict in Rajiv Gandhi assassin

case cannot be deported to United

Kingdom, government says

(lf) India’s central government has informed the

Madras High Court that it cannot deport V Sriharan

alias Murugan, an accomplice in the assassination of

former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, to the United

Kingdom based on his request. The government did,

however, express willingness to repatriate the criminal

to his home country, Sri Lanka, provided approval is

granted by the government of the island nation. The

submission for emigration was made by the Foreigners

Regional Registration Officer (FRRO) of India’s Ministry

of External Affairs during a hearing of a petition filed
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by Murugan, who was released last year. [Daily Mirror]

[New Indian Express]

Murugan was found guilty for acting as an accomplice

in the murder of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, who was

the victim of a suicide bombing organised by the Tamil

Tiger paramilitary force in May 1991. At least 14 others,

in addition to Gandhi, were killed.

India: Row over paid leave for

menstruation; minister says it is not a

‘handicap’

(lm) India’s Women and Child Development Minister

Smriti Irani has opposed the idea of paid menstrual

leave in workplaces, stating that menstruation is not a

"handicap" and that it should not lead to

discrimination against women in the workforce. Irani

made these remarks in response to a query in

Parliament’s upper house about whether the

government was considering enacting a law for

menstrual leave. [The Indian Express]

This statement by Irani has triggered a debate on the

topic of paid menstrual leave, with some arguing in

favor of it for those experiencing severe discomfort

during menstruation, while others, including Irani,

contend that it may lead to discrimination against

women in the workplace.

India: Agency files supplementary charge

sheet against Amnesty International in

funding case

(fd) The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) has filed a

supplementary charge sheet in connection with its

investigation into alleged Foreign Contribution

(Regulation) Act (FCRA) violations by Amnesty

International India Pvt Ltd (AIIPL) and its then executive

director, Aakar Patel. The CBI filed the charge sheet

nearly 23 months after the initial report against AIIPL

and Patel, which was registered in January 2022. [The

Economic Times] [The Hindu]

In the recent supplementary report, the agency has

charged eight entities, including Patel, AIIPL, Indians

For Amnesty International Trust (IAIT), and others

under various sections of the Indian Penal Code and

FCRA. The agency's investigation alleges that Amnesty

International (UK) invested roughly USD 1.2 million in

AIIPL in 2015, classified as “Compulsory Convertible
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Debentures,” which were used to pay for AIIPL's

expenses.

The probe began in response to a complaint from the

Ministry of Home Affairs, which alleged violations of

FCRA and IPC provisions. After the initial searches had

been carried out, AIIPL claimed repeated “harassment”

in the last year when it speaks out against “human

rights violations” in India.

India: Navy to deploy guided missile

destroyers after vessel is hit by drone off

the country’s coast

(fd) The Indian Navy will deployed guided missile

destroyer ships in the Arabian Sea as a deterrent

following an attack on the Israel-affiliated merchant

vessel MV Chem Pluto off the Indian coast. The nature

of the attack is under investigation, with initial reports

suggesting a drone attack. The incident did not result

in any casualties but could mean the crisis in the Red

Sea crossing into Indian waters. [The Straits Times]

The MV Chem Pluto was on the way from Saudi Arabia

to Mangaluru when it was hit on December 23. Due to

the damage, it took, a maritime patrol aircraft and a

warship were dispatched by the Indian navy to assist

the vessel. [The Hindu]

India: Army chief Gen. Pande visits Jammu

and Kashmir after terrorist attack leaves

four soldiers dead

(tj/fd/lm) Indian Army Chief General Manoj Pande

visited the site of a recent terrorist ambush in the

Jammu and Kashmir union territory, where four

soldiers lost their lives, to assess the situation and

bolster the morale of his troops. During his visit,

General Pande met with on-ground commanders and

urged them to carry out operations with the utmost

professionalism and to remain resolute in the face of

challenges. [The Hindu]

The ambush, which occurred on December 21, had led

to a swift and intensive operation to track down the

terrorists responsible. Three civilians who were taken

in for questioning in connection with the ambush were

found dead. Four more people were admitted to the

Government Medical College Hospital in Rajouri

allegedly with torture injuries. [English Jagran]
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Against this backdrop, the Indian army has initiated an

investigation into the deaths of the three civilians.

Pakistan, for its part, strongly condemned the deaths

of the civilians and called for those responsible to be

held accountable. [The Straits Times]

India: Terrorist infiltration attempt at

Jammu international border prevented

(fd) On December 23, security officers reported that

four armed militants tried to enter through the

international border in Akhnoor, Jammu. One terrorist

was killed by the troop’s fire and his body was taken

back across the border by his partners. [The Hindu]

The Maldives: Parliament passes two

landmark bills on labor rights

(lm) The parliament of Maldives has passed the

Industrial Relations (IR) Bill and the Occupation Safety

and Health (OSH) Bill, which were first introduced in

March. The bills are awaiting ratification by President

Mohamed Muizzu before becoming law. [International

Federation of Journalists]

The IR Bill establishes a legal framework safeguarding

the constitutional rights of workers in the Maldives,

including the right to take industrial action, freedom to

form trade unions, and protections for freedom of

speech. It also outlines mechanisms for collective

bargaining and dispute resolution.

The OSH Bill aims to ensure a safe work environment

for workers by establishing mechanisms to reduce

workplace hazards, allow workers to express concerns

about health and safety, and create procedures for

reporting workplace injuries and complaints.

The Maldives: Research by journalist body

explores level of public trust in media

(lm) A new report commissioned by the International

Federation of Journalists (IFJ) and the Maldives

Journalists Association (MJA) explores citizen trust in

the Maldivian media and key influences on media

stability, such as social media, politics, and

misinformation. The report also highlighted political

ownership and influence on media coverage, as well as

the perceived prevalence of "fake news" in online news
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websites and social media. [International Federation of

Journalists]

The report presents the findings from a major survey

of 667 households from 11 atolls and the Greater Male

Area. It found that digital media or online news portals

were the leading source of daily news for 67 percent of

respondents, followed by television with 53 percent.

Facebook was the dominant choice of social media

platforms for accessing news content, with 64 percent

using the platform.

Nepal: Party rivals for strict vetting of

candidates as Deuba wants Sitaula in

upper house

(lm) In Nepal, as the country prepares for the

upcoming National Assembly elections scheduled for

January 25, internal political dynamics are unfolding

within the Nepali Congress party. The focus of this

internal debate and competition centers on candidate

selection, particularly in Koshi Province. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Out of the total 59 seats in the National Assembly, 20

will become vacant on March 3. One seat will be filled

when President Ramchandra Paudel appoints a

candidate based on the Cabinet's recommendation,

while the remaining 19 seats will be determined

through earlier elections. In Koshi Province, one seat

falls under the "others" category, and another is

reserved for women. Within the "others" category, two

prominent Congress leaders, Krishna Prasad Sitaula

and Minendra Rijal, have emerged as strong

contenders for a single seat.

Sher Bahadur Deuba, the leader of the Nepali

Congress, supports Krishna Prasad Sitaula as a

candidate for the National Assembly from Koshi

Province. Sitaula played a crucial role in helping Deuba

secure the party presidency during the 14th general

convention in 2021, and Deuba aims to appoint him as

the chairman of the upper house. However, a rival

faction within the party, led by Shekhar Koirala,

advocates for Minendra Rijal to contest the same seat.

Furthermore, there is an ongoing debate within the

party regarding the criteria for selecting candidates.

Some members argue in favor of choosing candidates

with limited political experience who have made

notable contributions to society, while others suggest

avoiding candidates who have previously faced

electoral defeats or held significant political positions.
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Nepal: Three major parties aim to pass

transitional justice bill in winter session

(lm) Top leaders of Nepal's major political parties

–Nepali Congress, Communist Party of Nepal (Unified

Marxist–Leninist), and Communist Party of Nepal

(Maoist Centre) - have agreed to endorse an

amendment to the Enforced Disappearances Enquiry,

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Act during the

upcoming winter session of Parliament. [The

Kathmandu Post]

The amendment aims to address concerns of victims

of the 1996-2006 Maoist insurgency and establish

transitional justice. However, there have been

disagreements among committee members on various

issues, including the categorization of human rights

violations and sentence reduction for cooperating

perpetrators. The leaders are attempting to reach a

consensus on these issues, and the bill is expected to

be passed during the winter session.

Two commissions, the Commission of Investigation on

Enforced Disappeared Persons and the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission, were established to

investigate human rights violations and promote

reconciliation in society following the conflict. The

Commission of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared

Persons reports 3,289 registered reports of missing

people filed after the conflict, with 2,567 individuals

still missing based on these complaints.

Nepal: Newly appointed justices take oath

of office

(lm) Six newly appointed justices of the Supreme Court

in Nepal took their oath of office and secrecy on

December 21. The Judicial Council recommended these

six candidates for the Supreme Court justices'

positions on November 20. Although the Parliamentary

Hearing Committee completed the nominees' hearings

on Monday, they were officially endorsed by

Parliament’s House panel on December 21. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Poor report card prompts Prime

Minister Dahal to pledge urgent action
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(lm) The government's performance in Nepal has

significantly deteriorated across various areas,

including service delivery, budget utilization,

governance, and capital expenditure, according to a

report from the Prime Minister's Office. This decline

has led to concerns, with experts describing it as a

"catch-22" situation, where conflicting rules and

limitations hinder improvement. [The Kathmandu Post]

The report highlighted several issues, including the

failure of 21 ministries and six government agencies to

meet their targets in fiscal distribution, infrastructure

development, governance reform, and social sectors.

By mid-October, only a small percentage of

government activities and milestones had been

completed.

Budget management was also a concern, with a low

percentage of the annual budget spent, especially in

capital expenditure. In response to these challenges,

government secretaries called for expedited efforts,

reforms, and improved service delivery.

Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal pledged to review

his one-year term and work closely with the

bureaucracy to address these issues and enhance

government performance.

Nepal: Communities with less than 0.5

percent population to be categorized

under minority groups

(lm) The government of Nepal has decided to classify

communities whose population constitutes less than

0.5 percent of the country's total population, based on

the latest national census data, as minority groups.

This decision, endorsed during a Cabinet meeting, is

aimed at facilitating the implementation of Section 2(b)

of the National Assembly Election Act of 2019. It's

important to note that this categorization will not apply

to the Dalit community, as they are already included in

the Dalit cluster. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Rastriya Prajatantra Party

announces nationwide protest

(lm) The Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), which

controls 14 seats in Parliament’s 275-member lower

house, has declared nationwide protests to reinstate

Nepal as a Hindu kingdom and eliminate provincial

structures. The RPP opposes federalism, secularism,
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and republicanism. The party plans to launch these

protests in mid-February with the "Mechi-Mahakali

unity march" and demonstrations in the capital

Kathmandu for a month. [The Kathmandu Post]

The party's decision comes amid dissatisfaction with

the current government's performance. RPP leaders

argue that the government has failed and that public

pessimism is widespread. They also reject joining

provincial or federal governments and prefer to use

parliamentary and street methods to push their

agenda.

The RPP may consider accepting the Speaker's position

in exchange for supporting the government, but this

decision is pending. In essence, the RPP's move reflects

its discontent with the current governance system and

its commitment to conservative principles.

Nepal: Government seeks to curb multi-

year contracts for small projects

(lm) The Nepali government has amended rules to

discourage the awarding of multi-year contracts for

smaller projects. Previously, such contracts were

allowed for projects with estimated costs of over

around USD 4.2 million, but many lower-cost projects

were also being granted multi-year contracts. [The

Kathmandu Post]

The government has now introduced a clause

prohibiting projects with an initial budget allocation of

less than around USD 83,000 from applying for

resource guarantees. Multi-year contracts have put

pressure on the state treasury, and the amendment

aims to ensure high-priority projects receive sufficient

funding.

Nepal: Express to Tarai won't be over in

next three years under current laws, army

says

(lm) The construction of the Kathmandu-Tarai

Expressway in Nepal, which began over six years ago,

has only seen a little over a quarter of the project

completed, despite its original four-year timeline. The

government has extended the completion deadline

twice, with the current target set for April 2027.

However, even the Nepal Army, responsible for the

project, doubts its completion within this timeframe

due to various challenges. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Chief of Army Staff Prabhu Ram Sharma highlighted

issues related to outdated laws, particularly the Forest

Act and the Land Acquisition Act from the 1950s, which

need revision to facilitate faster progress. Delays in

obtaining clearances for tree removal and difficulties in

land acquisition in specific areas have also contributed

to the project's slow pace.

Nepal: Around 100 citizens serving in

Russian army reportedly missing

(lm) According to Nepal's Foreign Minister NP Saud, the

government has received complaints that

approximately 100 Nepali citizens serving in the

Russian army are missing or injured while fighting

Ukrainian forces. [The Kathmandu Post]

In light of this, the government has raised concerns

with the Russian government regarding Nepali

nationals serving in the army and has requested the

Russian ambassador in Nepal to convey these

concerns to the Russian government. The exact

number of Nepalis in the Russian army is yet to be

determined.

Pakistan: Supreme Court grants bail to

jailed ex-Premier Khan; release uncertain

(mr) Pakistan's Supreme Court on December 22

granted bail to former Prime Minister Imran Khan and

his deputy, ex-Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood

Qureshi, in a case related to the alleged leak of

classified information involving the United States while

they were in office. However, despite the bail, Khan

remains disqualified from contesting national elections

scheduled for February. [The Straits Times] [Reuters]

The charges against Khan and Qureshi stem from a

classified cable sent to Islamabad by Pakistan's

ambassador in Washington in March 2022. Khan

alleged that this cable documented the United States'

role in orchestrating the downfall of his government a

month later, with the assistance of Pakistan's powerful

military. The former premier claimed that the US was

punishing him for visiting Moscow a day before

Russia's invasion of Ukraine. Both Washington and

Pakistan's military vehemently deny Khan's allegations.

Earlier this month, Khan was re-indicted on the same

charges after a superior court struck down an earlier

indictment on procedural grounds [see AiR No. 51,
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December/2023, 3]. A guilty verdict in this case could

result in a maximum sentence of 14 years

imprisonment or even a death sentence under

Pakistan's legal framework.

Pakistan: High court restores opposition

PTI’s election symbol

(lm) The Peshawar High Court (PHC) has restored the

main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party's

election symbol 'bat' by suspending the Election

Commission of Pakistan (ECP)'s order calling the

party's intra-party polls "illegal." The court stated that

the party's election symbol will be restored in a final

decision on the petition, with a double bench set to

hear the matter after winter vacations. [Hindustan

Times]

This decision comes after the ECP declared PTI's intra-

party elections unlawful and stripped the party of its

symbol. PTI had filed a petition challenging this

decision and has now seen success in the PHC.

Pakistan: Two injured as ex-Chief Justice

Saqib Nisar’s house attacked with

grenade

(lm) Unidentified attackers threw explosives into the

house of former Chief Justice of the Supreme Court

Saqib Nisar in Lahore, Pakistan. Two police personnel

on duty at the residence were injured in the attack.

Nisar and his family members, who were inside the

house when the attack occurred, remained unhurt.

[Aaj English] [DAWN]

Saqib Nisar has been a controversial figure for his role

in the ousting of then-Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif.

Pakistan: March to protest excessive

arrests of Baluch men ends violently in

Islamabad

(lm) On December 21, police in the Pakistani capital

Islamabad used force to disperse a protest by Baluchis

who had marched hundreds of kilometers to draw

attention to the excessive arrests of Baluch men and

their alleged mistreatment by police. Several

protesters were reportedly injured by police during the

dispersal of the protest. [RadioFreeEurope]
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The march had begun in the Turbat district of

Balochistan Province and was aimed at demanding a

judicial inquiry into the death of Balach Maula Bakhsh,

who was allegedly killed in police custody in

November. The protesters also accused Pakistani

security agencies of abducting and extrajudicially

killing Baluch men, allegations that authorities deny.

Pakistan: Election Commission of Pakistan

extends deadline for filing nomination

papers by two days

(mha) The Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP) on

December 22 extended its deadline for filing

nomination papers for the February 8 general elections

by two days till December 24, but asserted that the

extension would not affect the poll date. With little

than a month left for polls, the electoral watchdog has

entered election mode. Last week, the commission

issued the election schedule, putting an end to

uncertainty surrounding the exercise. [Arab News]

[The News]

Pakistan: Ex-Premier Khan no longer part

of lists for registered political parties

(lm) Pakistan’s Election Commission has released an

updated roster of 175 officially registered political

parties in the country. Notably, the list no longer

includes jailed ex-Premier Imran Khan as the head of

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), marking PTI as a

leaderless political entity. The roster now incorporates

the faction led by Pervez Khattak, known as Pakistan

Tehreek-e-Insaf Parliamentarians (PTIP). [Geo News]

The updated list includes several prominent political

groups, including the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP),

Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), Balochistan

Awami Party, Awami Muslim League Pakistan (AMLP),

Awami National Party (ANP), Balochistan National Party

(BNP), Jamaat-e-Islami, Jamiat Ulema Islam, and

Muttahida Qaumi Movement-Pakistan (MQM-P),

among others.

Pakistan: Jailed ex-Premier Imran Khan

still barred from vote after conviction

appeal
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(mha/lm) A Pakistani court has rejected former Prime

Minister Imran Khan's plea to suspend his earlier

conviction in the so-called Toshakhana corruption

case, which disqualifies him from contesting elections.

The decision came just before the deadline for

submitting nomination papers for the upcoming

provincial and national assembly elections scheduled

for February 8. [Reuters]

Khan was sentenced to three years in jail on charges of

failing to disclose assets acquired from the sale of gifts

given by foreign dignitaries, which were supposed to

be kept in a state depository known as Toshakhana.

The conviction disqualified him from contesting

elections for five years. Khan's party, Pakistan Tehreek-

e-Insaf (PTI), plans to challenge the decision in the

Supreme Court. [The News]

The former premier has been in jail at Adiala prison in

Rawalpindi since late September in a separate case

related to the alleged leaking of state secrets.

Pakistan: Nawaz Sharif indirect blames

army for country’s misery, says 'we shot

ourselves on our own foot'

(lm) Nawaz Sharif, a three-times former Prime Minister

of Pakistan and supremo behind the Pakistan Muslim

League (Nawaz) party, has attributed the country's

economic challenges to its own actions, indirectly

pointing fingers at the powerful military establishment.

[Firstpost] [YouTube]

He stated that Pakistan's current state of economic

distress was not caused by India, the United States, or

Afghanistan but by its own internal issues, including

the imposition of a selected government through

rigged 2018 polls, which led to people's suffering and

economic decline. He also criticized the judiciary for

supporting military dictators while holding prime

ministers accountable, specifically targeting the former

chief of the Inter-Services Intelligence, Gen Faiz Hamid,

for his role in his ousting in 2017.

These comments were made following a significant

legal development on December 12 when the

Islamabad High Court (IHC) acquitted Sharif in the so-

called Al-Azizia steel mill corruption case [see AiR No.

50, December/2023, 2]. This legal victory removed a

major obstacle to his leadership of his party in the

upcoming elections. Prior to this, Sharif had already

been acquitted in the Avenfield corruption case, and

he received relief in the Flagship corruption case.
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Pakistan: Opposition PTI to challenge

delimitations in all high courts, leader

says

(lm) Lawyer and Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) leader

Latif Khosa announced that the party plans to

challenge delimitations in high courts across Pakistan.

Khosa, who recently joined PTI, criticized the federal

government's authority to ban a political party and

highlighted the difficulties faced by PTI candidates in

obtaining and filing nomination papers. [Aaj English]

Sri Lanka: Lawyers’ Collective urges

President to terminate appointment of

acting police chief

(lm) The Lawyers’ Collective, a prominent legal

advocacy group in Sri Lanka, has called on President

Ranil Wickremesinghe to terminate the appointment of

Deshabandu Tennakoon as Acting Inspector General of

Police (IGP) following a Supreme Court judgment. The

court found that Tennakoon and others had violated

the fundamental rights of a former army soldier,

ordering appropriate disciplinary action against

Tennakoon and other police officers. The Lawyers’

Collective believes that all officers found responsible

should be formally charged with the crime of torture

and suspended from service. [Sri Lanka Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Former health secretary

arrested over import of substandard

medicines

(lf) A former Sri Lankan health ministry secretary,

Janaka Chandraguptha, has been arrested by the

Criminal Investigation Department (CID) in connection

with the import of substandard Immunoglobulin

injections. This arrest is part of the CID's ongoing

investigation into a pharmaceutical procurement

racket, specifically related to the importation of 22,500

vials of faulty vaccines, said not to work as they were

advertised.

The CID revealed that the fraudulent importation was

carried out with the assistance of two senior state

officials, leading to a financial fraud of about USD 1.56

million. It was discovered that forged documents were

used in the importation process. As of now, several
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officials, including the Director of the Medical Supplies

Division, are in remand custody in connection with the

ongoing investigations.

