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Dear Readers,

The Asia in Review (AIR) team is pleased to present you
this week’s AiR issue with the latest events,
developments and trends in domestic politics,
international relations and geopolitics in East Asia,
South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Morocco’s
Independence Day this week.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU



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

Main Sections

e Constitutional Law and -Politics, Human Rights and
National Security in East Asia

e Constitutional Law and -Politics, Human Rights and
National Security in South Asia

® (Constitutional Law and -Politics, Human Rights and
National Security in Southeast Asia

* [nternational Relations, Geopolitics and Security in
Asia

* Announcements

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
East Asia

China: 2023 marks highest number of
high-ranking officials detained since start
of Xi's anti-corruption campaign

(ms) In 2023, according to data by the South China
Morning Post, the Central Commission for Discipline
Inspection (CCDI), China's top anti-corruption agency,
detained the highest number of high-ranking officials,
since the beginning the anti-corruption campaign
under president Xi Jinping in 2013, marking a notable
departure from the previous unspoken rule to spare
retired officials.

In 2023 the CCDI initiated probes into 45 senior
officials, a 40 percent increase from the previous year,
including many retired officials. Traditionally, retired
officials were considered in most cases off-limits, but



this trend has shifted, indicating a deeper scrutiny into
past misconduct.

Strikingly, many of the cases uncovered by the CCDI
involved misconduct that occurred years, if not
decades, ago, dispelling the assumption that retired
officials are safe. In addition, this allows the
interpretation that, on the one hand, systematic
corruption developed and reproduced in the course of
the country's rapid economic growth under Deng
Xiaoping's "opening-up" policy (read more on this
China Research Center). On the other hand, it also
underlines the recognizable development that Xi wants
to implement stricter control within the party and, in
the course of this, significantly tighten anti-corruption
efforts once again. [South China Morning Post 1]

In light of the third plenum of the CCDI, which began
on January 8 and runs until January 10, there are no
signs that the "tiger hunt", i.e. the crackdown on active
or former high-ranking officials, will not be continued
in 2024. In particular, the wave of dismissals related to
China's military that began with former Defense
Minister Li Shangfu and that picked up speed at the
end of the year, underscores that the anti-corruption
campaign is far from over and that Xi remains
determined to fight corruption at all levels and
strengthen his position as the center of power (see

Also, regardless of high-ranking officials, 2024 already
experienced its own anti-corruption cases, both in the
economy, the financial sector and less high-ranking
officials.

Tang Shuangning, former Party chief and chairman of
real estate giant China Everbright Group, as well as
Xiao Xing, former deputy general manager of state-
owned China Taiping Insurance Holdings Company
Limited, and Xu Wenrong, former deputy general
manager of China National Petroleum Corporation,
were expelled from the Party for serious violations of
discipline and the law, an often-used euphemism for
corruption. [South China Morning Post 2] [Xinhua 1]
[Xinhua 2] [Xinhua 3]

In the financial sector, Wang Yongsheng, former vice
president of the China Development Bank, was also
expelled from the party on corruption charges, as were
the officials Jiang Jie, former vice chairman of the Tibet
Autonomous Regional Committee of the Chinese
People's Political Consultative Conference, and Chen
Jixing, former vice chairman of the Standing Committee
of the Guangdong Provincial People's Congress.
[Xinhua 4] [Xinhua 5] [Xinhua 6]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-j/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-t/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-i/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-d/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-h/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-k/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-u/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-o/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-b/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-n/

Expulsion from the party typically serves as the initial
phase of disciplinary action, often followed by legal
prosecution and subsequent imprisonment in the
majority of cases.

China: Repeated salary decreases
endangers economic recovery

(ms) According to data of the online recruitment
platform Zhaopin, compiled by Bloomberg, Chinese
workers are experiencing an unprecedented decline in
hiring salaries, with average wages for new hires in 38
major cities plummeting by 1.3 percent to USD 1,458 in
the fourth quarter of 2023 compared to the previous
year.

This decline marks the third consecutive quarter in
which salaries have fallen, the longest consecutive
quarterly decline since data became available in 2016,
highlighting and potentially reinforcing the ongoing
deflationary pressures and weak consumer confidence
in the world's second largest economy.

The decline is most pronounced in cities such as
Beijing and Guangzhou, where wages fell by 2.7
percent and 4.5 percent respectively, and can be seen
across sectors.

It is particularly worrying that new industries, including
electric vehicles, batteries, solar and wind energy, and
the technology sector in general, which is heavily
backed by the Chinese government, have also been
affected.

The data not only highlights the mounting deflation
risks but also signals a gloomy outlook for China in
2024. A weakened job market may prompt residents to
curtail spending, exacerbating the downward pressure
on consumer prices, which are already experiencing
the steepest decline in three years. The slump in
salaries also raises concerns about the property
market, currently facing its worst downturn in history.
With uncertain income prospects, households may
further postpone home purchases and shy away from
mortgage commitments, potentially deepening the
economic challenges for China.

The salary cuts, observed across various sectors due to
regulatory crackdowns and strained public finances,
underscore the broader economic challenges and the
potential ripple effects on domestic and overseas
demand, further complicating China's economic
recovery. [Bloomberg]
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China: BYD overtakes Tesla as biggest EV-
Seller

(ms) China's car manufacturer BYD, short for Build
your Dream, sold 526,000 battery-only cars between
October and December, overtaking Elon Musk's Tesla
with 484,500 sales for the first time, making it the
largest EV-Seller in the fourth quarter. Although Tesla

is still ahead in terms of production and annual sales, it
seems only a matter of time for BYD to overtake the US
company there too, given the current trend.

In full-year sales, Tesla recorded growth of around 38
percent compared to the previous year, achieving 1.8
million sales, 200,000 more than BYD. However, the
Chinese company's sales figures rose by 73 percent
over the same period, which, if the trend remains the
same, puts it on track to become the global industry
leader. It should also be noted that if all electric cars
are taken into account, including hybrids and not just
battery-only cars, BYD is well ahead of Tesla with over
3 million cars sold.

Observers attribute BYD's success to a combination of
strategic factors. The company's focus on in-house
production of batteries has created a key competitive
advantage, enabling cost flexibility and encouraging
innovation. In addition, BYD has received significant
support from the Chinese government in the form of
subsidies, which are in line with the country's overall
push towards electric vehicles and industrial
modernization.

However, as BYD has set ambitious targets for the
European market, challenges are looming on the
horizon. The anti-subsidy investigation launched by the
European Commission into Chinese electric vehicle
imports poses a potential threat to BYD's sales targets
of 800,000 vehicles annually in Europe by 2030 [see AIR
No. 38, September/2023, 3].

The outcome of this investigation, along with
geopolitical factors and regulatory scrutiny, could
hinder BYD's expansion plans in the EU, despite the
company's ambition to become a major player in the
electric vehicle market in the region. [BBC] [Global
Times] [The Guardian]

China: Regulatory authority scales back
restrictions on gambling sector
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(ms) After China's gaming sector had to face strict
regulations aimed at curbing excessive spending on
online in-game purchases introduced by the National
Press and Publication Administration (NPPA) on
December 22, the regulator is now hinting at a
departure from the strict restrictions with relaxations
and the removal of a high-ranking official.

The NPPA guidelines presented to the public for
consultation on December 22 prohibited online games
from offering rewards that encourage excessive play
and spending, including incentives for daily logins and
additional fund top-ups, as well as limit the amount
players are able to spend in games. The initial
announcement triggered a market upheaval, with
major players like Tencent and NetEase witnessing
significant stock declines. Tencent's shares plummeted
by 12 percent, and NetEase saw a staggering 27
percent pre-market trading decline in the US [see AIR
No. 52, December/2023, 4].

However, just five days later, the NPPA surprised the
market by adopting a more conciliatory tone,
expressing a commitment to "earnestly study" the
public views and improve the proposed measures. This
sudden shift provided a ray of hope, and Tencent's
shares staged a partial rebound on the first day of
trade.

Additionally, the NPPA approved 105 domestic games
on December 25, including titles operated by Tencent
and NetEase. This move was interpreted as a
significant softening of the government's stance,
signaling a willingness to support the development of
the online gaming industry.