Despite these arrests, concerns have been raised by

health professional trade unions that the CID's actions

seem to target lower-level individuals, leaving the

alleged masterminds behind the substandard

Immunoglobulin scandal at large. Other suspects in

the case include the owner of the pharmaceutical

company, the Chief Executive Officer of the National

Medicines Regulatory Authority (NMRA), and the

Director of Supply at the Ministry of Health. [Daily

Mirror] [News Wire] [The Island]

Sri Lanka: Nation-wide police crackdown

on drug operations results in nearly

15,000 arrests

(lf) A week-long, nation-wide operation, launched on

December 17 by the Public Security Ministry to crack

down on drug traffickers and organised crime, resulted

in the arrest of nearly 15,000 people. The operation led

to the seizure of nearly 440 kilograms of narcotics,

including cannabis, hashish, and heroin. Authorities

believe Sri Lanka is being used as a drug trafficking

transit point. [Daily Mirror] [Adaderana 1] [Adaderana

2]

The arrests have been criticized by rights activists who

claim that the raids were conducted without search

warrants and mainly targeted poor areas, focusing on

drug users and small-time dealers rather than large-

scale traffickers. [The Straits Times]

Sri Lanka: President grants amnesty to

more than 1,000 prisoners to mark

Christmas

(lm) Sri Lankan President Ranil Wickremesinghe has

granted amnesty to over 1,000 convicts and released

them from jails across the country as part of a

Christmas gesture. Among those freed were

individuals jailed for not being able to pay outstanding

fines. Sri Lanka's prisons are known for being

chronically overcrowded, with facilities designed to

hold 11,000 inmates currently accommodating nearly

30,000. [The Straits Times]
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Cambodia: Province governor and deputy

governor under investigation

(pm) The governor and deputy governor of Banteay

Meanchey province have been put under investigation.

The move came after over 100 families from two

villages had requested the Minister of Interior to

dismiss them from their offices citing their inability to

resolve land issues, corruption and falsely imprisoning

people. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Strict implementation of

forestry law ordered

(pm/dql) Prime Minister Hun Manet has mandated the

rigorous enforcement of forestry laws to combat

natural resource crimes, specifically targeting illegal

logging.

He has urged collaboration between the Ministry of

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishery and the Ministry of

Environment in this initiative.

Human rights and environmental activists express

apprehensions that the prime minister's directive may

succumb to the entrenched systemic corruption

pervasive in the country.

According to Global Forest Watch, Cambodia has lost

557,000 hectares of tree cover in protected areas
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between 2001-2018, or 11.7 percent of the total.

[Khmer Times] [Radio Free Asia] [Radio Free Asia]

Cambodia: Crackdown on any color

revolution ordered

(pm) The Cambodian military police received a

directive to quell any potential color revolution, as

announced by Deputy Prime Minister Neth Savoeun

during a meeting held on December 22. The purpose

of the meeting was to assess the military police's

accomplishments for the year and establish the action

plan for the upcoming year.

Savoeun highlighted the existence of potential hostile

forces, whether within Cambodia or in another

country, whose activities could lead to internal

insecurity, social issues, and even regional security

challenges. He emphasized that subversive elements

aim to sow division between Cambodia and its

neighbors or with other countries. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Strengthening ESG compliance

(pm) Fair Finance Cambodia (FFC), a coalition

established in 2019 to engage with key financial actors

to foster the social and environmental well-being of

vulnerable groups, has presented a study the

Cambodia’s gold mining industry.

Titled “Environmental, Social and Corporate

Governance (ESG) Practices of Gold Mining Industry in

Cambodia, the study identifies policy gaps in the

country’s green and sustainable economies and

provides an assessment on the alignment of policies

and practices within relevant institutions.

It further contains recommendations that suggest

“forging a consensus on common legal and technical

terms related to green economy and sustainable

finance, enhancing institutional capacity by integrating

long-term expertise, crafting suitable tools for

environmental and social impact assessment, and

addressing the knowledge and skills gap among

policymakers and practitioners in the domains of

green economy and sustainable finance.” [Phnom

Penh Post]
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Cambodia: USD 165 million social

assistance fund announced

(pm) The Cambodian government has announced that

it plans to allocate USD 165 million to support 2.8

million equity cardholders from about 700,000

households as part of the National Social Assistance

Program (NSAP).

The program includes cash support for pregnant

women and under 2-year-old children, scholarships for

primary and secondary school students from

economically depriving families, cash support for

people with disabilities and for elderly people from the

age of 60.

The plan is also designed to enhance healthcare

services during emergencies and crises as outline in

the National Social Protection Policy Framework

(NSPPF) 2016-2025. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Police reject human trafficking

accusations

(pm) Dismissing allegations from Thai media, the police

in Banteay Meanchey province have affirmed in a

December 23 statement that the nine Thai nationals

who were rescued near the Thai-Cambodia border

area were not escaping from human traffickers.

The police specified that the nine Thais got into a brawl

before setting fire to a room within the building in the

city of Poipet, a Cambodian gambling destination

located at the crossing point between the two

countries.

During the incident, they resorted to violence against

staff members attempting to de-escalate the situation.

Fearing potential legal consequences, the nine

individuals opted to enter Thailand by navigating a

barbed wire barrier near the Ban KlongLuek border

checkpoint in Thailand's Sa Kaeo province, resulting in

injuries to their bodies. The police emphasized that no

evidence was discovered indicating the use of violence

by Cambodian employers against the individuals

involved in the altercation.

The police's clarification followed assertions from a

civil society organization named "People Network in Sa

Kaeo Province," which claimed that individuals

employed in the casino sought help, asserting escape

from a human trafficking situation. The group's leader

mentioned a trafficking ring allegedly led by a Chinese
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national suspected of committing violence, including

murder, against Thai laborers in Cambodia. [Khmer

Times]

Indonesia: Vice-presidential debate held

(dql) Following the presidential debate on December

12 [see AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3], December 22

saw the second of five televised debate in the context

of the upcoming presidential election featuring the

three vice-presidential candidates Gibran Rakabuming

Raka, 36-year-old son of current Indonesian president

Joko “Jokowi’ Widodo and mayor of the city of

Surakarta; Muhaimin Iskandar, Speaker of the People's

Representative Council since 2019, and the chairman

of the National Awakening Party (PKB), and

Mohammad Mahfud MD, Coordinating Minister for

Political, Legal, and Security Affairs.

The debate focused on the country’s economy, with

three candidates presenting their respective economic

vision, mission and programs.

The development project of the Nusantara’s capital in

East Kalimantan, worth about USD 32 billion and

scheduled to be completed in 2045, became a

particular subject of contention during the debate.

While Mahfud voiced concerns over the government’s

dependence on the national budget and warned of

potential land ownership issues and the lack of private

investors, Muhaimin emphasized infrastructure

projects over ambitious costly projects, suggesting that

allocations should be channeled to road and school

constructions. Gibran, for his part, highlighted the

ongoing construction of infrastructure as a catalyst for

economic growth, along with job creation and a symbol

of the development transformation in the country.

[The Sun] [The Straits Times]

Gibran, Muhamin, and Mahfud are running mates on

the presidential tickets of Defense Minister Prabowo

Subianto, Jakarta governor and former Minister of

Education Anies Baswedan, and former Central Java

Governor Ganjar Pranowo.

Latest polls see Prabowo comfortably leading in the

presidential race with 46.7 percent, followed by Ganjar

with 24.5 percent. Support for Anies stands at 21

percent.  [Channel News Asia]
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Indonesia: Suspicious transactions

involving trillions of rupiah emerge amid

election campaign

(jb) As Indonesia gears up for its monumental single-

day elections on February 14, 2024, suspicious

transactions involving trillions of rupiah have been

unveiled, implicating thousands of individuals

associated with "all political parties."

The Financial Transaction Reports and Analysis Centre

(PPATK) revealed that these irregularities, totaling tens

of millions of dollars, may point to potential illicit

payments. The PPATK did not disclose specific

candidates but emphasized its focus on investigating

the accounts of registered legislative candidates.

The revelations have triggered concerns about the

influence of money in Indonesia's elections. According

to the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK),

financial resources play a crucial role, with success in

legislative and regional head elections being 95.5

percent determined by money. The funds are typically

utilized to buy votes, mobilize campaign machinery,

and pay political dowries.

The discovery has exposed flaws in the system,

indicating that legislative candidates have managed

funds without proper accountability mechanisms.

Experts argue that existing regulations fail to ensure

transparency in the receipt and expenditure of

campaign funds.

President Joko Widodo has directed law enforcement

to follow up on the PPATK's findings, emphasizing

adherence to existing rules. As election oversight

bodies review the irregular transactions, calls grow for

proactive measures to curb money politics and

potential investigations under money laundering laws.

[Channel News Asia]

Indonesia: Firli Bahuri resigns from KPK

(yr) The inactive chairman of the Indonesian

Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK), Firli Bahuri,

submitted his resignation through a letter dated

December 18.

Despite the resignation, the KPK Supervisory Board

confirmed that it will continue its ethical examination

of Firli until a presidential decision for his resignation is

issued. [Kompas]
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Firli's resignation occurred after he was named a

suspect by Polda Metro Jaya in the alleged extortion

case [see, AiR No. 48, November/2023, 4].

In a separate move, KPK arrested North Maluku

Governor Abdul Gani Kasuba for alleged infrastructure

corruption (see article below).

Indonesia: KPK arrests North Maluku

governor

(yr) On December 20, the Indonesian Corruption

Eradication Commission (KPK) detained the Governor

of North Maluku, Abdul Gani Kasuba, and 17 other

people in a sting operation related to alleged

corruption in infrastructure projects.

From this sting operation, the KPK named seven

suspects, including Abdul, and confiscated around IDR

725 million (approximately USD 46,850) in cash from

the total alleged receipt of IDR 2.2 billion

(approximately USD 142,000).

Abdul is suspected of being involved in determining

the auction winner for a project with a budget of more

than IDR 500 billion (approximately USD 32.3 million) in

North Maluku and receiving money for personal

interests and promotions in the North Maluku

Provincial Government. [Jakarta Post] [Tempo, in

Indonesian]

In a related development, a director of nickel mining

company Trimegah Bangun Persada (Harita Nickel),

was also arrested for alleged bribery in this case.

[Reuters]

Indonesia: Blue Bird investment in eco-

friendly transportation at new capital

(yr) President Joko Widodo introduced eco-friendly

public transportation in Nusantara, the country's new

capital, with investment from the Bluebird Group, an

Indonesian private transportation company, valued at

IDR 250 billion (approximately USD 6.15 million).

Consisting of integrated supporting facilities and

electric-powered rapid transit buses, taxis, and rental

cars, this launch is part of the Nusantara concept,

which emphasizes environmental sustainability and

sustainability.
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It is anticipated that this initiative will make

Nusantara's environment cleaner and healthier

[Tempo].

Indonesia: Palm oil companies fined USD

310 million for operating in forests

(lm) Indonesia has announced fines totaling 4.8 trillion

rupiah (approximately USD 310 million) for palm oil

companies operating within forest areas. These fines

come after Indonesia identified around 200,000

hectares of oil palm plantations in designated forest

zones, which are to be returned to the state for

reforestation. [The Straits Times]

The fines are part of efforts to regulate plantations

operating in areas meant for forests, and companies

were required to submit paperwork and pay fines to

secure cultivating rights by November 2, 2023. While

3.3 million hectares of the country's nearly 17 million

hectares of palm plantation are in forest areas, only

owners of 1.67 million hectares have been identified so

far.

Indonesia: Building of temporary shelters

for Rohingya refugees stopped

(jb) The Indonesian government has declared that it

will stop building temporary shelters for Rohingya

refugees. The decision, rooted in concerns of human

trafficking orchestrating the surge in arrivals, was

announced after the 2023 National Conference of

Friends of Witnesses and Victims.

Human traffickers, as per Coordinating Minister for

Political, Legal, and Security Affairs Mahfud,

deliberately route Rohingya refugees through

Indonesia to other nations for illicit purposes, leading

to arrests. With existing shelters full due to the

increasing refugee influx, local communities, especially

in Aceh, have rejected their presence. 

Mahfud affirmed the government's decision to halt

shelter provision while emphasizing continued

humanitarian aid for the refugees. In an earlier

statement, he affirmed Indonesia’s right to reject

Rohingya refugees as the 1951 Refugee Convention

has not been ratified.

Neighboring countries like Malaysia and Australia are

no longer accepting Rohingya refugees. [Antara News]
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Laos: Farmed fish die off in ponds near

Chinese-owned banana plantations

(wn) Fish in ponds adjacent to Chinese-owned banana

plantations near the capital of Laos have experienced

mass mortality. Residents speculate a potential link to

toxic chemical runoff employed in banana cultivation.

The presence of Chinese-owned banana plantations in

Laos has generated environmental and social

concerns, primarily attributed to loosely regulated

long-term land concessions. A local resident notes that

prior to the plantation's initiation, the area's ponds

faced no fish mortality issues.

In 2019, Laos' Ministry of Agriculture and Forest

reported 90 companies overseeing 15,000 hectares (58

square miles) of banana plantations nationwide.

However, as of 2022, with the Lao government's

approval, the Statistics Bureau under the Ministry of

Planning and Investment disclosed an expansion to

approximately 26,190 hectares (101 square miles) of

banana plantations. Data for 2023 awaits release.

In 2016, former Prime Minister Thongloun Sisoulith

informed the Lao National Assembly of the

government's stance against large-scale banana farms,

citing adverse effects on local communities and the

environment resulting from chemical usage. [RFA]

Laos: Government refutes allegations of

Luang Prabang heritage status in danger  

(wn) The Lao government has recently denied claims

from a Thai YouTube channel that Luang Prabang town

will likely lose its status as a World Heritage site.

However, a report from UNESCO in March raised

concerns about the impact of the Luang Prabang

Hydropower Project (LFPP) on the town's heritage

sites. The report warns of potential adverse effects on

the town's cultural and historical significance. [The

Laotian Times]

Malaysia: Anti-Corruption Commission

seizes Menara Ilham building

(ba) Menara Ilham, a 60-storey building owned by the

family of former finance minister Tun Daim Zainuddin,
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has been seized by the Malaysian Anti-Corruption

Commission (MACC).

The tower is believed to be linked to an USD 645

million state fund embezzlement case involving a

corporate figure and former senior minister. [The Sun]

[Astro Awani, in Malay]

Malaysia: USD 90 million imposed on five

companies for creating a “Chicken Cartel”

(ba) The Malaysian Competition Commission (MyCC)

has imposed fines totaling 90 million USD on five

companies for their involvement in a "chicken cartel"

aimed at price-fixing.

The investigation revealed that the five companies,

identified as the major producers of chicken feed in

the country, violated the Act by engaging in

agreements amongst themselves with the intent of

"preventing, restricting, or distorting competition"

within any market for goods or services.

The companies facing fines are Walls Poultry

Development Center Sdn Bhd, FFM Bhd, Gold Coin

Feedmills (Malaysia) Sdn Bhd, Leong Hup Feedmill

Malaysia Sdn Bhd, and PK Agro-Industrial Products (M)

Sdn Bhd. [Free Malaysia Today] [The Star]

Malaysia: Government mulls legislation to

curb influx of illegal foreign workers

(ba) A proposed "Anti-Ali Baba" law is under

consideration to address the issue of Malaysians

illegally leasing licenses to foreign workers without

meeting specific conditions, according to Rafizi Ramli,

the Economy Minister.

This law is part of the measures being taken by the

Economy Ministry to curb the illegal operation of

businesses by foreign workers in the country.

In response to a query about laws being drafted to

control the significant influx of foreigners benefiting

from government subsidies, Rafizi explained that the

proposed "Anti-Ali Baba" law is one of the initiatives.

The term "Ali Baba" is often used colloquially to

describe a situation where a local individual fronting

for a foreigner allows them to operate a business in

violation of regulations. Rafizi acknowledged that the

influx of foreigners dominating certain areas is a
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consequence of actions taken decades ago. The

proposed law aims to address and rectify such

situations, ensuring that businesses operate within

legal frameworks and conditions. [The Star]

Malaysia: Bangladeshi workers detained

in Kota Tinggi assisted by Human

Resources Ministry

(ba) The Ministry of Human Resources has pledged

assistance to Bangladeshi workers in Kota Tinggi,

Johor, who claim to have been deceived by recruitment

agents.

Minister Steven Sim announced that the ministry will

summon the employers mentioned in the foreign

workers' documents and relevant agencies to aid in the

investigation. Sim emphasized that the ministry's

support is grounded in humanitarian considerations.

However, he clarified that the freeze on applications

for migrant workers would remain in effect for the

time being.

The minister also revealed plans to meet with Home

Minister Datuk Seri Saifuddin Nasution Ismail to

discuss policy improvements related to migrant

workers.

This initiative follows the circulation of a viral video

depicting 171 Bangladeshi men walking in a large

group, raising concerns among local residents.

Superintendent Hussin Zamora, the Kota Tinggi district

police chief, reported that the incident occurred on

December 20, prompting the armed forces to file a

report on the same day. [New Straits Times]

Malaysia: Police raid Rohingya settlement

areas

(ba) The police have raided a location claimed to be a

Rohingya ethnic settlement in Kampung Parit Haji Ali.

Launched after the detection of a viral video on social

media about residents' anxiety over the presence of

the ethnic group in the area on 12 December 2023, the

operation saw 19 Myanmar nationals arrested, of

whom 18 appeared to be card holders of the United

Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR). They

were released.
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The remaining person was detained as he was not able

to present any valid travel documents. [Astro Awani, in

Malay]

Myanmar: Supreme Court dismisses

special appeal in bribery conviction of

Aung san Suu Kyi

(sk) Myanmar's Supreme Court has rejected Aung San

Suu Kyi's special appeal against a corruption

conviction.

The ousted leader, serving a 27-year sentence, faces

accusations of receiving a USD 600,000 bribe and

seven gold bars from a former political colleague.

The closed trial occurred amid ongoing challenges for

Suu Kyi's legal team, including limited access to their

client. [The Star]

Myanmar: Civil society organizations

accuse military junta of starving and

arresting civilians to "instill fear"

(jw) Civil society organizations reported that more than

170 civilians in Rakhine State have been arrested since

fighting between the Arakan Army and the military

regime resumed last month.

A former Lower House lawmaker from Buthidaung

Town said, "The regime can’t defeat the AA, so it has

been arresting and prosecuting civilians to instill fear."

He further accused the military junta of starving

Rakhine State residents, explaining that the regime

had imposed travel restrictions and cut off food

delivery.

In addition, internally displaced persons in Myanmar

have been arrested for leaving camps. Residents of the

camps said that they are running out of food, but the

military will not allow them to enter the town for food.

The regime has persistently denied reports of civilian

arrests in the Rakhine State, calling them

disinformation used to drive wedges between the

regime and local communities. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Residents accuse armed groups

of forcibly recruiting soldiers
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(jw) Residents of Shan State have accused the Shan

State Progress Party (SSPP) of forcibly recruiting ethnic

Shan and Lisu villagers in Nawnghkio Township in the

northern part of the state.

They explained that forced recruitment began early

December when the armed group started holding

villagers hostage in exchange for able-bodied men.

Otherwise, residents said, the village would be forced

to pay a ransom to free the hostages.

Villagers have reported the issue to the Ta’ang National

Liberation Army and People’s Defense Forces, but

response has been limited as conflict between the

military regime and rebel forces continues to escalate.

Likewise, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance

Army reportedly threatened to confiscate property if

civilians do not enlist. A video posted on social media

depicted a soldier telling civilians sheltered at a

monastery that families with two sons or three

children of either gender must enlist one, and families

with five children must supply two. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Advances in territory by

Karenni resistance forces in Demoso

township

(sk) Resistance forces have gained control over most of

Karenni State's Demoso Township after capturing

multiple junta posts, forcing the remaining military

units to retreat to two sites near a dam.

[MyanmarNow]

The attack on Demoso grew originated from an

offensive, which aimed to push military forces out of

Loikaw, the capital of Karenni State, seen as the last

military stronghold in the state.

Multiple anti-junta groups, including the Karenni Army,

Karenni Nationalities Defence Force, Karenni National

People's Liberation Front, and the National Unity

Government's People's Defence Force, participated in

the operation.

Myanmar: Kawtnwe Bridge on Myawady-

Kawkareik Asia Highway destroyed in

mine attack

(sk) The Kawtnwe Bridge on the Myawady-Kawkareik

Asia Highway was destroyed in a mine attack, with a
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joint team from the PDF detonating and collapsing the

205-foot long and 36-foot wide reinforced concrete

structure between mile post 141 and 142 in Kawkareik

Township, Kayin State, on December 15.

The bridge is currently impassable, and efforts are

underway by relevant authorities to restore the

damaged structure.

Security forces are actively pursuing those responsible

for the mine attack to ensure peace and stability in the

area. [ElevenMyanmar]

 identified 19 food items containing prohibited

preservatives and unacceptable dye. [ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar: Mine Attack causes destruction

section of Yangon-Mandalay railway

(sk) The Yangon-Mandalay railway section between

Minsu Station and Kyaukse Station was subjected to a

mine attack, resulting in the destruction of the tracks,

as declared by the State Administration Council's

information team.

The incident damaged the concrete slip blocks on the

bridge approach, necessitating the temporary closure

of the tracks between the two stations. Swift response

from security forces and officials ensured timely area

security and mine clearance.

Notably, from February 1, 2021, to December 19, there

have been 130 mine attacks in the railway and train

station areas, including 46 on railroads and 12 arson

attacks on station buildings and staff residences across

the entire Myanmar railway network. [ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar: Military junta shuts down

Rakhine coastal waterways

(jw) Myanmar's military junta called in airstrikes and

naval bombardments against Arakan Army forces on

Ramree Island in Rakhine State.

The island plays host to a China-funded deep seaport

that will serve as Beijing’s gateway to the Indian Ocean

when completed. Work on the port and a nearby

special economic zone has been delayed as a result of

the conflict.

Local media additionally reported that civilians were

killed and wounded in the attack of the town. The
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Myanmar military junta has since banned all water

traffic near the island until February 2024. [Myanmar

Now]

Overall, the clashes on Ramree Island and other

ongoing fighting highlight the fragility of the China-

brokered December 14 cease-fire [see AiR No. 51,

December/2023, 3]. Humanitarian efforts have been

hampered, and the delivery of aid has halted. [Nikkei

Asia]

Myanmar: Brotherhood Alliance takes

control of additional ethnic Zone in

northern Shan State

(sk) The Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA) has

seized Mantong Town, completing its control of the

Palaung Self-Administered Zone in northern Shan

State. The town was captured after the TNLA routed

the junta’s Infantry Battalion 130.

Despite taking over, residents are reluctant to return

due to fear of junta airstrikes.

Operation 1027, led by the Brotherhood Alliance, has

now seized 10 towns in northern Shan State, while

allied forces have captured towns in other regions.

[Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Junta faces losses during five

days of resistance offensives

(sk) Myanmar's junta suffered losses in the past days

as People’s Defense Forces and ethnic armed

organizations intensified attacks across the country.

Notable incidents occurred in Shan, Rakhine, Sagaing,

Mandalay, and Magwe.

The Ta’ang National Liberation Army claimed control of

Mantong Town in northern Shan after clashes with

junta forces. In Rakhine’s Mrauk-U, the Arakan Army

clashed with regime forces, leading to civilian

casualties.

Drone strikes targeted a military unit in Sagaing. In

Mandalay, land mine ambushes resulted in junta

casualties. Myingyan Black Tiger bombed regime forces

in Magwe, while Chinland Defense Force ambushed

junta troops in Gangaw, Magwe, causing casualties.

[Irrawaddy]
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Myanmar: Junta pilot says military is

targeting schools, hospitals, and camps

(jw) Captured Myanmar junta pilot Major Khaing Thant

Moe admitted that the military has been using

airstrikes to target civilian hospitals, schools, and

refugee camps.

The air force pilot was captured after his K-8W fighter

jet crashed on November 11 and was arrested on

November 19. In a video released by the Interim

Executive Council of Karenni State, Khaing Thant Moe

said that the air force had attacked hospitals and

schools in Hpruso and Demoso townships in the

Karenni State.

The Myanmar Air Force has faced criticism for a bloody

airstrike campaign that has resulted in significant

civilian casualties. According to a report by Nyan Lynn

Thit Analytica, an organization that monitors junta

atrocities, the air force carried out 902 airstrikes

between February 2021 and August 2023 that resulted

in approximately 687 civilian deaths. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Independence monument

reportedly destroyed

(sk) On December 21, Palaung State Liberation

Front/Ta’ang National Liberation Army (PSLF/TNLA)

reportedly demolished the Independence Monument

in norther Shan State city of Namhkam, which they

control.

A video shows a stone pillar in Namhkam being

demolished by a backhoe, with an armed person

nearby.

There's uncertainty about whether it's the

Independence Monument. The Shan Herald Agency for

News reports the pillar is in front of Smile tea shop,

destroyed by TNLA on December 21.

Clashes occurred between Tatmadaw and TNLA in

Namhkam, leading to TNLA capturing all camps by

December 19. The battles resulted in casualties,

aviation attacks by Tatmadaw, and TNLA seizing

weapons and equipment. TNLA reported 49 killed and

145 wounded in an attack on the Sakhan Thit base.

[ElevenMyanmar]
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Myanmar: Natural gas export revenues

decline

(sk) Myanmar's natural gas exports during the first

eight months of the 2023-2024 fiscal year amounted to

over USD 2.3 billion, as reported by the Ministry of

Commerce.

However, this figure reflects a decline compared to the

same period in the previous fiscal year, with the first

quarter showing exports worth over USD 841.1 million,

down by over USD 67 million from 2022-2023.

Despite the decrease, the country earned nearly USD 4

billion from natural gas exports in the entire 2022-2023

fiscal year, with the highest income occurring in the

third quarter.

This follows a trend of fluctuating earnings in recent

years, including a drop in 2019-2020 compared to

2018-2019, and a peak in 2021 with total exports

surpassing USD 3.15 billion. [ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar: Military junta accused of war

crimes over response to rebel offensive

(lm) Amnesty International has issued a report accusing

Myanmar's military of likely committing indiscriminate

attacks on civilians and employing banned cluster

munitions in its ongoing conflict with ethnic minority

insurgent groups. This development comes as the

military junta faces one of its most significant

battlefield challenges since the coup in 2021, with

coordinated rebel assaults occurring in Shan state,

which shares a border with China, and western

Rakhine state. [Amnesty International] [The Straits

Times]

Amnesty International highlighted evidence pointing to

an airstrike in Shan state earlier in December,

suggesting the use of cluster munitions. The Ta'ang

National Liberation Army, part of the Three

Brotherhood Alliance, reported that this strike resulted

in the death of a resident and injuries to five

individuals.

In Rakhine state, civilians have reportedly endured a

range of human rights abuses, including looting,

arbitrary arrests, inhumane treatment, and torture,

according to Amnesty International, which conducted

interviews with ten civilians.

In a separate development, Human Rights Watch

accused one rebel alliance group, the Myanmar
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National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), of

abducting and forcibly recruiting fleeing civilians in

Shan state, which, according to the organization,

violated the laws of war.

Myanmar: UNOCHA reports one-third of

population requires humanitarian

assistance

(sk) Approximately one-third of Myanmar's population,

totaling 18.6 million people, is in urgent need of

humanitarian aid, marking an increase of one million

from the previous year, as revealed by the United

Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian

Affairs (UNOCHA).

This information is part of the UNOCHA's report on

Myanmar's humanitarian needs and programs for

2024.

The report paints a bleak picture of the country's

humanitarian situation three years after the 2021

political transition. The dire circumstances affect

children significantly, with six million children facing

homelessness, lack of access to healthcare and

education, food shortages, and malnutrition.

These vulnerable children require protection from

various threats, including recruitment by soldiers and

psychological trauma, according to the UNOCHA

statement. Economic difficulties, food shortages,

agricultural challenges, and inflation are exacerbating

financial hardships for many families, leading to

increased nutritional deficiencies.

The healthcare system is under severe strain, and

millions of people lack access to safe shelter and

drinking water.

Women and individuals with disabilities are

disproportionately affected by these conditions.

Humanitarian organizations aim to provide emergency

assistance to 5.3 million people by 2024, requiring USD

994 million in funding, according to the UNOCHA

statement. [ElevenMyanmar]

The Philippines: President Marcos Jr. signs

record USD 103 billion 2024 budget into

law
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(lb) Philippines President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. recently

signed a substantial budget of USD 103.36 billion for

the upcoming year, emphasizing its focus on battling

poverty, enhancing border security, and stimulating

economic growth. [Daily Express Malaysia]

Promising responsible fiscal management, Marcos

highlighted the importance of efficient spending and

avoiding excessive borrowing to safeguard the future

generations from inheriting debt. While specific

allocations within the budget are yet to be disclosed,

the constitution mandates prioritizing the education

sector.

Despite economic challenges, including soaring

inflation and the anticipated impact of the El Nino

weather phenomenon in 2024, the country has revised

its GDP growth target range downward to 6.5 percent

to 7.5 percent to accommodate potential setbacks in

agricultural production due to extreme weather

conditions.

Notably, President Marcos Jr. vetoed two provisions in

the 2024 national budget, rejecting the creation of a

revolving fund for the Department of Justice (DOJ) and

the implementation of the National Government's

Career Executive Service Development Program

(NGCESDP). He explained that there is no law allowing

the DOJ to create a revolving fund and that the

NGCESDP does not relate to any particular

appropriation in the budget. [CNN Philippines]

The Philippines: Hiring of priests by

government entity not allowed under

constitution

(lb) The Commission on Audit (COA) in the Philippines

has reminded the Capiz State University (CapSU) that

the hiring of a priest or religious minister by a

government entity such as a state university is

prohibited under the country's constitution. [Rappler]

The COA stated that public funds or property cannot

be used for the benefit or support of any religious sect,

church, denomination, or religious teacher, except

when such individuals are assigned to specific

institutions like the armed forces or government

orphanages.

The COA found that CapSU had hired a priest through

a contract of service and ordered the university to

refund the wages paid to the priest and discontinue

such hiring practices. CapSU had argued that it hired

the priest to address student suicides related to
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depression and personal problems, but the COA

countered that this was not within the priest's scope of

work.

The Philippines: Department of Trade and

Industry prepares roadmap for

development of halal industries

(lb) The Philippine Department of Trade and Industry is

working on a national roadmap for the halal industry

as it aims to expand its domestic halal sector and tap

into the global halal market, which is estimated to be

worth over USD 7 trillion. The roadmap will involve

various government agencies and stakeholders and is

focused on raising USD 4 billion in investments and

generating around 120,000 jobs in the halal industry

over the next five years. [AzerNews]

The Philippines: Budget for a permanent

base at Second Thomas Shoal

(lm) The Philippines Congress has allocated funding for

the construction of a permanent structure at Second

Thomas Shoal in the South China Sea, where the

Philippines Navy currently occupies a garrison aboard

a wrecked landing ship. The specific amount allocated

for the construction project was not disclosed, but

Senator Chiz Escudero had previously proposed

allocating USD 1.8 million for the project. [The

Maritime Executive]

The Philippines Senate ratified the country's 2024

national budget, which includes additional expenditure

for the Department of National Defense, with the

Philippines Navy receiving the majority of the

additional defense budget to enhance its capabilities

for patrolling the seas and addressing challenges in the

West Philippine Sea.

The Philippines: Communist Party

declares two-day ceasefire to mark its

55th founding anniversary

(lb) The Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) from

December 24-26 observed a two-day ceasefire to mark

its 55th founding anniversary. [PhilStar]

The CCP was founded in 1968 with the aim of

establishing a communist state through armed
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revolution. The CPP is associated with the New

People's Army (NPA), which is its armed wing. The NPA

has been involved in a protracted insurgency against

the Philippine government. The Philippine government

and several other countries have designated the CPP-

NPA as a terrorist organization.

Singapore: Two international judges

appointed to Singapore International

Commercial Court from 2024

(lm) Two international judges, Justice James Michael

Peck from the United States and Justice James Leslie

Bain Allsop from Australia, have been appointed to the

Singapore International Commercial Court (SICC) for a

three-year term starting from January 5, 2024. The

SICC, established in 2015, serves as an international

court in Singapore for resolving international

commercial disputes through methods such as

mediation and arbitration. [The Straits Times]

Justice Peck has over 40 years of experience in the

private sector, with a focus on bankruptcy, creditors'

rights, business restructuring, financial contracts,

mediation, and dispute resolution. Justice Allsop, who

previously served as the Chief Justice of the Federal

Court of Australia, specializes in commercial law,

maritime and transport law, insurance law, taxation,

and private and public international law.

Singapore: 41 victims lost more than USD

1.9 million to fake 'MAS officials' since

January

(lm) The Singapore Police Force (SPF) and the Monetary

Authority of Singapore (MAS) have issued a warning

about a variant of the "government officials scam," in

which scammers impersonate officials from MAS. Since

January, there have been 41 victims who have suffered

losses totaling more than USD 1.9 million [Mothership]

Singapore: No indication of funds flowing

into country via charities to support

terrorism

(lb) The Commissioner of Charities (COC) in Singapore

has released a toolkit for charities to help them

identify and mitigate the risk of terrorist financing
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abuse. The toolkit aims to prevent non-profit groups

and charities from being exploited by terrorists and

terrorist groups to raise or move funds or support

terrorism-related operations. [The Star]

While there is currently no indication of overseas funds

flowing into Singapore via the local charity sector for

terrorism-related activities, the COC's toolkit is

intended to help charities strengthen their governance

structures and financial controls, carry out due

diligence checks on donors and partners, and ensure

the legitimacy and lawfulness of donated funds.

Thailand: Supreme Court acquits ex-

Premier Yingluck in malfeasance case

(msz/lm) The Criminal Division for Holders of Political

Positions of Thailand’s Supreme Court on December 26

acquitted former Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra

of malfeasance, following two prior postponements.

Furthermore, the court rescinded an arrest warrant for

Yingluck, which had been issued when she did not

appear in court for her trial in the case back in

November of the previous year. [Bangkok Post]

The alleged abuse of power occurred on September

30, 2011, when then-Prime Minister Yingluck signed an

order to transfer Thawil Pliesnri from his position as

secretary-general of the National Security Council

(NSC) to an adviser to the prime minister. The cabinet

approved the appointment of Pol Gen Wichean

Potephosree as Thawil's replacement at the NSC.

Subsequently, Yingluck, in her role as chairwoman of

the Police Commission, recommended the

appointment of Pol Gen Priewphan Damapong, her

close relative and then deputy police chief, as the

national police chief to fill the vacancy left by Pol Gen

Wichean. This recommendation was approved by the

Police Commission.

This week, the court ruled that Yingluck had no

intention of causing damage and it was a normal

transfer, not part of a plot to vacate the position of

national police chief and appoint a relative to the job.

Thailand: Structure for constitution

rewriting assembly taking shape

(bk) The head of the sub-committee tasked with

gathering public opinion on a proposed rewrite of the

constitution has announced that the new constitution
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drafting assembly will consist of 77 provincial

representatives and 23 experts from various fields.

[Bangkok Post]

The 23 assembly members will include experts in

public law, political science, public administration,

politics, and charter drafting. Two representatives each

will be chosen from children's and youth organizations,

women's groups, organizations focused on elderly

rights, disability advocacy, and gender diversity

promotion.

Against this backdrop, the opposition Move Forward

Party (MFP) insists that all assembly members should

be elected, not selected by parliament, proposing a

three-ballot process for provincial representatives,

expert group representatives, and other group

representatives.

In October, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin appointed

a 35-member committee to assess the feasibility of

conducting a referendum to amend the constitution,

which was originally drafted in 2017 following a 2014

military coup, and disproportionately concentrates

power among unelected officials and the armed forces.

On December 25, the sub-committee responsible for

assessing public sentiment regarding a referendum

submitted its conclusion to the government-appointed

amendment committee. Notably, three referenda were

the most common choice proposed in the hearings:

The first referendum will gauge public support for the

constitution-amending proposal, with the other two to

follow at a later stage.

At the same time, during the hearings, concerns about

the cost of organizing the referenda were raised, with

suggestions to coincide them with local elections to

reduce expenses. The estimated cost for the three

referenda is approximately THB 9.6 billion.

Thailand: Prime Minister Srettha affirms

coalition’s stability, rules out Cabinet

reshuffle talks

(msz) Thai Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has assured

that the coalition government led by Pheu Thai Party

composed of 314 MPs is stable and does not require

the inclusion of the opposition Democrat Party’s 25

lawmkers. He also dismissed rumors of an imminent

Cabinet reshuffle and explained that while numerically

including the Democrat Party might be better, it could

bring complications, especially in sharing ministries.

[The Nation]
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Thailand: Ex-Move Forward Party leader

Pita prime ministerial frontrunner in

fourth quarter survey

(bk) Pita Limjaroenrat, former leader of the main

opposition Move Forward Party (MFP), has emerged as

the preferred candidate for the position of prime

minister in a survey conducted for the fourth quarter

of 2023 by the National Institute of Development

Administration. [Bangkok Post]

The preferences for the prime ministerial post are as

follows: 39.40 percent support for Pita of the MFP,

citing his leadership and vision for the new generation;

22.35 percent for Srettha Thavisin, the current prime

minister, based on his knowledge, ability, and

straightforwardness, along with support for the Pheu

Thai Party; 18.60 percent believe that nobody is

suitable for the post; 5.75 percent support Pheu Thai

leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra due to her status as a

new generation politician and backing for the Pheu

Thai Party and the Shinawatra family's past

achievements.

In terms of current political party support, the MFP

leads with 44.05 percent, followed by the Pheu Thai

Party (24.05 percent) and the Democrat Party (3.60

percent).

Thailand: Constitutional Court to rule in

Pita, Move Forward Party case on January

31

(lm) The Thai Constitutional Court has scheduled

January 31 as the date for delivering its verdict in a

case involving former Move Forward Party leader and

prime ministerial candidate Pita Limjaroenrat and the

party. They are accused of attempting to undermine

Thailand's constitutional democracy with the King as

the head of state through their campaign to amend the

royal defamation law, specifically Section 112 of the

Criminal Code. [Bangkok Post]

The petitioner claims that this campaign violates

Section 49 of the Constitution, which prohibits

individuals from using their rights or freedoms to

overthrow the democratic government with the King as

the Head of State. Therefore, the petition is aimed at

blocking a way of violating the royal institution, not the

dissolution of the Move Forward Party.
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Thailand: Constitutional Court sets

January 24 for verdict in Pita’s iTV

shareholding case

(tt) Thailand’s Constitutional Court is set to announce

its verdict in the iTV shareholding case against the

former leader of the country’s main opposition Move

Forward Party, Pita Limjaroenrat, at the end of January.

The court completed hearings with three key

witnesses, including Pita, on December 20. [The

Nation]

The case revolves around allegations that Pita violated

constitutional provisions by holding shares in a media

firm while seeking to take part in the May general

election. Pita has argued that iTV is no longer an active

media company and that he didn't own the shares but

only managed them as part of an estate left behind by

his father, who passed away in 2006.

In another case against the Move Forward Party,

witnesses are scheduled to testify on December 25,

concerning allegations related to attempts to

undermine the constitutional monarchy system.

Thailand: Justice Minister denies jailed ex-

Premier Thaksin’s special privilege

accusations

(msz) Responding to a parliamentary question,

Thailand's Justice Minister, Tawee Sodsong, on

December 21 refuted accusations by opposition

lawmakers of special privileges for jailed ex-Prime

Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, clarifying that Thaksin's

stay at the Police General Hospital is due to genuine

illness and has been approved by the Corrections

Department's director-general and recommended by

attending doctors. [Thai PBS World]

Thaksin returned to Thailand on August 22, after

spending 15 years in self-imposed exile abroad, to

begin serving a prison sentence for corruption cases

dating back to his tenure as Prime Minister from 2001

to 2006. Initially facing an eight-year term, his sentence

was reduced to one year following a royal pardon.

Notably, Thaksin has not spent a single day in a

traditional prison facility; instead, he has been

transferred to a prison hospital and subsequently to

the Police General Hospital, citing various medical

ailments requiring specialized treatment.
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Against this backdrop, and in light of growing concerns

about a possible preferential treatment, Deputy Prime

Minister Somsak Thepsutin confirmed on December 20

that Thaksin will be eligible to be detained outside

prison under a new regulation that allows for the

detention of qualified inmates elsewhere. Somsak,

who served as justice minister under the previous

government, said Thaksin was among roughly 10,000

inmates who meet the criteria set out in the regulation,

which was issued and took effect earlier this month

[see AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3]. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Cabinet approves USD 100.6

billion budget bill for fiscal 2024

(bk/lm) Thailand's Cabinet on December 26 approved

the fiscal 2024 expenditure budget bill, with planned

government spending of 3.48 trillion baht

(approximately USD 100.6 billion). This budget

represents a 9.3 percent increase from the fiscal 2023

budget and includes allocations for fixed expenditures,

compensation to treasury reserves, investments, loan

repayments, and borrowing to compensate for the

budget deficit. The bill is scheduled for its first reading

in the House of Representatives on January 3 and 4,

with subsequent readings and deliberation in the

Senate before receiving royal approval, if all goes

according to plan. [The Nation]

In related developments, Deputy Finance Minister

Julapun Amornvivat has emphasized the need for

economic stimulus, as state investment spending

would be limited until the budget is approved. To

boost spending, a planned tax deduction of up to THB

50,000 for certain purchases between January 1, 2024

and February 15, 2024 is expected to contribute 0.18

percentage points to economic growth. The

government also relies on the digital wallet program,

though its start has been delayed to May. The

government is awaiting legal advice on the possibility

of borrowing THB 500 billion for the proposed THB

10,000 handout to 50 million people.

Despite the Ministry of Finance's prediction of 3.2

percent economic growth in 2024, concerns about the

economy persist, with Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin

describing it as in "crisis." The World Bank foresees

Thailand's potential growth as the lowest among

ASEAN economies over the next 20 years, attributing it

to aging demographics and a slowdown in private

investment. Without fundamental economic reforms,

the expected potential growth is around 3 percent for

the next two decades. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Parliament’s lower house

approves first reading of marriage

equality bills

(lm) On December 21, the Thai lower house of

parliament took a significant step toward the

legalization of same-sex marriage by overwhelmingly

passing four draft bills on marriage equality during

their first reading. Among the 371 lawmakers present,

the government's Marriage Equality Bill received 360

votes in favor, 10 against, and one abstention.

Additionally, three other bills were passed, one

proposed by civil society groups, and one each by the

opposition Move Forward and Democrat parties.

[Bangkok Post]

The approval of these four bills sets the stage for the

formation of a committee tasked with consolidating

them into one cohesive piece of legislation, using the

government's draft as the primary framework.

Subsequent rounds of debate and voting, expected in

the coming year, will follow during the second and

third readings.

It's worth noting that similar draft laws and the

previous government's same-sex civil union bill were

debated in parliament last year but didn't progress to a

final vote before the session concluded.

Thailand: Activists call for review of

Narcotics Code

(msz) Advocates for harm reduction principles have

criticized Thailand’s Narcotics Code and highlighted the

tension between decriminalization of certain drugs and

harm reduction in the enforcement of the laws. The

activists primarily pointed out sections 113 and 114 of

the Narcotics Code, which decreed that any person

arrested for drug usage must attend treatment in a

rehabilitation facility until they are certified of the

completion in exchange for the clearance of drug

charges and records. [Bangkok Post]

According to Rawitsara Piakhuntod, Human Rights

Officer for the Institute of HIV Research and Innovation

(IHRI), the law fails to separate those drug addicts who

have both the will and necessity to be rehabilitated

and the so-called ‘functioning addicts’ who seemingly

have normal lives.
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Rawitsara also expressed concerns about Section 115,

which gives law enforcement officials the discretion to

force the suspects to take urine analysis tests and hold

them for 24 hours for questioning since this can pave

the way for the abuse of power of police and anti-

narcotics officials without the need to seek court

approval or a search warrant.