The latest development saw the removal of Feng Shixin
as the publication bureau chief at the Communist
Party's Central Propaganda Department. The
department headed by Feng oversees the NPPA and
carries therefore responsibility for the approved series
restrictions. Even if not officially confirmed it is quite
reasonable to assume that there might be a
connection between the ousting of Feng and the
probably underestimated impact the measure would
have on the gaming sector.

The recent events underscore the challenges faced by
the Chinese government to implement the values of
the party that are envisioned for society without
damaging the country's already struggling economy
[Bloomberg] [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]
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China: Party calls for a more optimistic
economic outlook despite ongoing
challenges

(ms) In the face of economic challenges, China's top
officials are orchestrating a campaign to boost public
confidence and investor sentiment.

President's Chief of Staff and number five in the
Politburo Standing Committee, Cai Qi, urged officials of
the Publicity Department of the Communist Party of
China, during a meeting in Beijing on January 3, to
accentuate the positive aspects of China's economic
prospects. At an annual gathering of public relations
chiefs in Beijing, Cai emphasized the need for "positive
publicity and public opinion guidance" to ensure the
ruling Communist Party's narrative aligns with a
promising economic future.

This directive aligns with President Xi Jinping's calls to
project a more optimistic image of the economy. The
Chinese government is intensifying efforts to counter
negative perceptions arising from a sluggish recovery
after almost 3 years of Zero-COVID, an exodus of
foreign capital, and internal challenges like a
deteriorating property sector, record-high youth
unemployment, and an aging population.

Recent economic indicators further amplify concerns.
Chinese stocks have recorded their worst start to a
year since 2019, with weak manufacturing and home
sales data reinforcing worries about the economic
outlook. The CSI 300 Index ended 1.3 percent lower on
the first trading day of the year, reflecting investor
anxiety. Reports of China's factory activity shrinking
and a decline in home sales have fueled expectations
of additional government stimulus to prop up the
economy.

To support the stock market, Beijing has, according to
Reuters, informally directed major mutual fund
managers to prioritize the launch of equity funds over
other products like bond funds. This unofficial
guidance from the China Securities Regulatory
Commission (CSRC) underscores the government's
determination to revive the stock market amid a
property sector crisis and sluggish growth.

However, skepticism remains about the efficacy of
these measures. Despite previous attempts to boost
market confidence in the last year, China's stock
market was among the worst performers globally in
2023, closing the year with an 11 percent loss in the
CSI300 index. [Bloomberg] [Reuters] [South China
Morning Post]
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China: Shadow bank Zhongzhi files
bankruptcy

(ms) The Zhongzhi Enterprise Group, a major actor in
China's USD 3 trillion shadow banking sector, has filed
for bankruptcy liquidation. The company, heavily
exposed to China's real estate sector, cited the inability
to repay debts and insufficient assets to cover liabilities
as reasons for its bankruptcy filing.

Zhongzhi's troubles first surfaced in July, with missed
payments on investment products by its subsidiary,
Zhongrong International Trust Co. By November, the
company admitted insolvency, revealing liabilities of up
to 64 billion dollars exceeding its assets, which were
estimated at around USD 38 billion, leaving a large
debt hole. The unfolding crisis prompted an
investigation by Beijing police into suspected crimes
committed by Zhongzhi.

The broader impact of Zhongzhi's bankruptcy extends
beyond its individual creditors, potentially denting
overall market confidence. Analysts suggest that the
collapse could have implications for the trust industry,
adding to the woes of the already struggling real estate
sector.

China's real estate market has been struggling with a
liquidity crisis since 2020, leading to defaults by
developers and hampering economic growth. As
Zhongzhi moves towards bankruptcy liquidation, the
process is expected to be lengthy, with investors likely
to face significant deductions in the repayment
schedule and may only recover 30 percent of their
investment, judging from precedents, thereby serving
as another deterrent to potential investors in Chinas
finance sector.