Thailand: Bill offers leniency for

accidental bad cheques

(lm) On December 20, the Thai lower house of

parliament unanimously passed a government-backed

bill during its first reading, which aims to decriminalize

the act of writing bad checks, except in cases involving

fraud. All lawmakers present voted in favor of

accepting the bill. [Bangkok Post]

A 25-member panel will conduct further examination

and deliberation of the bill. Notably, the bill contains

provisional clauses that specify the release of

individuals detained for writing bad checks when the

law comes into effect.

Thailand: Government suspends issuance

of gun licenses until mid-December 2024

(tt) The Thai prime minister and interior minister have

issued a joint directive suspending the issuance of gun

licenses for one year, effective from December 19,

2023, until December 19, 2024. The move is aimed at

preventing gun-related tragedies in Thailand, which

has experienced several fatal shooting incidents in

recent years. Additionally, the Interior Ministry is

working on a bill to allow the registration or surrender

of unlicensed firearms without penalties to reduce

gun-related crimes. [The Nation]

Thailand: Opposition Move Forward Party

MP appointed as Parliament’s Opposition

Leader

(tt) Chaithawat Tulathon, the leader of Thailand's main

opposition Move Forward Party, has received a royal

command appointing him as the Opposition leader in

Parliament. [The Nation]

Chaithawat promised to carry out his role's

responsibilities in order to ensure checks and balances
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on the executive power and to protect the public

interest while maintaining the possibility of

collaborating with the government on key legislation.

The opposition would not be bent on holding censure

debates without justification under his leadership, he

said, adding that a no-confidence vote would be held

only when there is an obvious need.

Thailand: Criminal Court acquits

influencer of royal defamation charges in

promotion case

(msz) The Criminal Court in Thailand has acquitted a

trans influencer of royal defamation charges related to

an online promotion advertisement that allegedly

mocked a royal family member. The court ruled that

the accused did not violate the Computer Crime Act or

consumer protection law as charged by public

prosecutors. The ad, which featured a character

resembling a royal family member, triggered an online

uproar and calls for a boycott of the platform. [The

Nation Thailand]

Thailand: Gang of seven women arrested

for allegedly procuring minors for

prostitution in Bangkok

(msz) In Thailand, the police have apprehended seven

young women, with five of them being under the age

of 18, on charges of allegedly arranging for underage

girls, who were still virgins, to be provided to Chinese

customers, many of whom were involved in illegal

enterprises. These underage girls were purportedly

enticed with the promise of entertainment and flown

from Mae Hong Son to Bangkok. Upon arrival, they

were coerced into engaging in sexual activities with

clients at upscale hotels. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Ministries to clamp down on

crop burning as pollution levels rise

(tt/lm) The ministries of Natural Resources and

Environment, and Agriculture and Cooperatives in

Thailand have jointly declared a crackdown on crop

burning, a major source of PM2.5 fine dust and air

pollution. [The Nation]

Crop burning, although illegal, is still prevalent among

farmers, especially after harvest. To combat this issue,
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the two ministries plan to register sugarcane and corn

growers, which are the primary crops associated with

smog from burning, and educate farmers about the

legal and environmental consequences of crop

burning. They have also called for farmers to

completely stop burning in the coming months when

air pollution typically peaks.

Thailand: Progressive Social Security

group secures victory in the first SSB

election

(msz) In the first-ever election for 14 members of the

Social Security board in Thailand, the Progressive

Social Security Team won six out of seven seats

designated for employees' representatives. The

election, held at 934 polling stations, saw 156,870

members of the Social Security Fund participating. The

winning team secured six seats, while the remaining

seat was won by Pratthana Phodee, president of the

Thai Civil Servants Network. [The Nation]

Thailand: Government has so far solved

233 cases of informal debt, prime minister

says

(msz) During his visit to Nan, a town in Northern

Thailand, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin claimed that

his Pheu Thai Party-led government had so far

addressed 233 cases of informal debts. The progress

predicts a long road ahead in light of 106,863

registered debtors with total debt value worth 6.69

billion baht (around USD 194 million) according to the

data from the Interior Ministry. [Bangkok Post]

The data suggests that most people have borrowed

from informal debtors in order to purchase things like

consumption products, investments, house innovation,

tuition fees and gambling. Currently, the government

aims to halt the debtors’ payments of at least 100

billion baht (around USD 2.9 billion) per year to loan

sharks.

In related developments, the finance ministry has

unveiled a plan to address formal debts, dividing

formal debtors into different groups based on their

financial situation. Those affected by the COVID-19

pandemic, formal debtors with permanent incomes

but overloaded with debt, debtors with uncertain

incomes, and those with non-performing loans (NPLs)
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for a long time will all be handled differently. [Thai PBS

World]

Thailand: Foreign investments amount to

USD 2.84 billion generating over 6,000 jobs

in 11 months

(msz) Foreign investments in Thailand for the first 11

months of 2023 reached 98.288 billion baht (around

USD 2.84 billion), a slight decrease compared to the

previous year. These investments have led to the

creation of 6,086 jobs for Thai workers. The

investments came from 403 approved proposals by

foreigners to invest in businesses in Thailand under

various investment promotion laws and agreements.

[The Nation Thailand]

The largest number of foreign investors came from

Japan, followed by Singapore, the United States, China,

and Hong Kong. Most of these investments are in line

with the development of the country's infrastructure

and policies to increase competitiveness, including

services related to drilling petroleum wells, EV projects,

natural gas pipeline systems, software development,

and more. Additionally, investments in the Eastern

Economic Corridor (EEC) area saw a significant increase

compared to the previous year.

Thailand: Defense ministry to phase out

conscription for voluntary enlistment

with enhanced occupational benefits

(bk) Thailand’s Ministry of Defense is implementing a

new recruitment policy aimed at phasing out

conscription by 2028 in favor of voluntary enlistment.

New service members will be offered various benefits,

including occupational and educational training

opportunities. The initiative seeks to change

perceptions of military service, with recruits receiving

monthly salaries and access to diverse training

options. [Bangkok Post]

Vietnam: Deputy trade minister arrest in

bribery probe

(wn) On December 21, Vietnam's security ministry

announced that a Deputy Minister of Industry and

Trade, Do Thang Hai, 60 years old, has been detained

on bribery charges.
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The arrest is the latest in the years-long anti-corruption

of the Vietnamese Communist Party, that has seen

hundreds of Vietnamese officials investigated,

including former president and premier Nguyen Xuan

Phuc and two deputy prime ministers.

The case of Hai, a deputy minister since 2014, who has

been in charge of areas such as the domestic market,

trade promotion, manufacturing, and international

cooperation, is part of part of a probe into alleged

wrongdoing at the oil trading firm Xuyen Viet Oil Travel

and Transport Trading Co. in southern Vietnam.

The police previously detained four individuals in

connection with the case, including the Communist

Party's highest-ranking official in Ben Tre province, as

well as the head of the Finance Department in Ho Chi

Minh City, Vietnam's business hub. [Reuters] [The

Saigon Times]

Meanwhile, the incumbent chairman of An Giang

Province’s People’s Committee has been detailed on

suspicion of being involved in the province’s largest

illegal sand mining ring.

He is accused of abusing his position to help Trung

Hau – Tong 68 Investment Joint Stock Company obtain

permits for exploration, mining, adjusting reserves,

capacity, and exploiting beyond the legal provisions in

the sand mines of two communes in the province. [The

Saigon Times]

Vietnam: Government successfully

silences critical response to Xi Jinping’s

visit

(wn) The conspicuous absence of critical responses in

Vietnam to Chinese President Xi Jinping's recent visit

on December 12-13 underscores the precarious state

of freedom of expression in the country, where China-

critical protests have traditionally played a pivotal role

in Vietnamese activism.

As reported by a Vietnamese social activist to VoA, the

government effectively stifled public criticism by

imposing "very harsh sentences" on government critics

during Xi's stay in Hanoi. Two individuals accused of

sharing online content critical of the Communist Party

received sentences of six and eight years in prison on

December 12 and 11, respectively.

According to the 88 Project, a Chicago-based nonprofit

organization advocating for human rights in Vietnam,

the country currently holds 178 activists in prison.
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Among them is Pham Doan Trang, a highly influential

activist, who received a nine-year sentence in

December 2021 for disseminating what the

government deemed "anti-state propaganda." [VOA]
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China bans export of rare earths

processing technology

(yq) China, the leading global processor of rare earths,

expanded its ban on December 21 by prohibiting the

export of technology used in the production of rare

earth magnets. This move adds to the existing ban on

technology for the extraction and separation of these

critical materials.

In an earlier move, China introduced stricter

regulations on the export of critical minerals and rare

earths requiring for such exports a report on both the

minerals being exported and their final destinations

[see AiR No. 46, November/2023, 2].

The Chinese Foreign Ministry commented the ban

saying the “decision is a concrete initiative and routine

adjustment of China to adapt to the changing situation

of technological development and improve the

management of technology trade”. [Foreign Ministry,

People’s Republic China, in Chinese]

The decision underscores concern about dependence

on China in the supply chain and comes amid an

escalating global battle over control of critical minerals.

Western countries are striving to reduce reliance on
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China, which dominates nearly 90 percent of the global

refined output of rare earths.

The move has prompted Western rare earth

companies to develop alternative processing

technologies, signaling an intensifying race for market

dominance. [Reuters]

Mongolia continues a long-term

conservation plan in cooperation with

World Wild

(ap) Mongolian Prime Minister of Mongolia Oyun-

Erdene Luvsannamsrai met with Prasanna De Silva,

World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)'s Regional Director

in Asia Pacific, and Jeff Parrish, the Deputy Director of

De Neche Conservancy, on December 20. [Montsame]

The WWF has been operating in Mongolia since 1992,

Oyun-Erdene expressed his gratitude for the agency’s

contribution to conservation. De Silva, for her part,

emphasized the commitment for long-term

conservation, while Parrish highlighted the importance

of the implementation of the green goals of Vision

2050 and the New Revival Policy.

In a separate development the Office of the President

of Mongolia, the Ministry of Environment and Tourism

of Mongolia, and the Bank of Mongolia were holding

meetings on December 19 to discuss ways to create a

financial system to combat climate change. [Aki Press]

North Korean leader issues nuclear threat

against US, South Korea

(ap) In a rare move, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un

and his sister Kim Yo Jong have simultaneously issued

nuclear threats against South Korea and the US,

declaring that North Korea was ready to strike a

nuclear attack in case of any “provocations” of the two

countries.

While speaking to and praising the soldiers responsible

for the successful launch of intercontinental ballistic

missile (ICBM) Hwasong-18 on December 18 [see AiR

No. 51, December/2023, 3], Kim Jong Un reaffirmed

that the launch was a demonstration of North Korea’s

assertive response strategy. 

Kim Yo Jong, for her part, criticized the US and South

Korea’s actions during the United Nations meeting on
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December 18, calling their criticism of North Korea’s

self-defense unfair as both countries actively provoked

North Korea’s actions.

The statements came on the heels of trilateral air drills

of Japan, the US, and South Korea on December 20

that were held in response to the missile launch (see

article in this edition). [Yonhap] [Radio Free Asia]

Japan, South Korea, US hold joint military

drill 

(sh) Japan participated in a joint military exercise with

South Korea and the U.S. The training, conducted off

South Korea's Jeju Island, aimed to enhance the three

countries' collaborative response to potential nuclear

threats from North Korea.

US B-1B bombers, capable of carrying a large

conventional weapons payload, as well as South

Korean and Japanese fighter jets, were involved in the

drill. [ABC News]

This military display occurred shortly after North

Korea's first intercontinental ballistic missile test, which

landed near Japan's Exclusive Economic Zone.

The three countries condemned the launch as a

provocation, citing violations of multiple U.N. Security

Council resolutions prohibiting such ballistic activities

by North Korea [AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3].

South Korea, US and Japan share

information on North Korea’s illegal cyber

activities

(oy) On December 19, South Korea’s Deputy National

Security Adviser In Seong-hwan, US Deputy National

Security Adviser for Cyber and Emerging Technologies

Anne Neuberger, and Deputy Head of Japan's National

Security Secretariat Keiichi Ichikawa, met virtually to

share information on North Korea’s illegal cyber

activities.

The information concerns illegal cyber activities that

were used to finance Pyongyang’s nuclear and missile

programs, such as cryptocurrency theft.

The three countries agreed to cooperate closely to

stop these illegal cyber activities as well as enhance

their cooperation on cybersecurity matters. [Yonhap]
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South Korea responds to recent Red Sea

attacks

(oy) On December 21, South Korea’s Defense Ministry

said that it is considering measures to support

maritime security in the Red Sea, after a series of

attacks on commercial vessels in the Red Sea by

Houthi militants.

Earlier on December 19, South Korea’s Deputy Minister

for National Defense Policy Heo Tae-keun had

attended a virtual meeting with senior military officials

from 43 countries, the EU and NATO to discuss

growing maritime threats in the Red Sea.

Separately, South Korea’s finance ministry said that it

will enhance monitoring of the impact of the Red Sea

attacks on South Korean exporters and importers. It

highlighted that there were no reports of disruptions

to energy shipments, but that shipping companies

have been compelled to use alternative routes.

The Ministry added that the government will strive to

support logistic costs associated with the attacks

impact.  [Ministry of Economy and Finance] [Yonhap_1]

[Yonhap_2]

Taiwan ranks first in Asia in Global

Human Freedom Index

(jr/dql) Taiwan has been ranked 12th out of 165

countries and other territories in the latest human

freedoms index released on 19 December by the

Washington-based Cato Institute and Vancouver-based

Fraser Institute.

On a scale of 0 to 10, where 10 represents the most

freedom, Taiwan scored 8.56, which is well above the

global average of 6.75 and puts the country first in

Asia.

Switzerland leads the rankings, followed by New

Zealand, Denmark, Ireland, and Estonia. Notable

rankings among Taiwan's Asian counterparts include

Japan (16th), South Korea (28th), and Singapore (42nd).

Additional Asian nations covered in the AiR and listed

in the index encompass Mongolia (59th), Nepal (85th),

Bhutan (87th), Thailand (88th), Malaysia (89th),

Indonesia (92nd), the Philippines (103rd), India (109th),

Sri Lanka (116th), Cambodia (117th), Brunei

Darussalam (126th), Vietnam and Bangladesh (130th),
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Pakistan (132nd), Laos (142nd), China (149th), and

Myanmar (162nd). [Cato Institute] [Taiwan Today]

India calls in UN Security Council for

inclusive government in Afghanistan

(fd) In a UN Security Council meeting, India’s

Permanent Representative Ruchira Kamboj has

stressed the importance of providing humanitarian aid

and implementing an inclusive government structure

that respects women and minorities. [The Economic

Times]

Kamboj declared these goals an “immediate priority”

for India as Afghanistan's neighboring country and a

provider of more than 500 development projects

across Afghanistan. India urged the international

community to be aware of the humanitarian issues

that the country is facing especially since the

earthquake in October. Since the Taliban gained power

in 2021, India has not recognized their government.

Pakistan demands United Nations probe

into how TTP militants acquired advanced

military equipment

(lm) Pakistan's permanent representative to the United

Nations (UN), Ambassador Munir Akram, has called for

a UN investigation into how the Tehreek-e-Taliban

Pakistan (TTP) acquired advanced weapons. The TTP

has intensified attacks on Pakistan's security forces in

recent months. The issue has strained relations

between Pakistan and Afghanistan, with Pakistan

accusing Afghanistan of harboring terrorist groups.

[Arab News]

Pakistani officials, including caretaker Prime Minister

Anwaar-ul-Haq Kakar, have suggested that United

States military equipment left behind during the

American withdrawal from Afghanistan has made its

way to the TTP. Washington has denied claims that it

left a significant amount of weapons in Afghanistan,

stating that any equipment left behind was with

Afghan forces.

In related updates, interim Afghan Foreign Minister

Amir Khan Muttaqi has claimed that most of the issues

between Pakistan and the banned TTP had been

resolved, and both were close to striking a deal.

However, Pakistan backed out of the talks. [The

Express Tribune]
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Mushahid also noted that there seems to be an

absence of any high-level channel of communication

between the top leadership in Islamabad and Kabul,

leading to issues getting embroiled in recriminations

and blame games.

Seamless tourism between Thailand,

Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia proposed

(wn) Vietnamese President Vo Van Thuong proposed

promoting seamless tourism collaboration among

Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, eliminating

the need for individual visas for travellers moving

between these countries.

During a sideline meeting at a summit in Tokyo

celebrating the 50th anniversary of Japan's

collaboration with ASEAN countries, Vo and Thai Prime

Minister Srettha Thavisin discussed a proposal to boost

tourism across four nations. Thavisin expressed

support for the concept and noted that he would direct

Thai Tourism Minister Sudawan Wangsuphakitkosol to

collaborate on the initiative.

The goal of this collaboration is to enhance not only

international tourism but also stimulate regional

tourism and foster cooperation among neighboring

countries, including a joint visa system or other

measures to facilitate border crossings. [Laotian

Times]

Laos, World Health Organization launch

new medical oxygen plants in northern

provinces

(wn) The Ministry of Health in the Lao People's

Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) and the World Health

Organization (WHO) have jointly inaugurated two new

provincial medical oxygen plants, enabling the

provinces to independently produce oxygen for the

first time. 

Located in the provincial hospitals of Luang Prabang

and Oudomxay, they are supported by the WHO with

donation valued at LAK 35.5 billion (USD 1.7 million).

This substantial contribution is anticipated to provide

ample oxygen to treat tens of thousands of patients

annually. [WHO]
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The Philippines intends to expand

multinational patrols in disputed waters,

defense chief says

(lb) The Philippines intends to expand multinational

patrols in disputed waters, including collaborations

with France, India, Canada, the United Kingdom, and

New Zealand, aiming to uphold a free and open Indo-

Pacific and a rules-based international order, according

to Defense Secretary Gilberto Teodoro Jr. [Benar News]

United States aircraft carrier calls at

Singapore as China, Philippines spar

(lb) The USS Carl Vinson, the flagship aircraft carrier of

the United States Carrier Strike Group (CSG) 1, arrived

in Singapore on December 17 amid escalating tensions

between China and the Philippines in the South China

Sea. While U.S. Navy officials characterized the visit as

part of their "daily routine global operations," it comes

at a sensitive time given the recent confrontations

between Chinese and Philippine vessels in the region.

[Eurasian Times] [Nikkei Asia]

CSG 1 had departed from San Diego for its scheduled

deployment to the Western Pacific in mid-October.

Since entering the U.S. 7th Fleet's area of operations,

the group has actively engaged in various exercises

and training activities alongside allies and partners,

including the Royal Australian Navy, Royal Canadian

Navy, and Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force.

Additionally, the group recently conducted a trilateral

maritime exercise with the Japan Maritime Self-

Defense Force and the Republic of Korea Navy.

Thailand pledges support to Laos in

addressing Myanmar crisis as ASEAN

urges fair elections

(bk) Thailand has expressed its readiness to support

Laos as it takes on the chairmanship of ASEAN next

year, particularly in addressing the Myanmar crisis.

While Myanmar's military government has indicated a

willingness to hold elections, uncertainties persist, with

ASEAN members urging a fair and free electoral

process. [Bangkok Post]

During talks between Foreign Minister Parnpree

Bahidda-nukara and his Lao counterpart, Saleumxay

Kommasith, in Tokyo, Thailand shared its efforts in

providing humanitarian assistance for Myanmar. Laos
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expressed its willingness to support Thailand's

initiatives and emphasized the importance of ASEAN

involvement in resolving the complex Myanmar

situation, marked by longstanding conflicts between

the government and ethnic minorities. Despite

challenges, Laos is committed to finding solutions due

to its proximity and stake in Myanmar, and, with

Thailand, aims to enhance humanitarian assistance in

line with the 5-Point Consensus agreed upon by ASEAN

leaders and the Myanmar military government in 2021.

Thailand seeks regional meeting with

Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam to boost

tourism cooperation

(bk) The Thai government will extend an invitation to

Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam to participate in a

ministerial meeting to discuss strategies for collectively

enhancing regional tourism. The meeting's date is

unspecified. [Bangkok Post]

World Bank suggests Vietnam extend

economic support program

(wn) The World Bank has issued a recommendation

suggesting Vietnam, given the fact that the country still

face economic headwinds, should extend the

implementation of the economic support program for

2022-2023 into the next year to ensure the full

implementation of planned investments can be fully

implemented, while aggregate demand can be

supported.

This suggestion was part of the World Bank's Vietnam

Macro Monitoring report, released recently, and

argues that restoring confidence and promoting the

healthy development of the real estate markets will be

crucial to supporting economic stability in Vietnam in

the short term and economic growth in the long run.

The report also states that despite global uncertainties,

foreign direct investment commitment in Vietnam has

increased by 14.8 per cent, reaching 28.8 billion U.S.

dollars in the first 11 months of 2023, compared to the

same period in 2022. 

The bank had previously estimated that Vietnam's

economy would grow by 4.7 percent in 2023, 5.5

percent in 2024, and 6.0 percent in 2025.  [Xinhua Net]

[The World Bank]
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United States lawmakers demand living

wages for Bangladeshi garment workers

(kb) Eight members of the United States Congress,

including Representative Ilhan Omar and other

prominent Democrats, have penned a letter to the

American Apparel & Footwear Association (AAFA) and

US fashion brands, urging them to support the

demands of garment workers in Bangladesh. [Prothom

Alo] [Just Style]

The letter, also signed by Representatives Jim

McGovern and Jan Schakowsky, highlights several key

concerns. Firstly, it calls for fairer wages for

Bangladeshi garment workers, emphasizing that the

recent wage increases announced by Bangladesh's

wage board are inadequate and have sparked mass

protests, which were met with police violence. The

lawmakers request that fashion brands use their

influence to demand better wages for these workers.

Secondly, the letter condemns the "violence

perpetrated by police and other security forces"

against Bangladeshi workers during protests. It calls on

brands to call for an end to the intimidation and

violence used by factory owners and the police.

Thirdly, the lawmakers emphasize the need for

transparency and accountability in supply chains to

protect labor and human rights. They specifically

mention the right to freedom of association in

Bangladesh and urge fashion brands to ensure that

this right is respected.

Lastly, the letter requests that brands warn their

suppliers against filing criminal cases against workers

and make it clear that dismissing, blacklisting, or

harassing workers and union representatives is

unacceptable.

Russia not in competition with United

States in Bangladesh, envoy says

(kb) The Russian ambassador to Dhaka, Alexander

Mantytskiy, has stated that Russia is not engaged in a

competition with the United States or the West to

expand its influence in Bangladesh. This came in

response to recent remarks by Russia’s foreign

ministry, which alleged that Washington desired

another “Arab Spring” in Bangladesh. Mantytskiy

clarified that Russia was merely highlighting the
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actions of the West in Bangladesh and Ukraine without

seeking to compete for influence in the country. [The

Business Standard]

During a press briefing, he emphasized that Moscow’s

presence in Bangladesh dates back to the assistance

provided by the former Russian Navy in mine

operations at the Chattogram port between 1972 and

1974. Two members of the Navy who participated in

those operations were visiting Bangladesh on the

occasion of Victory Day.

Brunei, Pakistan hold inaugural round of

Pakistan-Brunei Bilateral Consultation

and Cooperation

(dql) On December 20, Brunei and Pakistan held the

inaugural round of Bilateral Consultation and

Cooperation (BCC) in a virtual format, co-chaired by

Foreign Secretary of Pakistan, Ambassador

Muhammad Syrus Sajjad Qazi and Permanent

Secretary, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Brunei,

Pengiran Norhashimah Binti Pg Mohd Hassan.

The two sides discussed bilateral relations, regional

developments and multilateral issues of mutual

interest and agreed “to remain constructively and

meaningfully engaged to further reinforce Pakistan-

Brunei bilateral relations.”

Muhammad Syrus Sajjad Qazi reaffirmed Pakistan’s

commitment to developing a broad and multifaceted

partnership with the Southeast Asian country,

highlighting the areas of trade, investment and close

cultural cooperation. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

Pakistan]

Cambodia, Japan sign partnership

agreement on mine action

(pm) The Cambodian Mine Action Center (CMAC) and

the Japan Mine Action Service (JMAS) have signed an

agreement on December 20 to extend their

cooperation in strengthening demining activities and

cluster munition clearance Banteay Meanchey

province’s Malai district and in the province of Stung

Treng respectively.

The Malai district was a major front line in the

Cambodian civil wars of the 1980s and ‘90s, riddled

with landmines and unexploded ordnance (UXO).
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 Stung Treng provicne, along with Kratie province,

accounted in 2019 for nearly 50% of the total of cluster

munition remnants in Cambodia.

The USD 500,000 agreement will run for 12 months

from December 19 to December 18, 2024, marking the

third year of project implementation.

Thus far, the CMAC has managed to clear 1,185ha of

minefields and UXO, uncover and remove 1,671 mines.

[Phnom Penh Post 1]

In an earlier, separate development, Japan offered USD

170 million financial support to Cambodia to

strengthening cooperative relations between the

nations.

Out of the total funding, USD 139 million are

earmarked for rural healthcare and USD 31.3 million

for three projects, including the creation of the

National Data Center towards Promoting E-

Government, the development of the Digital

Management System of Water Supply Facilities in the

Metropolitan Area, and the construction of the

hydrographic Survey Vessel for Preparing Electronic

Navigation Charts.

Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida made this

pledge in a meeting with Cambodian Prime Minister

Hun Manet held on the sidelines of the recent

Commemorative Summit for the 50th year of ASEAN-

Japan Friendship and Cooperation and the First Asia

Zero Emission Community (AZEC) Summit in Tokyo.

[Phnom Penh Post 2]

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet to

visit Thailand for talks on energy resource

cooperation

(pm) In February, Cambodia's Prime Minister Hun

Manet is scheduled to meet with his Thai counterpart,

Srettha Thavisin, in Bangkok to resume discussions on

a contested energy-rich area in the Gulf of Thailand, as

announced by Thavisin on December 20.

The anticipated talks will focus on the collaborative

development of energy resources within the

overlapping claim area (OCA). For Cambodia, this

cooperation seeks to diminish reliance on costly

liquefied natural gas (LNG) imports.

Thai Energy Minister Pirapan Salirathavibhaga

emphasized the necessity of revisiting discussions with

Cambodia on the unresolved matter. He acknowledged
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the challenge of addressing the territorial dispute

concurrently with negotiations on joint petroleum

development in the OCA.

Salirathavibhaga argued that Thailand must access the

region's energy resources to address the nation's

depleting natural gas reserves and energy shortages.

[Khmer Times]

Thailand had previously announced the formation of a

new technical panel in preparation for the upcoming

negotiations [see AiR No.51, December/2023, 3].

The disputed region, spanning over 26,000 square

kilometers in the Gulf of Thailand, is renowned for its

abundant oil and natural gas reservoirs. In 2001, under

the Thaksin Shinawatra administration, Cambodia and

Thailand signed a Memorandum of Understanding

(MoU). However, the framework yielded no progress,

leading to the MoU's cancellation by the Abhisit

Vejjajiva government in 2009.

US-China: Biden administration mulls

tariff increase on Chinese electric vehicles

(yg) The Biden administration in the US is reportedly

considering raising tariffs on certain Chinese goods,

including electric vehicles (EVs), according to sources.

The move comes amid concerns over the surge in

China's vehicle exports, projected to increase by 25

percent to 5.3 million units in the coming year.

It follows a bipartisan request by US lawmakers to

raise tariffs on Chinese-made vehicles and explore

measures to prevent Chinese firms from exporting

them to the US via Mexico.

Currently, Chinese automobiles face a 25% tariff, a

policy introduced during the Trump administration.

The Biden administration is also contemplating

reducing tariffs on non-strategic Chinese consumer

products. Foreign automakers, including Tesla, also

utilize China as a significant export hub. [Reuters]

In response, the Chinese foreign ministry signaled on

December 21 that it will monitor developments closely

and take necessary measures to protect its legitimate

interests. [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of China,

in Chinese]

In an earlier move this month, the Biden

administration introduced rules which prevent US

citizens from claiming tax credits for the purchase of
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any electric vehicle containing battery materials

produced in China and other countries deemed a

“Foreign Entity of Concern” (FEOC) including Russia,

Iran, and North Korea [see AiR No. 49, December/2023,

1].

US to ban Pentagon from using Chinese

port logistics platform

(yq) The US Congress passed a legislation prohibiting

the Pentagon from using any seaport worldwide

associated with the Chinese logistics platform National

Public Information Sharing Platform for Transportation

& Logistics (LOGINK), a state-owned platform

promoting information sharing and exchanging on

global logistics among supply chain participants.

This legislation is part of the National Defense

Authorization Act (NDAA) for fiscal 2024 which was

passed on December 12. LOGINK, with partnerships in

over 20 ports globally, will be subject to a Congress-

commissioned study on foreign influence at the 15

largest American container ports and the potential

impact on US national and economic security under

the NDAA.

Sponsored by Senator Tom Cotton and Representative

Michelle Steel, the legislation aims to safeguard

national security by addressing concerns that LOGINK

allows Beijing to monitor America's military supply

chain through cargo and ship movements.  

The legislation, awaiting President Joe Biden's

signature, also bans federal funding for ports using

LOGINK, with the ban taking effect six months after

approval. Steel emphasized LOGINK's threat, operating

under the Chinese Communist Party, and highlighted

Beijing's investments in over 100 ports globally.

In addition, the legislation calls for developing an

alternative to LOGINK, recognizing the need for a

platform at a comparable scale, with an expert

estimating that LOGINK collects data on up to half of

all global shipping capacity.

The legislation mandates the secretary of state to

negotiate with allies and partners to remove LOGINK

from their ports, with compliance expected within six

months. [Voices of America] [Epardafas]

US and China resume military-to-military

conversation for the first time in over a
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year

(yq) On December 20, US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs

of Staff General Charles Brown held a virtual meeting

with the Chinese Chief of staff of the Joint Staff

Department of the Central Military Commission

General Liu Zhenli. This was the first time that such talk

has taken place since Beijing cut off military-to-military

ties due to the visit of then-House of Representative

Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit to Taiwan in August 2022

[see AiR No. 32, August/2022, 2].

The meeting followed the summit between Chinese

President Xi Jinping and U.S. President Joe Biden’s on

the sidelines of the APEC forum in November, where

they agreed to resume military talks [see AiR No. 47,

November/2023, 3].

Notably, the meeting was held as China still does not

have a defense minister after former Defense Minister

General Li Shuangfu was dismissed from office in

October [see AiR No. 44, October/2023, 5]. The top

contender for this post is Liu. oint Staff Department of

the Central Military Commission.  

According to Brown, the meeting touched on the issue

of “a number of global and regional security issues.” He

emphasized the importance of managing competition

responsibly by working together, avoiding

misunderstandings, and maintaining open

communication channels and highlighted the need for

constructive dialogue in the People’s Liberation Army

(PLA) to reduce the possibility of miscommunication.

[U.S Department of Defense]

Liu, for his part, reiterated red lines of Sino-US military

cooperation, emphasizing the Taiwan issue as China’s

internal affairs and PLA’s resolutely determination to

defend state sovereignty and territorial integrity over

it. He also demanded the US’s respect for China's

territorial sovereignty and maritime rights and

interests in the South China Sea. [Ministry of National

Defense of People’s Republic of China, in Chinese]

According to experts, China aims to keep its military

intentions and strategies ambiguous in order to limit

what Beijing perceives as US military provocations and

encroachments on China's sovereignty, particularly in

sensitive areas like Taiwan or the South China Sea.

[Reuters]

US Commerce Department surveys

semiconductor supply chain citing
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concerns over Chinese influence

(yq) The US Department of Commerce (DOC)

announced on December 21 a survey from January

2024 of the domestic semiconductor supply chain and

national defense industrial base to address national

security concerns stemming from Chinese-sourced

chips.

As part of a move to award nearly USD 40 billion in

subsidies for semiconductor manufacturing, the survey

will focus on identifying how US companies source

legacy chips, particularly those manufactured in China.

The initiative aims to reduce national security risks

posed by China and establish a level playing field for

legacy chip production, according to the DOC.

The Commerce Department's report highlights China's

substantial semiconductor industry subsidies,

estimated at USD 150 billion over the past decade,

creating an unbalanced global competitive landscape.

Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo emphasized the

need to address non-market actions by foreign

governments, describing it as a matter of national

security. [U.S. Ministry of Commerce] [Reuters]

In response, the Chinese Embassy in the United States

announced that the US has been generalizing the

concept of national security, abusing export control

measures, adopting discriminatory and unfair

practices against enterprises from other countries, and

politicizing and weaponizing economic and scientific,

and technological issues. [China Semiconductor

Industry Association, in Chinese]

US adds 13 Chinese companies to

“Unverified List”

(ms) The United States added 13 Chinese companies to

its "Unverified List," a move that restricts U.S. exports

to these entities due to the inability of U.S. export

control officers to conduct on-site visits. The new

adding includes companies such as PNC Systems,

Beijing Shengbo Xietong Technology, and Guangzhou

Xinwei Transportation.

U.S. exporters must now exercise additional due

diligence and may need to apply for more licenses

before sending goods to these companies, reflecting

heightened scrutiny over the transfer of sensitive

American technology. This action is part of a broader

strategy aimed at preventing U.S. technology and

goods from reaching entities that could misuse or
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divert them and was used in repeatedly in the

continuous economic tensions between the US and

China particularly in the context of China's high-tech

and military modernization efforts.

Chinese authorities, however, argue that the U.S. is

unfairly politicizing economic and trade issues,

reflecting a broader pattern of discriminatory practices

and criticize the U.S. for allegedly “groundless and

unilateral restrictions” that harm the rights of Chinese

companies and undermine bilateral economic

cooperation.

However, the addition to the Unverified List is only the

first possible step on the part of the U.S. government,

a policy adopted under the Biden administration

provides that if foreign governments continue to

prevent U.S. officials from inspecting companies on the

Unverified List, the U.S. may expand the restrictions by

adding them to the "Entity List" on which China's tech

giant Huawei is already on and which completely

prohibits trade with these companies. [Global Times]

[Reuters]

China and U.S. resume counternarcotics

cooperation  

(yq) According to the Chinese foreign ministry, the

counternarcotics authorities of China and the US are

reestablishing routine communication, signifying an

advancement in counternarcotics collaboration.

The ministry of highlighted in a December 22

statement the significance of the progress in reviving

China-US counternarcotics cooperation, emphasizing

the mutual appreciation of these efforts. It called on

the US to display sincerity, engage in collaborative

efforts with China founded on mutual respect and

equality, and sustain practical counternarcotics

cooperation to the advantage of both nations. [Foreign

Ministry, People’s Republic of China, in Chinese]

This comes after in October the U.S. Department of the

Treasury announced the imposition of sanctions

against 28 Chinese entities and individuals related to

the production and supply of chemicals used in the

production of fentanyl, claiming that the greater flow

of the drug and the chemicals needed for its

production was be based on a "global fentanyl supply

chain" that "often starts with chemical companies in

China," [see AiR No. 40, October/2023, 1].

According to Chinese state media Xinhua, China has

undertaken initiatives against fentanyl and its
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precursor chemicals, implementing stringent measures

to combat illegal practices associated with their

smuggling, production, trafficking, and misuse.

Rigorous inspections of key businesses, personnel, and

equipment have been carried out, with a particular

focus on purging online fentanyl sales information.

[Xinhua]

The decision to form a working group on

counternarcotics cooperation was made during a

summit between Chinese President Xi Jinping and his

counterpart Joe Biden in November in San Francisco,

where both nations committed to strengthening their

joint efforts in addressing drug-related challenges [see

AiR No. 47, November/2023, 3].

China’s “carrot-and-stick" diplomacy

ahead of Taiwan’s presidential election 

(yq/xc) Ahead of the January 13 presidential and

legislative elections in Taiwan in which Cross-Strait

relations loom large, Beijing is pursuing what

observers see as ‘carrot and stick’ diplomacy towards

Taiwan aimed at influencing voters. [Reuters] [Focus

Taiwan 1]

On December 22, China announced the immediate

resumption of grouper fish imports from Taiwan,

ending a ban imposed in June of last year [see AiR No.

26, June/2022, 4]. The decision came after Taiwanese

industry representatives provided "rectification"

information during visits to China, according to China's

Taiwan Affairs Office. The statement expressed a

willingness to collaborate with relevant parties in

Taiwan to facilitate the import of agricultural and

fishing products. [Taiwan Affairs Office of the State

Council, People’s Republic of China, in Chinese] [Focus

Taiwan 2]

However, Taiwan's agriculture ministry accused China

of political selectivity in determining which Taiwanese

companies can resume grouper exports, asserting that

China aims to "divide Taiwanese fishermen."

Notably, the ministry highlighted that there was no

consultation with Taiwanese authorities prior to the

lifting of the ban. [Ministry of Agriculture, Republic of

China (Taiwan), in Chinese]

A day earlier, on December 21, the Chinese Ministry of

Finance announced the suspension of tax concessions

on 12 chemical compound imports from Taiwan from

January 1, 2024, citing a violation of the 2010 Cross-

Strait Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement
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(CECA). The ministry argued that a nine-month trade

barrier investigation had found that Taiwan had

violated the agreement by “unilaterally” adopting

“discriminatory bans, restrictions and other measures

on the export of mainland products.” [Ministry of

Finance of People’s Republic of China, in Chinese] [UPI]

Taiwan questioned that the timing to conduct the

investigation was deliberate, suggesting that its

purpose was more political than economic, and also

stated that China's investigation process was not

transparent.[Executive Yuan, Republic of China

(Taiwan), in Chinese]

In addition, the Petrochemical Industry Association of

Taiwan warned of the broader impact on the

petroleum sector’s supply chains due to the

reinstatement of tariffs. The Chinese National

Federation of Industries in Taipei advised the

government to establish communication channels with

China on this issue and to expedite efforts in helping

local companies diversify into other international

markets.

Taiwan’s Ministry of Economic Affairs (MOEA),

meanwhile, has pledged approximately USD 577

million to support local petrochemical exporters, with

industry representatives believing the immediate

material impact on the local petrochemical sector will

be manageable.

Many Taiwanese petrochemical exporters have already

been diversifying their markets, shifting focus from

China to Southeast Asian countries, India, the United

States, and Europe. Minister Wang emphasized the

government's commitment to assisting the local

industry in finding market niches and supporting the

development of differentiated products to enhance

global competitiveness. [Focus Taiwan 3]

Ministry data revealed that around USD 1.8 billion of

the 12 affected products were exported to China in the

first 11 months of this year, constituting about 1.3

percent of Taiwan’s total exports to China. With the

suspension of tariff relief, the majority of these

products, valued at approximately USD 1.6 billion, will

now be subject to an import tax of 1 to 2 percent.

[Taipei Times]

Russian Prime Minister Mikhail

Mishustin’s visit to China

(yq) Russian Prime Minister Mikhail Mishustin made a

two-day visit to China to further bolster Sino-Russian
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relations.

On December 19, he and Chinese Premier Li Qiang co-

chaired the 28th regular meeting of Chinese and

Russian premiers in Beijing.

Both sides emphasized the robust and resilient nature

of Sino-Russian relations and highlighted deepened

political trust, strengthened pragmatic cooperation,

and closer international coordination, establishing a

new model for major-country relations. [Foreign

Ministry, People’s Republic of China 1, in Chinese]

Mishutin’s visit also aimed to boost Russia energy

exports to China, one of its major purchasers of oil and

gas. He and Li discussed ways to accelerate the

conclusion of agreements on the construction of the

Power of Siberia 2 gas pipeline.  

Gazprom, which currently supplies gas to China via the

Power of Siberia gas pipeline, has launched a feasibility

assessment for the supply of up to 50 bcm of gas to

China across Mongolia per year in 2020, while front-

end engineering and design for the Soyuz Vostok gas

pipeline project began in February 2022. The pipeline

will be an extension of Power of Siberia 2 in Mongolian

territory. However, negotiations between the two

nations regarding gas pricing have slowed down the

talks. [South China Morning Post] [Interfax]

On December 20, Mishustin continued his visit meeting

with Chinese President Xi Jinping. Xi pointed out the

strong resilience and broad prospects for mutually

beneficial cooperation between the two countries by

emphasizing that the first eleven months of China-

Russia bilateral trade had achieved ahead of schedule

the goal of USD 200 billion in annual trade volume [see

AiR No.50, December/2023, 2].

Xi stated that developing Sino-Russian relations is a

"strategic choice" for both sides while vowing to

deepen economic ties and expressed his willingness to

strengthen the cultural exchange.

Mishustin, for his part, stressed that Russia is ready to

work with China to implement in earnest the important

consensus reached by the heads of state of the two

countries, adding that Russia is willing to further

explore the potential with China to expand

cooperation in the fields of economy and trade, energy

and connectivity. [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic

of China 2, in Chinese]

The statements reflect the two sides’ commitment to

deepening their ties. Despite being closely watched by

the West, Russia's invasion of Ukraine last year has not
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affected its close relationship with China, with Beijing

persisting in reaffirming that it will not tolerate any

third-party interference or coercion in the Sino-Russian

relations.

The visit last week is his second trip to China this year,

following a first one in May, where he pledged to seek

more economic and energy cooperation while facing

Western sanctions due to its invasion of Ukraine [see

AiR No.22, May/2023, 5].

In the meantime, on December 20, the 22nd round of

strategic consultations took place between the Chinese

and Russian militaries in Beijing. The discussions

delved into topics such as international and regional

security, as well as military-to-military relations. The

focal point is the talks was enhancing strategic

coordination between their military forces. [Ministry of

National Defense of the People's Republic of China]

China upgrades bilateral ties with

Nicaragua

(yq) On December 20, Chinese President Xi Jinping held

a phone call with Nicaraguan President Daniel Ortega

and announced the formal establishment of a strategic

partnership between China and Nicaragua.

Both nations expressed firm support for each other on

core issues and committed to strengthening political

mutual trust. Nicaragua reiterated its adherence to the

one-China principle, while China pledged support for

Nicaragua's sovereignty and development path. The

leaders highlighted their shared commitment to

opposing external interference in internal affairs.

Economic cooperation featured prominently during

the talk, with praise of the China-Nicaragua Free Trade

Agreement, which will enter into force on January 1,

2024, and a focus on expanding trade and investment.

The Belt and Road Initiative was recognized as a key

driver of global economic growth.

The leaders pledged to deepen collaboration in

infrastructure development, peace, security, and

cultural exchanges, while acknowledging the positive

role of the China-Latin forum in enhancing relations

and expressing mutual commitment to further

cooperation based on equality and mutual benefit.

[Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of China, in

Chinese]

In response, Taiwan's foreign ministry criticized the

phone conversation, saying it was "despicable" that

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jry/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jrj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jrj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-jrt/


Ortega had turned to China for his own personal gain

and was "willing to become China's accomplice in

destroying democracy and peace." [Foreign Ministry,

Taiwan, in Chinese]

Nicaragua re-established diplomatic ties with China in

2021 after breaking off relations with Taiwan [see AiR

No. 50, December/2021, 2].

The upgrade of the relations between China and

Nicaragua reflects Beijing's strategic ambitions and

increasing diplomatic engagement in Central America.

Over the recent years, Beijing has been providing

support to Cuba and Venezuela, which are both

diplomatically isolated nations located nearby.

[Reuters]

In March, Beijing established diplomatic relations with

neighboring Honduras which also severed ties with

Taiwan the same month [see AiR No. 13, March/2023,

4].

Chinese firm banned from Vanuatu log

exports

(yq) Amid political turmoil in Vanuatu, which saw prime

ministers Ishmael Kalsakau and Sato Kilman voted out

of their office in quick succession in the last three

months, concerns have emerged over Chinese

company Vanuatu Forest Industry Ltd (VFIL) resuming

logging activities.

Residents reported workers in Chinese military

uniforms clearing land, resulting in forest authorities

banning VFIL from exporting logs to investigate

unauthorized tree clearing on Santo Island. Despite a

ban on round log exports, VFIL faced accusations of

ongoing logging beyond the agreed scope.

Registered in Vanuatu in 2019, VFIL's activities have

drawn criticism for environmental concerns and

workers in military-style uniforms. Residents expressed

worry about the clearing of pristine forests and the

discrepancy between agreed contracts and actual

practices.

The Chinese embassy in Vanuatu denied military ties,

emphasizing VFIL's status as a private company.

[Reuters]

Argentina nominates veteran diplomat as

new ambassador to China to restore ties 
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(yq) Argentina is reportedly taking steps to restore

diplomatic relations with China by nominating veteran

diplomat Marcelo Suarez Salvia, the current top envoy

to Trinidad and Tobago as its new ambassador to

Beijing. He is expected to replace Sabino Vaca Narvaja,

who assumed the ambassadorial role in March 2021.

Salvia is a career diplomat with extensive experience,

having coordinated Argentina's chairmanship of the

Group of 77 and China in 2011. His appointment is

seen as a strategic move by the Milei government to

navigate complex issues such as commercial

cooperation and ideological differences between the

two countries.

The decision comes in the wake of strained ties

between the two nations, triggered by newly elected

President Javier Milei's criticism and pledges to

reorient Argentina towards the United States while

downgrading relations with China. China is the second-

largest trading partner and largest importer of

soybean and Argentinian beef.

Milei, a right-wing libertarian, has been vocal about

cutting ties with China, the strained relations have

seen Milei branding China as an "assassin" during his

presidential campaign and expressing reluctance to

join the BRICS bloc, which invited Argentina to join in

August.

Milei's approach contrasts sharply with his

predecessor, Alberto Fernandez, who hailed China as a

"true friend" during his visit to Beijing in October.

[Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of China 1, in

Chinese]

Additionally, reports have emerged suggesting that

China has frozen a crucial USD 6.5 billion currency

swap deal with Argentina, negotiated by Fernandez in

October. While Beijing has not officially confirmed the

suspension, the move adds to the diplomatic

challenges faced by the new administration.

Chinese Foreign Ministry’s statement on December 20

did not deny them but reiterated China's commitment

to cooperation with Argentina based on equality and

mutual benefit.[Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of

China 2, in Chinese]

Observers note that the appointment of Salvia is a

significant diplomatic move by Argentina to stabilize

ties with China, emphasizing the importance of deep

cooperation for overcoming practical challenges, such

as improving employment rates and boosting the local

economy. [ South China Morning Post]
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Angola's withdrawal from OPEC, pave the

way for increased Chinese investment

(yq) Angola announced on December 21 that it will

withdraw from the Organization of the Petroleum

Exporting Countries (OPEC) from January 1, 2024, due

to a disagreement with the group over its output

quota.

The move comes amid a China-Angola cooperation

agreement signed this month during Angola’s Foreign

Minister Tete Antonio’s visit to China, emphasizing

China's pivotal role as a partner and its welcome to

Chinese investment especially in areas like coffee,

batteries, and solar energy sectors. [Foreign Ministry,

People’s Republic China 1, in Chinese]

Angola, heavily reliant on oil constituting 90 percent of

its exports, seeks diversification and revenue amid

economic challenges and therefore encourages

Chinese investment in non-oil sectors.

Beyond the economic aspect, China holds substantial

financial leverage in Angola, with the country owing

Chinese creditors nearly USD 21 billion. While Angola's

oil output has dwindled due to underinvestment,

China's interest remains high, evident in ongoing

investments totaling just under USD 14 billion over the

last decade, primarily in the energy sector.

The latest development aligns with China's broader

strategy in Africa, offering tariff-free access to its

consumer market for six countries, including Angola.

This move, effective from December 25, aims to

strengthen economic ties and increase China's

influence in the region. [Reuters]

The Chinese Foreign Ministry stated on December 22

that China has always promoted practical cooperation

with Angola in various fields based on equality and

mutual benefit. [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic

China 2, in Chinese]

Chinese top electric automaker BYD to

build plant in Hungary

(yq) China's prominent electric car manufacturer, BYD,

announced on December 22 its plans to establish a car

factory in Szeged, Hungary, signaling a significant foray

into the European market.
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This strategic move represents a development,

marking the first major consumer electric vehicle (EV)

production facility for a Chinese automaker in Europe.

BYD, which recently celebrated surpassing 5 million

electric vehicle production units, aims to solidify its

status as a leading manufacturer of new energy

vehicles and power batteries globally.

The company made headlines last year by becoming

the first automaker to cease production of pure petrol

or diesel engine cars entirely. Despite achieving an

impressive global market share of around 18 percent

of all-electric or hybrid vehicles sold in 2022, BYD

remains predominantly dependent on its large

domestic market, with foreign sales accounting for

roughly 10 percent of its total.

Hungary, by welcoming BYD's ambitious project,

positions itself as a strategic player in the global

electric automotive transition. The Hungarian

government is extending financial incentives to BYD for

the construction of this state-of-the-art facility,

emphasizing the significance of the investment in the

nation's economic history. The project is anticipated to

generate thousands of jobs, fostering economic

growth and enhancing Hungary's stature in the

evolving landscape of electric vehicle production.

While China's expanding electric car sector faces

scrutiny from the European Union (EU), which has

initiated an investigation into Beijing subsidies

benefiting Chinese firms [see AiR No. 43,

October/2023, 4], Hungary continues to attract Asian

businesses through lucrative tax breaks, infrastructure

support, and job creation subsidies. [DW]

European Union announces investigation

of Chinese biodiesel dumping allegations

(yg) The European Commission announced on

December 20 that it will investigate allegations of

dumping of biodiesel from China into the EU market.

This is based on a complaint by the European Union

(EU) biodiesel producers, claiming that the biodiesel

imports from China coming into the EU at artificially

low prices are harming their industry and have already

submitted evidence of it.

The European Commission stated, “If dumping is

proven and found to have harmed EU producers, the

European Commission may take measures (usually

import tariffs) to remedy the effects of unfair trade,
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provided they are in the EU's interest."  [European

Commission]

Biodiesel is an alternative fuel that reduces carbon

emissions in transport. The EU's industry, worth USD

34 billion annually, has been the subject of disputes

with trading partners including Indonesia. [Reuters]

In response, the Chinese Commerce Ministry stated on

December 21 that “China has consistently advocated

the reasonable and prudent use of trade remedies and

firmly opposes protectionist practices that abuse trade

remedies.”[Ministry of Commerce of The People’s

Republic of China, in Chinese]

The China Chamber of Commerce to the EU has

expressed regret over the European Commission's

decision to initiate an anti-dumping investigation into

Chinese biodiesel. The Chamber has also raised

serious concerns and strong dissatisfaction regarding

the Commission's use of surrogate prices rather than

the Chinese domestic price for assessing the 'normal

value' of biodiesel." [The China Chamber of Commerce

to the EU, in Chinese]

In another trade dispute with China, the European

Commission launched an investigation into Chinese

electric car imports in September, claiming they

benefit from state subsidies [see AiR No. 38,

September/2023, 3].

Belgian Prime Minister expresses concern

over China's alleged interference in

democracy

(yq) Belgian Prime Minister Alexandre de Croo

expressed significant apprehension on December 20

regarding China's alleged efforts to manipulate and

disrupt the democratic processes in Belgium.

De Croo characterized China as "sometimes very

hostile" and emphasized the importance of

acknowledging the impact of foreign interference on

democratic institutions. His remarks followed

revelations that Frank Creyelman, a member of the far-

right Vlaams Belang party, had collaborated with

Chinese intelligence operatives for at least three years

[see AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3].

In an interview De Croo underlined the gravity of the

situation, cautioning against underestimating foreign

powers' attempts to undermine democracy. He

asserted that Belgian democracy was at risk of being
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compromised, suggesting that the Chinese were

actively seeking influence to destabilize the nation.

Referring to the situation as "Chinagate" or "Chinese

Interest," he pointed out the unfolding nature of the

alleged interference. [Reuters]

China-New Zealand: Foreign ministers

discuss bilateral ties on phone

(yq) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi held a phone call

on December 19 with New Zealand’s Deputy Prime

Minister and Foreign Minister Winston Peters about

bilateral relations.

During the conversation, Wang highlighted the

enduring importance of China-New Zealand ties

despite complex international changes and expressed

China's commitment to advancing bilateral relations,

emphasizing the unchanged positive attitude toward

fostering mutual respect and win-win cooperation.

Both sides acknowledged the enormous potential for

cooperation, particularly after the upgrade to the

China-New Zealand Free Trade Agreement. Wang

proposed initiating negotiations on a negative list for

service trade and promoting high-quality economic

and trade cooperation. Recognizing differences, Wang

urged mutual respect and understanding.

Peters, who can into office only last month, conveyed

New Zealand's commitment to strengthening ties,

emphasizing cooperation in trade and tourism to

offset pandemic-induced losses. New Zealand

expressed appreciation for China's role in international

affairs, hoping for greater contributions to global

peace and stability.

The discussion extended to collaboration on climate

change and regional issues, with both nations

exchanging views on international hotspots such as

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the Ukraine crisis.

[The State Council, the People’s Republic of China]

India arrests two senior employees of

Chinese smartphone maker Vivo

(lm) India's financial crime-fighting agency has arrested

two senior employees working for Chinese

smartphone maker Vivo's India unit, as part of an

ongoing investigation into alleged money laundering.
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The arrested individuals were set to appear in court on

December 26. [South China Morning Post]

The arrests come two months after the Enforcement

Directorate arrested four industry executives, including

a Chinese national, working for Vivo's Indian unit in a

similar case. Vivo has denied the charges and vowed to

legally challenge the recent arrests.

India makes French President Macron

chief guest at Republic Day celebrations

(fd) India announced on December 22 that French

President Emmanuel Macron will be the chief guest at

the Republic Day celebrations on January 26 next year.

The invitation was extended on relatively short notice

due to the unavailability of United States President Joe

Biden, who was originally expected to be the chief

guest, given the annual State of the Union address in

Washington. [The Hindu]

France and India share a 25 year-long strategic defense

relationship. Under Macron the French diplomatic

relationship to the Indian Ocean and South Asia had

been increased. [The Diplomat]

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited France as

a Guest of Honour on French National Day

celebrations in July. This visit marked the 25th

anniversary of the India-France Strategic Partnership

and resulted in several agreements and documents,

including the India-France Indo-Pacific Roadmap. [AiR

No. 29, July/2023, 3]

Plane held for days in France on

trafficking concerns lands in India

(lm) A plane carrying nearly 300 passengers, mostly

Indian nationals, who were detained in France over

concerns of potential human trafficking landed in

Mumbai on December 26. The airplane was initially

bound for Nicaragua but was detained at Vatry airport

in France due to concerns that the passengers may be

victims of human trafficking. However, after

questioning, French prosecutors gave the go-ahead for

the plane to leave, as it was determined that the

passengers had boarded of their own free will. [South

China Morning Post]

Some passengers have sought asylum in France, while

two individuals were questioned by French police on

suspicion of people trafficking but were later released.
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The incident raised concerns about human trafficking

routes from the United Arab Emirates to North

America or Canada via Nicaragua.

India condemns vandalism of Hindu

temple in United States

(fd) India has called for an investigation into vandalism

of the prominent Shri Swaminarayan Mandir Hindu

temple in California, United States, on December 22.

The graffiti made references to Indian Prime Minister

Narendra Modi and also to Bhindranwale, a Sikh

separatist. [The Hindu]

The incident occurred at a sensitive moment in

bilateral relations between India and the United States

following allegations of India's involvement in a plan to

assassinate a Sikh separatist leader on US soil.

Deutsche Bank increases investment in

Indonesia

(jb) Deutsche Bank is doubling down on its

commitment to Indonesia, announcing a substantial

increase in its local capital to IDR 10 trillion (EUR 600

million). This move, the third capital increase in Asia

Pacific this year, reflects the bank's confidence in

Indonesia's growing economy.

The increased investment aims to fuel the bank's

expansion, particularly in sectors like technology and

electric vehicle manufacturing. [Deutsche Bank]

Indonesia and Algeria forge closer ties

(jb) In a significant diplomatic move, Indonesian

Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi visited Algeria for the

first time on December 20, marking the 60th

anniversary of diplomatic relations between the two

nations.

During the visit, Marsudi and her Algerian counterpart

Ahmed Attaf engaged in discussions on enhancing

bilateral cooperation, with a focus on key economic

sectors. Three pivotal areas of collaboration emerged

from their talks.

Firstly, trade cooperation took center stage. Despite

Algeria being among Indonesia's top five trading
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partners in Africa, the trade volume has not fully

realized its potential. To address this, Indonesia

proposed a Preferential Trade Agreement, aiming for a

more sustainable and balanced trade relationship.

Secondly, energy sector collaboration received a

significant boost as both nations signed a

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Energy and

Mining Cooperation. PERTAMINA, Indonesia's state-

owned enterprise in oil and gas, pledged an additional

investment of USD 900 million until 2048 in Algeria's

energy sector, solidifying its commitment to ongoing

collaboration and expansion.

The third key area involved reactivating bilateral

mechanisms. Both ministers agreed to revitalize the

Ministerial Level Joint Commission meeting and Senior-

Official level bilateral consultation in Jakarta during the

first half of 2024.

The discussions also delved into regional and global

issues, particularly the Palestine situation. Indonesia

and Algeria aligned in condemning hostilities by Israel,

emphasizing the urgent need for a permanent

ceasefire and sustainable humanitarian assistance. In

this context, Marsudi expressed confidence in Algeria's

upcoming role as a member of the UN Security

Council, expecting continued efforts to champion the

Palestinian cause.

The meeting concluded with Minister Marsudi

welcoming Algeria's interest in acceding to ASEAN's

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, a move Indonesia

pledged to support.

Both nations also committed to mutual support in

multilateral forums, advocating collaboration and

promoting the interests of developing and Muslim

countries [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of

Indonesia]

Indonesia, Morocco

(dql) Indonesia and Morocco have entered a

memorandum of understanding (MoU) to enhance

their friendly relations to a strategic partnership.

The agreement was signed on December 22 during

Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi’s visit to

the African country for bilateral talks aimed at

strengthening relations between the two countries.

Under the MoU, both sides seek to diversify and

expand cooperation in various areas, including
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security, parliamentary and regional cooperation as

well as cooperation within international organizations.

During her visit, Retno discussed with her Moroccan

counterpart Nasser Bourita collaboration between

both countries’ health institutions and companies, in a

bid to boost the exchange of knowledge regarding

vaccine manufacturing as well as research and joint

production.

They also discussed of trade, with Retno expressing

her hope to receive Morocco’s positive response to

Indonesia’s proposal for a Preferential Trade

Agreement (PTA).

With regards to social cooperation, Retno committed

to exploring technical cooperation for job seekers,

both in Indonesia and Morocco, to meet industry

requirements, based on the Letter of Intent between

Indonesia’s Prakerja Management Office and the

Moroccan National Agency Against Illiteracy signed in

September. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Indonesia]

[Eurasia News]

Indonesia’s Program Kartu Prakerja is a job

competency development program aimed at job

seekers, laid-off workers, and/or individuals in need of

skill enhancement.

Indonesia’s PERTAMINA, Japan’s JOGMEC

to jointly tackle methane emissions

(jb) Indonesia's PERTAMINA and Japan's JOGMEC have

joined forces to tackle methane emissions in the

energy sector.

The collaboration, announced through a Memorandum

of Understanding (MoU) signed during the ASEAN –

Japan Economic Co-Creation Forum last week, focuses

on measuring and quantifying methane emissions at

natural gas production facilities.

The initiative will initially be implemented at

PERTAMINA's upstream areas in Central Sulawesi

Province. [PortNews]

Indonesia expresses confidence in

counter-terrorism collaboration with the

UK
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(jb) Indonesia's Head of the National Counter-

Terrorism Agency (BNPT), Mohammed Rycko Amelza

Dahniel, expressed confidence in the fruitful

collaboration on counter-terrorism with the United

Kingdom, highlighting its potential benefits for both

nations in a written statement last week.

The partnership, initiated through a memorandum of

understanding in 2021, has witnessed positive

progress, emphasizing information exchange,

intelligence sharing, and capacity building, according to

Dahniel.  He underscored Indonesia's commitment to

sustaining this cooperation, foreseeing mutually

advantageous outcomes.

UK Minister of State for SecurityTom Tugendhat, for his

part, commended BNPT's dedication to victim

recovery, particularly in tandem with the Indonesian

Witness and Victim Protection Agency.

Earlier this month, Dahniel held the second meeting of

the Joint Working Group on Counter Terrorism (JWG on

CT) in London. [Tempo.co]

Indonesia boosts halal certification

cooperation with South Korea

(jb) Indonesian Deputy Minister of Manpower

Afriansyah Noor visited South Korea to enhance

cooperation on halal certification.

Stressing the significance of halal supervisors

mandated by Law No. 34 of 2014, Noor discussed the

Indonesian National Work Competency Standard

(SKKNI) for these supervisors. While Indonesia has

qualified halal supervisors, there's a lack of

international demand for their employment.

Noor proposed collaboration between the Busan

Indonesia Center (BIC) and the Ministry's Job Market

Center to disseminate information on job

opportunities in South Korea.

The visit also involved discussions on facilitating

Indonesians working in South Korea and improving job

prospects for migrant workers in both nations.

[Tempo.co]

Japanese Prime Minister Kishida to visit

US
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(dql) Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida is

reportedly set to conclude arrangements for a visit to

the US as a state guest in early March at the invitation

of US President Joe Biden.

This visit would mark the first instance of a Japanese

political leader being received as a state guest since

2015 when the late former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe

held this role during a meeting with then-President

Barack Obama.

President Biden extended the invitation during their

November encounter in San Francisco, which took

place on the sidelines of the Asia-Pacific Economic

Cooperation forum summit [see AiR No. 47,

November/2023, 3].

Observers anticipate that the planned visit may serve

as a potential means for Kishida to bolster support,

particularly in light of a significant drop in his

popularity attributed to a political fundraising scandal

involving his Liberal Democratic Party (refer to the

article in this edition). [Kyodo News]

Japan sanctions Hamas members

(dql) The Japanese government has announced to

impose additional sanctions against three more senior

Hamas members.

The sanctions include freezing the assets of the

individuals, who are believed to have been involved in

Hamas’ October 7 attack and to in a position to use

funds to finance such terrorist activities. [Reuters]

In an earlier move, the government decided in October

freeze the assets of nine men and a company linked to

fundraising for Hamas [see AiR No. 44, October/2023,

5].

Russia lashes out against Japan’s

sanctions

(sh) On December 15, Japan toughened its sanctions

against Russia due to the Ukraine conflict, adding over

50 organizations to the list, making it a total of 494

targeted Russian entities [AiR No. 51, December/2023,

3].

In a response on December 21, Russia criticized Japan's

"irresponsible" policy, stating that it put Tokyo on the

path of escalating tensions in the Asia-Pacific region.
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Russia's foreign ministry expressed disappointment,

viewing these sanctions and involvement with non-

regional states as potential threats to their security.

The situation highlights a growing disagreement

between Japan and Russia, with each side accusing the

other of actions that could jeopardize regional stability.

[AA]

Philippines receives air surveillance radar

system from Japan 

(sh) Japan has provided the Philippines with an air

surveillance radar system, marking Japan’s first

complete defense product export.

The radar can detect approaching fighter jets and

missiles, strengthening the Philippines' defense against

China's increasing assertiveness in the South China

Sea.

This transfer is part of a 2020 deal between Japan and

the Philippines, with three more radar systems to be

handed over. [Japan Times]

The move comes as tensions have risen between China

and the Philippines, especially near the Scarborough

Shoal and Second Thomas Shoal in the South China

Sea (see article in this edition). [Aljazeera]

Norway provides financial support for

UXO victim assistance in Laos

(wn) The Norwegian government has pledged EUR

618,750 to fund the Integrated Victim Assistance and

Promotion of UXO Safety project in Phongsaly

province.

The funding agreement was signed on December 19 in

Vientiane by the National Regulatory Authority for the

UXO/Mine Action Sector (NRA) and Humanity &

Inclusion (HI) in Laos.

The project will run from approval until December 31,

2024, and will involve five main activities.

The project has three main objectives. Firstly, it aims to

aid disabled people in local communities so they can

represent their peers in important meetings. Secondly,

it seeks to help victims of Unexploded Ordnance (UXO)

and people with disabilities by linking work to help

victims and educate local people about UXO risks.
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Finally, the project aims to improve the effectiveness of

the UXO risk education campaign by modifying and

enhancing the UXO safety manual application to be

consistent with actual use.

Since 2008, there have been 25 recorded accidents

involving unexploded ordnance (UXO), resulting in the

deaths of 16 people and injuries to 15 others. The

Integrated Victim Assistance and Promotion of UXO

Safety project is a new initiative to address the UXO

problem and fulfil the indicators in Phongsaly’s socio-

economic development plan.

This project supports the goals of the government,

specifically the 18th Sustainable Development Goal,

which is to ensure that people are safe from UXO. The

project will also focus on providing long-term

assistance to those who have survived UXO explosions,

their families, and their communities, thus enhancing

the efficiency and sustainability of UXO-related efforts.

[Vientiane Times]

Laos, Japan complete disaster rescue

drills

(wn) Lao and Japanese military personnel have recently

worked together on a joint operation in Vientiane,

Laos, to improve the country's humanitarian aid and

disaster relief efforts. As part of the project, the

Japanese government provided the Lao government

with rescue vehicles and equipment worth USD

850,000.

Between 2022 and 2023, Japan sent trainers to Laos’

Ministry of National Defence to provide training on

search and rescue operations and emergency medical

assistance. Four training sessions were conducted,

where 246 individuals were trained. Japan’s Ministry of

Defence also provided funds to enable 24 Lao military

officers to attend teaching, search and rescue, and

emergency medicine courses with the Japanese Self-

Defence Force on two occasions.

Additionally, this year, the Japanese government

donated an ambulance and 100 rescue boats to Laos’

Ministry of National Defence for humanitarian work.

[Vientiane Times]

Hong Kong prepared to collaborate with

Laos in yuan trading and green financing
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(wn) Hong Kong has identified three areas for

cooperation with Laos and Vietnam as declared by

Hong Kong Secretary for Financial Services and the

Treasury Christopher Hui during his visit to the two

ASEAN members on December 11-14. The three areas

include yuan trading, talent exchange, and green

finance.

Referring to Hong Kong as the world's largest offshore

yuan trading hub outside of China, responsible for

approximately 75 percent of global offshore yuan

transactions, which amounts to around 1.1 trillion

yuan (USD 170 billion), Hui called on the the

governments of Laos and Vietnam to “consider the

benefit of issuing yuan bonds to enjoy lower-interest

rate costs [and to consider] issuing offshore yuan

[sovereign] bonds in Hong Kong.” 

In October, Beijing granted permission to Laos to

operate a yuan clearing center.

Besides, Hong Kong plans to negotiate a

comprehensive double taxation avoidance agreement

(DTAA) with Laos. The deal aims to bring clarity to

cross-border investments between the two countries.

When signed, the DTAA will encourage trade and

investment by circumventing international double

taxation.

Laos and Hong Kong have established a partnership in

the talent sector. In October, the Hong Kong Special

Administrative Region (HKSAR) government relaxed

visa policies, which allow individuals from Laos to

travel for employment, training, and study in UGC-

funded institutions.

Moreover, Hong Kong is committed to promoting

cooperation in green and sustainable finance with Laos

and Vietnam. Hui referred to Hong Kong’s significant

progress in green financing, stressing that

amendments will be made in January 2025 to enhance

climate-related disclosures by listed companies.

Hui expressed the city’s willingness to share

experiences and collaborate with Laos and Vietnam in

this critical area. [The Laotian Times]

Malaysia, India face UN sanctions over

Iran drone program

(dql) The US Treasury Department has imposed

sanction on four firms in Malaysia and one in

Indonesia, along with other entities located in Iran and

Hong Kong.
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The move is part of a fresh round of restrictions

targeting the drone program of Iran which the US

accuses of supplying deadly drones to terrorist proxies

in the Middle East and to Russia for use in Ukraine.

The firms are believed to be linked to a network that

allowed the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps

Aerospace Force Self Sufficiency Jihad Organization to

procure drone components worth hundreds of

thousands of dollars. [Department of the Treasury,

USA] [Benar News]

Malaysia imposes docking ban on Israeli

ships, vessels in response to Gaza war

(lm) Malaysia's Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has

announced that ships from the Israeli cargo shipping

company, Zim Integrated Shipping Services, will be

restricted from docking at Malaysian ports, along with

any ships hoisting the Israeli flag or en route to Israel.

This decision is in response to what Anwar Ibrahim

described as Israel's "continuous atrocities against

Palestinians" and actions that "breach international

laws and ignore basic principles of humanity." [The

Straits Times]

In related developments, in a recent interview with

Nikkei Asia, Prime Minister Anwar criticized what he

termed international "hypocrisy" over the crisis in the

Gaza Strip, arguing that some countries are not

practicing what they preach as the civilian death toll in

Gaza mounts. [Nikkei Asia]

Consultative Council of Islamic

Organizations of Malaysia considers UNSC

Gaza resolution a failure

(ba) The Consultative Council of Islamic Organizations

of Malaysia (Mapim) has conveyed its disappointment

over Israel's escalation of attacks on Gaza, despite the

adoption of the resolution on a humanitarian pause by

the United Nations Security Council (UNSC).

Mapim president Mohd Azmi Abdul Hamid expressed

regret, emphasizing that the resolution lacked

assertiveness and failed to address the core issue of

Israel's violation of international law.

Azmi pointed out that although the resolution holds

binding status in terms of international law, Israel has

a history of disregarding many Security Council
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resolutions with similar legal obligations. He

underscored the inadequacy of the resolution in

ensuring compliance.

Earlier this month, the UNSC passed a resolution

calling for the expedited, secure, and expanded access

of humanitarian aid to Gaza, aiming to create a

conducive environment to halt Israel’s ongoing attacks

in Gaza. [Astro Awani]

First round of Korea-Mongolia EPA

negotiations takes place in Seoul

(ap) The first round of the Korea-Mongolia Economic

Partnership Agreement talks took place between

December 18-20 in Seoul. [Aki Press]

Deputy Secretary-General of the Ministry of Economic

Development Bathu Idesh, who led the Mongolian

delegation, met with Director of Free Trade Agreement

Policy at the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Energy

Ahn Chang-yong and his delegation.

Both sides discussed ways to increase exports of value-

added products and foreign exchange earnings,

facilitate trade by reducing tariffs as weell as to further

deepen bilateral trade cooperation.

Over 40,000 Chinese nationals engaged in

online scams deported from Myanmar

(sk) On December 15, over 40,000 Chinese nationals

engaged in online scam activities were arrested and

deported from Myanmar's northern Shan state

between September and December.

The United Wa State Army (USWA), the military wing of

the United Wa State Party, the de facto ruling party of

autonomous self-governing Wa State, handed over

individuals involved in fraudulent activities to Chinese

authorities at the border. 

The arrests, concentrated in the Kokang region,

occurred amid civil unrest and armed conflict, with

local authorities suspected of involvement.

Despite the heavy military presence, observers suggest

the crimes flourished due to the socioeconomic

situation and lax border control.

Both China and Myanmar face criticism for allowing

illegal crossings and fostering online scam rings. Efforts
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to curb scams continue, but residents report their

growth in certain areas. [Radio Free Asia]

Bangladesh continues to monitor conflict

in Myanmar and hopes to repatriate

Rohingyas

(jw) Bangladesh's Ministry of Foreign Affairs has

declared that the country is monitoring the ongoing

conflict in Myanmar.

It added that Dhaka will remain vigilant about border

security to prevent "infiltration from Myanmar to

Bangladesh" and that the repatriation of the Rohingyas

to Myanmar will begin in the near future when the

time and circumstances are appropriate.

In addition, it was noted that voluntary, safe

repatriation is already underway via a tripartite

initiative with Bangladesh, Myanmar, and China, citing

that “Myanmar authorities have already informed

Rohingyas more than once about the facilities that the

Rohingyas will get after their repatriation to Rakhine in

order to start safe, dignified, and sustainable

repatriation of the forcibly displaced Myanmar

nationals.” [United News of Bangladesh]

Five boats carrying Rohingya refugees

reach Indonesian shores

(jw) Indonesian authorities reported that five boats

packed with Rohingya refugees arrived in Aceh

province on December 21.

Indonesia has increased its water patrols amid a surge

of refugee arrivals. Since November, more than 1,500

Rohingya refugees have entered the country. Many of

them arrived in Aceh from southern Bangladesh,

where the Muslim minority fled in 2017 after a mass

ethnic cleansing campaign perpetrated by the

Myanmar military regime.

These waves of refugees have resulted in rising anti-

Rohingya sentiment in Aceh, with residents accusing

the Rohingya of poor behavior.

President Joko Widodo has stated that Indonesia will

continue to help the refugees temporarily on a

humanitarian basis. [The Washington Post]
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Nepal, Sri Lanka hold joint commission

meeting

(lm) The Nepal-Sri Lanka joint commission meeting

concluded in Kathmandu, co-chaired by Nepalese

Foreign Minister NP Saud and his Sri Lankan

counterpart Ali Sabry. The meeting addressed various

matters of mutual interest and explored opportunities

for cooperation, including enhancing trade and

investment, increasing air connectivity, cultural,

tourism, and educational exchanges, strengthening

regional cooperation, and addressing the possibility of

air connections between Colombo and Lumbini.

Additionally, discussions were held on transferring

three Nepali nationals imprisoned in Sri Lanka, and a

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on cooperation

in science, technology, and innovation is set to be

signed. [The Kathmandu Post]

China, The Philippines top diplomats

discuss tensions in disputed South China

Sea

(lb) China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi and his Filipino

counterpart Enrique Manalo held a phone discussion,

emphasizing the importance of dialogue in resolving

conflicts in the South China Sea. This conversation

marked the first high-level dialogue between the two

countries during the ongoing tensions in the disputed

waters. [Anadolu Agency]

Wang Yi stated that the "proper management" of the

current maritime situation was a top priority while

cautioning the Philippines to act prudently. He also

warned that Beijing would defend its rights in

accordance with the law if the Philippines misjudged

the situation or colluded with external forces to

provoke further troubles.

Manalo, for his part, expressed a willingness to

strengthen dialogue and use bilateral communication

mechanisms to seek solutions to the issue. Both sides

agreed to hold a meeting of the bilateral consultation

mechanism on the South China Sea soon.

In related updates, an amicable resolution has been

reached between the owners of a Filipino fishing boat

and a Chinese cargo ship that collided in waters near

Occidental Mindoro province. The owner of the Filipino

fishing boat, “FB Ruel J,” accepted a full settlement for

the damages caused by the incident involving the “MV

Tai Hang 8” on December 5. [Inquirer.net]
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Singapore’s first ambassador to Israel

presents credentials

(lb) Singapore has appointed its first-ever ambassador

to Israel, Ian Mak, despite a 54-year-long relationship

between the two nations. Previously absent, the

Southeast Asian city-state established its embassy in

Tel Aviv in 2022. [JNS] [The Times of Israel]

Israel and Singapore maintain close diplomatic and

military ties, with Israel being a significant arms

supplier to Singapore. Trade volume between the two

countries in 2022 reached USD 3.8 billion, showing a

67 percent increase from 2021, primarily driven by

Israeli exports of machinery and various equipment.

South Korea reduces humanitarian

assistance for North Korea

(ap) Kim Yung-ho, the unification minister of South

Korea, has confirmed that only two requests to send

for humanitarian aid to North Korea were approved in

2023. Both were related to supporting children in

North Korea, worth USD 260,000.

This is a significant decline in humanitarian assistance,

compared to 2022 when 12 projects were conducted.

This drastic decline is indicative of Seoul de-prioritizing

humanitarian aid in its North Korea policy that has

grown more assertive under President Yoon Seok Yul.

[NK News]

South Korean President Yoon urges

enhanced surveillance and

reconnaissance against North Korea

(oy) On December 20, South Korean President Yoon

Suk Yeol chaired a meeting of the Presidential Defense

Innovation Committee, attended also by Defense

Minister Shin Won-sik, and high-ranking military

leaders and civilian committee members, including

former Defense Minister Kim Kwan-jin.

During the meeting, he called for enhancements to

surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities to

“prepare against North Korea's nuclear and missile

threats”, after North Korea launched an
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Intercontinental Ballistic Missile on December 18 [see

AiR No. 51, December/2023, 2].

Yoon emphasized the importance of sharing

surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities and

information with the US and Japan to deter North

Korea’s growing nuclear and missile threats (see article

in this edition). He also urged measures to significantly

reduce the process for weapon and military hardware

procurement.

In response, the Defense Ministry reported their plans

to reduce the average time for procuring weapons

from 14 years to 7. [Yonhap 1] [Office of the President]

In a separate development, the defense ministry

disclosed that Seoul staged an independent tabletop

exercise that simulated nuclear attack by North Korea

this year.

The exercise was conducted in August as part of efforts

to strengthen response capabilities against the North's

military threats. [Yonhap 2]

Further, in the latest version of its moral training

program book, a basic educational material for soldiers

released on December 26, the defense ministry

desrcibes sympathizers of the North Korean regime as

threats within South Korea, that “make constant efforts

to generate anti-US public perception and rally to get

the US forces to exit the country,” on behest of

Pyongyang.

The new educational material will be handed out to

military units from the end of this month. [The Korea

Herald] [Yonhap 3]

South Korea, Japan agree to strengthen

economic cooperation

(oy/sh) On December 21, Kang Jae-kwon, South Korea's

Deputy Foreign Minister for Economic Affairs, spoke

with Keiichi Ono, Japanese Senior Deputy Foreign

Minister.

Both countries agreed to cooperate closely on

economic issues, such as securing new markets,

protecting supply chains and technological

cooperation. Both countries also agreed to cooperate

closely on multilateral platforms such as the World

Trade Organization, G20 and APEC, to promote the

rules-based economic order and widen collaboration

in fields like climate change and energy.
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Separately, South Korean Finance Minister Choo

Kyung-ho spoke with Japan's Finance Minister Shunichi

Suzuki via teleconference about enhancing bilateral

cooperation in the financial and economic sectors, and

expressed his gratitude towards Japan’s cooperation.

Both ministers urged a deepening of economic

relations through meetings and other events.

[Yonhap_1] [Yonhap_2]

The talks show signs of improving relations, driven by

shared geopolitical concerns and despite ongoing

differences over the issues "comfort women". 

[Reuters]

South Korea sharpens response to Russia,

Belarus

(dql) South Korea’s Ministry of Trade, Industry and

Energy has announced plans to intensify export

controls against Russia (and Belarus) by adding 682

items to its list of goods banned from export to these

nations.

This latest response to Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine

will bring the total to 1,159 items, encompassing,

among others, heavy construction equipment,

rechargeable batteries, aircraft components, and

machinery.

The updated list is set to enter into force in early 2024.

[Yonhap]

South Korean foreign minister meets

Benin counterpart

(oy) On December 20, South Korea’s Foreign Minister

Park Jin met with Benin’s Foreign Minister Olushegun

Adjadi Bakari. The two ministers discussed various

areas of cooperation, such as development, economy,

climate change, digital technology, and future

industries.

They also outlined their expectations for the first

Korea-Africa Summit in 2024. Additionally, Park briefed

Bakari on the situation on the Korean Peninsula and

stressed the importance of a united response to North

Korea’s provocations. Bakari expressed his full support

for Korea’s efforts for peace. [South Korea Ministry of

Foreign Affairs] [Yonhap]
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South Korea finance minister holds

teleconference with US Treasury

Secretary

(oy) On December 20, South Korea’s Finance Minister

Choo Kyung-ho held a teleconference with US Treasury

Secretary Janet Yellen.

Choo thanked Yellen for the cooperation between the

two countries on various economic and financial

issues, such as the Korea-U.S. Finance Ministers’

Meeting and the G20 Finance Ministers’ Meeting and

highlighted the deepened bilateral ties.

Choo also expressed his hope that the upcoming

Korea-U.S.-Japan Finance Ministers’ Meeting in 2024

would enhance the three countries cooperation on key

economic and financial agendas. [South Korea Ministry

of Economy and Finance] [Yonhap]

South Korean army chief visits UAE and

Qatar

(oy) From December 16 to 22, South Korea’s Army

Chief General Park An-su visited United Arab Emirates

(UAE) and Qatar to expand cooperations in military

and defense industry.

In UAE, Park held discussions with Major General

Saeed Rashid Al Shehhi, commander of the UAE Land

Forces, on expanding joint military exercises and

professional exchanges between South Korea and UAE.

In Qatar, Park met Major General Saeed Hussain Al

Khayarin, Qatar Emiri Land Force Commander, to

discuss ways to improve military ties and defense

industry cooperation. [Yonhap]

South Korean JCS chief visits unit

stationed at DMZ with UNC Commander

(oy) On December 21, South Korea’s Chairman of the

Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Kim Myung-soo, and

Commander of UN Command, General Paul LaCamera,

visited a unit stationed at the Demilitarized Zone

(DMZ). [South Korea Joint Chief of Staff] [Yonhap]

Their visit was to observe North Korean activities along

the DMZ, following the North Korea’s termination of a

2018 inter-Korean military pact in November.
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Since the pact’s termination, Pyongyang has reinstalled

guard posts and deployed heavy weaponry within the

DMZ [see AiR No. 49, December/2023, 1].

Sri Lanka receives USD 1 million donation

of medical supplies from Bangladesh

(lf) Bangladesh has donated essential medicines valued

at USD 1 million to Sri Lanka as part of a goodwill

gesture on December 21. The medicines were sourced

from Bangladesh's state-owned pharmaceutical

company, Essential Drugs Company Limited (EDCL),

manufactured to align with Sri Lanka’s pharmaceutical

standards. [Daily Mirror] [Daily FT]

Bangladesh previously provided medical supplies

worth USD 2.3 million in May 2022 as a goodwill

gesture. Both governments are actively considering a

stronger collaboration for sourcing pharmaceutical

products from Bangladesh, showcasing the growing

capacity of the Bangladesh pharmaceutical industry in

producing regionally accepted medicines.

Pakistan to explore options for exporting

food products to Sri Lanka

(lf) Pakistan's outgoing High Commissioner to Sri

Lanka, retired Major General Umar Farooq Burki,

conveyed his nation’s interest in exporting onions, corn

and other agricultural products to the island nation

during a farewell visit to Prime Minister Dinesh

Gunawardena at the Temple Trees residence. In

addition to discussing trade opportunities, the High

Commissioner updated the Prime Minister on efforts

to boost tourism, particularly Buddhist pilgrim tours to

Pakistan for cultural exchange and understanding

between religious sects. Acknowledging Pakistan's

offer to open Buddhist sites for Sri Lankans, the Prime

Minister expressed gratitude for the previous tour

organised by the Pakistan High Commission for

Buddhist monks, journalists, and academics. [Daily

Mirror] [Sri Lanka Guardian]

Prime Minister Gunawardena extended thanks for

Pakistan’s consistent advocacy on behalf of Sri Lanka at

the UNHRC and other international forums, as well as

the service of the High Commissioner in deepening ties

between both states. He also appreciated the

increased Pakistani scholarships for Sri Lankan

students, and urged Pakistani entrepreneurs to
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explore new investments in Sri Lanka in an attempt to

increase capital coming into the country.

Simultaneously in Lahore, retired Admiral Ravindra C.

Wijegunaratne, Sri Lanka's newly appointed High

Commissioner to Pakistan, visited the Pakistan Navy

War College. Reflecting on his open experiences

studying in Pakistan, the high commissioner

emphasised the strong defence ties shared by both

states. High Commissioner Wijegunaratne received the

Nishan-e-Imitiuaz Medal from the Pakistani

Government in 2019 for outstanding contributions.

Burkina Faso’s acting President invites Sri

Lankan business figures to invest in

nation’s mining sector

(lf) During a recent meeting at Burkina Faso's

presidential palace on December 18 in Ouagadougou,

Sri Lankan High Commissioner to Kenya, Kana

Kananathan, engaged in discussions with Transitional

President of Burkina Faso, Ibrahim Tarore, aimed at

strengthening bilateral ties. [Daily Mirror] [ZAWYA]

Emphasising mutual cooperation and support in

international forums, High Commissioner Kananathan

conveyed Sri Lanka's commitment to fortifying

diplomatic ties and enhancing collaboration with

Burkina Faso. President Tarore returned the favour,

inviting Sri Lankan businessmen to invest in the

countries lucrative mining and rare-earth minerals

sector to develop the industry.

Kananathan briefed President Tarore on Sri Lanka's

dedicated efforts to build robust partnerships with

African nations. Sri Lanka aims to advance political,

economic, and commercial ties with Africa, as reflected

by High Commissioner Kananathan’s high number of

visits across the continent, outside of solely Kenya, in

2023. The high commissioner acknowledged Burkina

Faso's historical support for Sri Lanka on the

international stage and emphasised the importance of

mutual collaboration in advancing common objectives

globally for both states.

The meeting is somewhat controversial, as President

Tarore came to power in a coup staged in January

2022. The visit from the high commissioner signifies

recognition from the Sri Lankan government that the

current regime is legitimate, and future collaboration

and investment could undermine attempts from the

global community to have the nation return to

democracy.
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President Biden signs 2024 NDAA with key

Taiwan defense provisions

(xc) US President Joe Biden has signed the 2024

National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) into law,

introducing provisions to bolster Taiwan's military

capabilities. [The White House]

A pivotal provision of the Act requires the U.S.

secretary of defense, in collaboration with Taiwanese

officials, to create a training, advising, and capacity-

building program for Taiwan's military, aligning with

the Taiwan Enhanced Resilience Act.

The NDAA also mandates a status report on the

delivery of defense weapons and services agreed to be

sold to Taiwan. The Secretaries of Defense and State

are required to brief Congressional committees on the

status of US-provided security assistance to Taiwan

within 180 days of the law's enactment, including a

detailed list and delivery schedule of defense articles

and services.

In addition, the NDAA requires the Secretary of

Defense to collaborate with Taiwanese officials on

military cybersecurity activities to protect military

networks and infrastructure from cyber threats and

calls for assessments of the economic impact of

various invasion and response scenarios, including

potential economic policies against Beijing to exert

pressure during pre-conflict phases. [Government,

USA] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan’s foreign ministry welcomed the NDAA for its

“firm position in strengthening Taiwan-US security

cooperation.” [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan, in

Chinese]

Cross-Strait relations: Chinese warships

and aircraft spotted near Taiwan ahead of

elections

(jr) According to Taiwan’s defense ministry, Chinese

warships have been spotted around the island while

aircraft have crossed the median line, weeks before

the January presidential and parliamentary elections.

The ministry reported on December 23 that it has

detected J 10, J 11, and J 16 fighters as well as early

warning Chinese aircraft operating in the airspace to

the middle, south-west and northern Taiwan. Ten
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aircraft crossed the Taiwan Straits or areas closed by,

accompanied by Chinese warships conducting joint

combat readiness operation patrols.

Earlier this month, the defense ministry spotted

warships and a balloon near the island at night. While

Beijing has been sending warplanes and vessels

around Taiwan near-daily, nighttime activity by Chinese

aircraft and the appearance of a balloon are rare.

Analysts say China is running a multi-pronged

campaign to prevent a victory the ruling Democratic

Progressive Party (DPP) in the upcoming elections. The

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) would like the main

opposition party, Kuomintang (KMT) party, to win as it

seeks friendlier relations with China.

China has refused to engage in dialogue with the DPP,

which the CCP) claims is “separatist.” The DPP rejects

such accusations and says it is up to the people of

Taiwan to choose their leaders and their future. [Al

Jazeera]

Taiwan, Canada sign agreement to boost

trade and investment

(xc) On December 22, Taiwan and Canada have signed

an agreement aimed at promoting two-way trade and

investment, about two months after the conclusion of

negotiations. was formalized in Taipei on Friday,

through the signing of an investment promotion and

protection arrangement (FIPA).

The Foreign Investment and Protection and Promotion

Agreement (FIPA) is designed to enhance the bilateral

investment environment for companies from both

Taiwan and Canada. While the full text of the FIPA has

not yet been disclosed, press materials indicate that

the agreement includes comprehensive investment

protection norms and restricts the imposition of

additional investment restrictions by the host country

beyond the mutually agreed terms.

Moreover, the FIPA allows for the host country to

regulate trade according to its domestic policy

objectives, acknowledging the importance of values

such as corporate social responsibility, cultural

diversity, environmental protection, gender equality,

labor rights, and inclusive growth.

This development is seen as a demonstration of

Taiwan's commitment to high-standard trade

regulations, particularly relevant to its application to
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join the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement

for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

Taiwan's application to the CPTPP was made in

September 2021, with a decision by the CPTPP

Commission on initiating negotiations with Taiwan still

pending. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan, Czechia sign MOU to enhance

business and cultural ties

(xc) Taiwan and the Czech Republic have entered into a

memorandum of understanding (MOU) aimed at

expanding business opportunities and strengthening

bilateral relations.

Under the MoU a "Czech Center" in Taiwan will be

established to leverage local resources and deepen

connections and to create a platform to boost

economic, technological and cultural exchanges

between Taiwan and Czechia.

The agreement also covers the Business Opportunities

Enhancement Program (BOEP), part of a broader

initiative to reinforce the resilience of supply chains

among democratic countries. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, Taiwan] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan pledges 1 million USD for

Ukrainian refugees in Poland

(xc/jr) Taiwan's government has committed to donating

an additional USD 1 million to support Ukrainian

refugees in Poland, as announced by the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs (MOFA). This pledge was formalized

during a signing ceremony in Warsaw by Taiwan's

representative to Poland and mayors in Poland on

December 20.

The mayor as the chair the Union of Polish

Metropolises representing several major Polish cities,

will oversee the fund's implementation. The

memorandum of understanding (MOU) signed

indicates that the project will assist Polish local

governments and non-governmental organizations in

their efforts to aid Ukrainian refugees currently

residing in Poland which has seen an influx of over 3

million Ukrainian refugees since the Russian invasion

in February 2022.

Taiwan has donated more than 40 million USD and 600

tons of necessities including medical supplies since
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February 2022. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan, in

Chinese] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan-Japan relations unaffected by

efforts of Japan’s new ambassador to

China to improve Sino-Japanese ties

(xc) The Taiwan-Japan Relations Association has

reassured that the appointment of Kenji Kanasugi as

the Japanese Ambassador to China, and his

commitment to fostering a closer Japan-China

relationship, will not impact the friendly ties between

Taiwan and Japan.

Kanasugi, in a recent news conference in Beijing,

expressed his dedication to creating an environment

for advancing stalled dialogue and consultations

between Japan and China.

Regarding Taiwan’s efforts to join the Comprehensive

and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific

Partnership (CPTPP), of which Japan is a member, the

Association’s Deputy Secretary-General stated that

Japan's support for Taiwan’s bid remains stable. [Taipei

Times]

Indonesia interested in purchasing 2

million tones of rice from Thailand

(tt) Thailand's Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has

announced that Indonesia is interested in purchasing 2

million metric tones of Thai rice in the coming year.

Indonesia has formally requested this amount, with

plans to import 1 million metric tones by the end of

this year to enhance food security. [The Sun]

Thailand, the world's second-largest rice exporter,

aims to export 8 million metric tones of rice this year,

an increase from its previous target, with 6.9 million

metric tones already exported from January to

October.

Thailand to boost Saudi tourism influx

targeting around USD 800 million in

revenue

(msz) The Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) is

collaborating with Saudia Airlines to boost tourism ties

with Saudi Arabia. The aim is to achieve a target of
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300,000 arrivals and roughly USD 800 million in

revenue from Saudi tourists in 2024. [The Nation

Thailand]

Discussions with Saudia Airlines included the proposal

for the airline to introduce flights between Riyadh and

Phuket to attract more Saudi tourists to the island.

Additionally, marketing promotions under the theme

"Two Kingdoms, One Happiness" were discussed,

linking the Dead Sea to the shores of Phuket. The TAT

is planning to set up an office in Riyadh and has invited

Saudia to participate in the Thailand Travel Mart Plus

fair in Bangkok next year to boost Saudi tourist

arrivals.

Record number of Vietnamese workers

sent to Japan

(wn) According to the Ministry of Labour, Invalids, and

Social Affairs, Vietnam has broken its record for

sending the highest number of workers to Japan in the

first 11 months of this year.

Out of more than 146,000 workers who left the country

between January and November, more than 74,000

Vietnamese workers went to Japan. This number

accounts for more than half of the workers sent

abroad, making Japan the leading destination for

Vietnamese guest workers.

The ministry also stated that there are now over

500,000 Vietnamese workers in Japan under various

programs. [Hanoi Times]

Vietnam’s domestic supporting industries

face competition from Chinese investors

(wn) During the Ministry of Industry and Trade's end-

of-year meeting on December 20, Dr. Phan Dang Tuat,

the President of the Vietnam Association for

Supporting Industries, raised concerns about Chinese

businesses in the supporting industry.

He pointed out that Vietnamese companies without

economies of scale could face tough competition from 

Chinese companies, which are flocking to Vietnam to

avoid the tariffs imposed by the US on China.

According to Tuat, 2023 was a difficult year for

Vietnam's manufacturing industry, particularly for

supporting industries that supply raw materials, parts,

and components to it.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-trj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-trj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vulnty-l-trt/


Due to lower order volumes from major markets like

Europe, businesses in supporting industries

experienced a 40 percent drop in revenues. On the

other hand, Chinese supporting industry businesses

are rapidly establishing large-scale production chains

for components and parts in Vietnam, with the

intention of exporting them to Europe and North

America. [VNEXPRESS]

 

Announcements

 

 

Recent book releases

Theresa May, The Abuse of Power: Confronting

Injustice in Public Life, Headline, 352 pages,

published September 14, 2023, with a review in

[LSE].

Brian Cuddy and Victor Kattan, Making Endless War:

The Vietnam and Arab-Israeli Conflicts in the History

of International Law, University of Michigan Press,

322 pages, published August 17, 2023. Visit [LSE] for

a review.

R. Shep Melnick, The Crucible of Desegregation: The

Uncertain Search for Educational Equality, The

University of Chicago Press, 326 pages, published

April 28, 2023, reviewed in [LSE].

Alan S. Kahan, Freedom From Fear: An Incomplete

History of Liberalism, Princeton University Press,

528 pages, published August 22, 2023, with a review

in [Foreign Affairs].

David Keen, When Disasters Come Home: Making and

Manipulating Emergencies in the West, Polity, 288

pages, published July 3, 2023, reviewed in [Foreign

Affairs].
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Calls

The Max Planck Institute for Comparative Public

Law and International Law invites paper proposals

for its workshop on "Comparative International Legal

Policy: National Political Approaches Towards

International Legal Order,” to be held on June 5-6,

2024, at Harnack House, Berlin. The deadline for

abstract submission is January 15, 2024. For more

information, see [MPI].

The Global Governance Centre and International

Law Department at the Geneva Graduate Institute

invites paper proposals for its workshop on “Social

Hierarchies in Catastrophic Times,” to be held on

September 3-7, 2024, in Kochi, Kerala, India. The

deadline for abstract submission is February 2, 2024.

For more information, see [Geneva Graduate Institute].

Jobs and positions

The German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence

for Public Policy and Good Governance (CPG) seeks

an Office Manager to be based in Bangkok, Thailand.

Applications are accepted until not specified. More

information is provided as [CPG].

The German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence

for Public Policy and Good Governance (CPG) seeks

an Asia Weekly Regional Editor (South-, Southeast-,

or East Asia) to be based in Remote Working.

Applications are accepted open until filled. More

information is provided as [CPG].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks an ICT Associate to be based in Pemba,

Mozambique. Applications are accepted until January

6, 2024. More information is provided as [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Programme Associate to be based in

Maputo, Mozambique. Applications are accepted until

January 6, 2024. More information is provided as

[UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Project Associate to be based in

Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina. Applications are

accepted until January 5, 2024. More information is

provided as [UNDP].
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The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Field Coordinator – Gender Equality

and Women’s Empowerment to be based in Beira,

Mozambique. Applications are accepted until January

8, 2024. More information is provided as [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a FAO Procurement Clerk to be based

in East Jerusalem, Palestinian Territory. Applications

are accepted until January 5, 2024. More information is

provided as [UNDP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a GIS

Expert to be based in Venezuela. Applications are

accepted until January 9, 2024. More information is

provided as [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks an Internal

Auditor to be based in Zambia. Applications are

accepted until February 1, 2024. More information is

provided as [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a Logistics

Assistant to be based in Nigeria. Applications are

accepted until January 6, 2024. More information is

provided as [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a Resource

Management Officer to be based in Fiji. Applications

are accepted until January 8, 2024. More information is

provided as [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks an

Information Management & Reporting Officer to be

based in Kharkov, Ukraine. Applications are accepted

until January 7, 2024. More information is provided as

[WFP].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Child Protection Officer to be based in Male,

Maldives. Applications are accepted until January 14,

2024. More information is provided as [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Programme Associate to be based in Male,

Maldives. Applications are accepted until January 14,

2024. More information is provided as [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Child Protection Specialist to be based in Sudan.

Applications are accepted until January 7, 2024. More

information is provided as [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Chief Field Office, to be based in Somalia.
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 Applications are accepted until January 6, 2024. More

information is provided as [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Child Protection Officer to be based in Kingston,

Jamaica. Applications are accepted until January 13,

2024. More information is provided as [UNICEF].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

National Professional Officer, to be based in Yangon,

Myanmar. Applications are accepted until January 11,

2024. More information is provided as [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Public Health Officer to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until January 13,

2023. More information is provided as [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Programme Area Manager, to be based in Cairo,

Egypt. Applications are accepted until January 4, 2024.

More information is provided as [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Programme Coordinator, to be based in Tashkent,

Uzbekistan. Applications are accepted until January 14,

2024. More information is provided as [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Regional Adviser to be based in Copenhagen,

Denmark. Applications are accepted until January 21,

2024. More information is provided as [WHO].

The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks a

Psychosocial Support Expert to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until December

31, 2023. More information is provided as [UN].

The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks an

Executive Director, United Nations Human

Settlements Programme to be based in Nairobi,

Kenya. Applications are accepted until January 8, 2024.

More information is provided as [UN].

The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks a

Secretary to a Member of the Court to be based in

The Hague, Netherlands. Applications are accepted

until January 5, 2024. More information is provided as

[UN].

The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks a Field

Interpreter to be based in Geneva, Switzerland.

Applications are accepted until December 31, 2023.

More information is provided as [UN].

The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks a

Sanctions Expert to be based in New York, United
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States. Applications are accepted until October 22,

2024. More information is provided as [UN].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks an

IGNITE Project - Finance and logistic Deputy

Director, to be based in Lebanon. Applications are

accepted until April 2s, 2024. More information is

provided as [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Regional Content and Digital Coordinator to be

based in Colombia.  Applications are accepted until

April 15, 2024. More information is provided as [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Casework Supervisor to be based in United States.

Applications are accepted until February 15, 2024.

More information is provided as [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Deputy Director, Budgets & Planning, to be based in

United States. Applications are accepted until February

22, 2024. More information is provided as [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Casework Supervisor, Asylum Reception and Case

Management, to be based in United States.

Applications are accepted until February 22, 2024.

More information is provided as [IRC].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Facilities Management Officer, to be based in

Rome, Italy. Applications are accepted until January 19,

2024. More information is provided as [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a National Project Coordinator, to be based in Tbilisi,

Georgia. Applications are accepted until January 15,

2024. More information is provided as [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Procurement Assistant, to be based in Colombo, Sri

Lanka. Applications are accepted until January 9, 2024.

More information is provided as [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Programme Specialist, to be based in Iraq.

 Applications are accepted until January 8, 2024. More

information is provided as [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Gender and Stakeholder Engagement Specialist to

be based in Mandaluyong City, Philippines.

Applications are accepted until January 9, 2024. More

information is provided as [FAO].
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The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Senior Legal Officer, to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until January 8,

2024. More information is provided as [IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Chief Information Security Officer, to be

based in Geneva, Switzerland. Applications are

accepted until January 7, 2024. More information is

provided as [IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Programme Coordinator (Research) to be

based in Erbil, Iraq. Applications are accepted until

January 4, 2024. More information is provided as

[IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Resources Management Officer, to be based

in San Jose, Costa Rica. Applications are accepted until

January 3, 2024. More information is provided as

[IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Senior Data Scientist, to be based in Berlin,

Germany. Applications are accepted until January 20,

2024. More information is provided as [IOM].

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty

Organization (CTBTO) seeks a Processing Engineer,

to be based in Vienna, Austria. Applications are

accepted until February 4, 2024. More information is

provided as [CTBTO].

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty

Organization (CTBTO) seeks an Atmospheric

Sciences Officer, to be based in Vienna, Austria.

Applications are accepted until January 12, 2024. More

information is provided as [CTBTO].

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty

Organization (CTBTO) seeks a Chief, Public

Information Section, to be based in Vienna, Austria.

Applications are accepted until January 29, 2024. More

information is provided as [CTBTO].

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty

Organization (CTBTO) seeks a Senior Legal Officer,

to be based in Vienna, Austria. Applications are

accepted until January 14, 2024. More information is

provided as [CTBTO].

The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty

Organization (CTBTO) seeks an Associate

Telecommunications Officer, to be based in Vienna,
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Austria. Applications are accepted until January 12,

2024. More information is provided as [CTBTO].         

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Head of Programme to be based in

Mogadishu, Somalia. Applications are accepted until

January 10, 2024. More information is provided as

[UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks an ICT Senior Officer - Geospatial

Information Officer, to be based in Brindisi, Italy.

Applications are accepted until January 8, 2024. More

information is provided as [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Support Services Officer to be

based in Damascus, Syria. Applications are accepted

until January 7, 2024. More information is provided as

[UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Chief of Staff, to be based in Gaza,

Palestinian Territory and Jerusalem, Israel. Applications

are accepted until January 9, 2024. More information is

provided as [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Country Market Shaping Specialist

to be based in Nairobi, Kenya. Applications are

accepted until January 9, 2024. More information is

provided as [UNOPS].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a

Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning Lead to be

based in Ethiopia. Applications are accepted until not

specified. More information is provided as [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a

Senior Nutrition Coordination Advisor, to be based

in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. Applications are accepted

until not specified. More information is provided as

[FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a

Senior Program Officer to be based in Ethiopia.

Applications are accepted until not specified. More

information is provided as [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a

Director Finance and Administration, to be based in

Kampala, Uganda. Applications are accepted until not

specified. More information is provided as [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a

Technical Officer, Tuberculosis Diagnosis, to be
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based in Hanoi, Vietnam. Applications are accepted

until not specified. More information is provided as

[FHI 360].

The Department of Anthropology at New York

University in New York, United States is inviting

applications for a Visiting Clinical Assistant

Professor (VCAP). Application submission deadline is

open until filled. For more details, see [New York

University].

Colgate University in New York, United States is

inviting applications for an Assistant Professor in

Africana and Latin American Studies. Application

submission deadline is open until filled. For more

details, see [Colgate University].

Colgate University in New York, United States is

inviting applications for an Assistant Professor in

Contemporary Native American Studies. Application

submission deadline is open until filled. For more

details, see [Colgate University].

Bentley University in Massachusetts is inviting

applications for a Lecturer, Race and Democracy.

Application submission deadline is open until January

15, 2024. For more details, see [Bentley University]

Boston College in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts is

inviting applications for a Senior Energy or Climate

Change Faculty Position in the Social Sciences.

Application submission deadline is open until January

21, 2024. For more details, see [Boston College].

Cerritos College in California, United States is inviting

applications for FT Ethnic Studies Instructor.

Application submission deadline is open until January

3, 2024. For more details, see [Cerritos College].

West Valley-Mission Community College District in

California, United States is inviting applications for

Ethnic Studies Full-Time Instructor. Application

submission deadline is open until February 29, 2024.

For more details, see [West Valley-Mission Community

College District]

Alfaisal University in Saudi Arabia is inviting

applications for a Faculty Positions in the College of

Law & International Relations. Application

submission deadline is open until filled. For more

details, see [Alfaisal University]

The University of North Carolina at Pembroke in

Pembroke, North Carolina is inviting applications for a

Lecturer in Criminal Justice. Application submission
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deadline is open until filled. For more details, see

[University of North Carolina at Pembroke]

The University of South Carolina in South Carolina,

United States is inviting applications for an Assistant

Professor of History and African American Studies.

Application submission deadline is open until filled. For

more details, see [University of South Carolina]

The University of Texas - Rio Grande Valley in Texas,

United States is inviting applications for a Lecturer in

Political Science/College of Liberal Arts. Application

submission deadline is open until January 30, 2024. For

more details, see [University of Texas]

The University of New England in Maine, United

States is inviting applications for an Assistant

Professor, Environmental Social Sciences (Global

Ecology and Social Justice). Application submission

deadline is open until filled. For more details, see

[University of New England].

The University of New England in Maine, United

States is inviting applications for an Assistant

Professor, Criminology. Application submission

deadline is open until filled. For more details, see

[University of New England].

The University of New England in Maine, United

States is inviting applications for an Assistant

Professor, Sociology. Application submission deadline

is open until filled. For more details, see [University of

New England].

The University of New England in Maine, United

States is inviting applications for an Assistant

Professor, Environmental Social Sciences (Climate

Change). Application submission deadline is open until

filled. For more details, see [University of New

England].

Metropolitan State University of Denver in

Colorado, United States is inviting applications for a

Journalism Affiliate Instructor. Application

submission deadline is open until filled. For more

details, see [Metropolitan State University of Denver]

Chabot-Las Positas Community College District in

California, United States is inviting applications for an

Instructor, Ethnic Studies. Application submission

deadline is open until February 2, 2024. For more

details, see [Chabot-Las Positas Community College

District].

Austin Community College in Texas is inviting

applications for a Faculty, Philosophy. Application
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submission deadline is open until January 29, 2024. For

more details, see [Austin Community College].

The University of Pennsylvania in Pennsylvania,

United States is inviting applications for a South Asia

Studies Department, Tenure-track Assistant

Professor of South Asia Studies. Application

submission deadline is not specified. For more details,

see [University of Pennsylvania].

Cornell University in Ithaca, New York is inviting

applications for a Lecturer or Senior Lecturer in

Race/Racism or Global Policy. Application submission

deadline is open until February 1, 2024. For more

details, see [Cornell University].

Boston College in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts is

inviting applications for an Assistant Professor of the

Practice in International Studies (International

Economics). Application submission deadline is open

until January 15, 2024. For more details, see [Boston

College].

New York University’s Program in International

Relations in New York is inviting applications for a

Visiting Assistant Professor in International

History. Application submission deadline is not

specified. For more details, see [New York University].

The University of South Carolina Upstate in South

Carolina, United States is inviting applications for an

Instructor of Criminal Justice and Director of the

Upstate Crime Analysis Center. Application

submission deadline is not specified. For more details,

see [University of South Carolina Upstate].

The Department of Criminal Justice and

Criminology at University of Missouri-Kansas City in

Missouri United States is inviting applications for an

Adjunct Faculty Teaching Position. Application

submission deadline is not specified. For more details,

see [University of Missouri-Kansas City]

The Department of Social and Cultural Analysis at

New York University in New York, United States is

inviting applications for an Assistant Professor in

Black Cultural Studies. Application submission

deadline is not specified. For more details, see [New

York University].

The University of Cincinnati in Ohio is inviting

applications for an Assistant Professor Anthropology

- African and African Diaspora Archaeology.

Application submission deadline is not specified. For

more details, see [University of Cincinnati].
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The Department of African American Studies at

Princeton University in New Jersey, United States is

inviting applications for a Visiting Research Position.

Application submission deadline is January 4, 2024. For

more details, see [Princeton University].
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