The fallout from Zhongzhi's bankruptcy has already
impacted the broader market, as seen in the 1.2
percent drop in the CSI 300 index, dragged down by
property stocks. With ongoing challenges, China's
property sector, including trust loan defaults and a
government crackdown on shadow banking, remains
precarious, raising concerns about the overall stability
of the world's second-largest economy. [BBC] [CNBC]
[Nikkei Asia] [Reuters]

China: Grassroot-officials accused of
.lying flat” publicly shamed
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(ms) In Nanshan, a small town in the southern
Guangdong province, the local party committee has
publicly named and shamed eight low-level officials for
"lying flat", meaning participation in an emerging
movement in China no longer willing to sacrifice
themselves for work and often labeled as lazy by
opponents [see Brookings].

The eight officials' alleged pursuit of the practice,
which is associated with a leisure-oriented attitude
neglgecting duties, was publicly denounced in a
December 28 document and sparked widespread
debate on social media platforms.

Nanshan's approach of public shaming, endorsed by
the municipal party committee's work style and
efficiency leadership group, put the officials on a list of
"lying and leisure-oriented personnel" for 2023. They
now face a coaching period to address their perceived
shortcomings and improve their performance.

This public shaming tactic is not unique to Nanshan;
several provinces, including Anhui, Henan, Zhejiang,
and Fujian, have launched anti-slacker campaigns
targeting civil servants. The central government's
increasing pressure on the bureaucracy to meet
ambitious policy goals amid internal and external
challenges has led to heightened scrutiny of officials'
performance.

While some, primarily sources in line with the
government, argue that naming and shaming is
necessary to motivate the public sector, critics caution
against potential risks. They fear that such methods
may evolve into a Mao-style purge campaign if not
handled carefully. [South China Morning Post]

The critics are referring to the "struggle meetings" that
took place during the Cultural Revolution, starting in
China in 1966, at which people, identified as supposed
enemies of the Communist Party, were subjected to
criticism and humiliation. The accused were publicly
denounced, forced to confess to alleged wrongdoings
and had to endure physical and psychological abuse.
The aim of these sessions was to eliminate alleged
counterrevolutionaries and strengthen ideological
conformity by instilling fear and control. The "struggle
sessions" were an extremely coercive and violent
instrument to enforce Mao Zedong's ideology (read
more The Guardian).

Even if comparisons with the "struggle sessions" under
Mao are perhaps a little far-fetched, the tool of public
shaming is very clearly associated with this period.
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China: Implementation of stricter
guidelines for Al in scientific research

(ms) China's Ministry of Science and Technology has
introduced new guidelines aimed at regulating the use
of generative artificial intelligence (Al) in scientific
research. Published on December 21, the "Guidelines
for Responsible Research Conduct" seek to ensure the
"healthy development" of scientific endeavors in the
face of evolving Al technology.

One key restriction outlined in the guidelines is the
prohibition of the "direct" use of generative Al in
research funding applications. Additionally, Al-
generated content is not permitted to be credited as a
co-author. These measures have prompted discussions
about the role of Al in research and its equivalence to
human contributions.

The guidelines emphasize transparency, ethics, and
safety throughout the research process, covering
aspects such as topic selection, peer review, and
proper labeling of Al-generated content. While the
rules provide a general framework, they stop short of
offering detailed regulations for specific situations.

Despite some concerns about the limitations of the
guidelines, with critics arguing that generative Al is an
"irreversible trend," supporters believe that such
regulations are essential to prevent potential academic
fraud and maintain the quality of research outcomes.
[South China Morning Post]

Japan: First lawmaker arrested in ruling
party faction fundraising scandal

(sh) On January 7, ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)
lawmaker Yoshitaka Ikeda was over allegations of
being involved in a political fundraising scandal that
has engulfed the party.

Yoshitaka, a member of the House of Representatives,
is suspected of accepting USD 333,000 over five years
through 2022 from slush funds created through
unreported fundraising revenues of the largest faction,
formerly led by late Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. The
total amount of the undeclared revenues is believed to
be at USD 4.15 million.

Yoshitaka is the first lawmaker to bearrested in the
ongoing investigation of the scandal and aimed at
preventing him from destroying evidence. [AP News]
[Kyodo News]
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On December 27, his office was raided by prosecutors
[see AIR No.1, January 2024].

Japan: Uptrend in economy expected

(sh) According to a Kyodo News survey, over 70 percent
of major Japanese companies are optimistic about the
country's economy in 2024.

Of 113 companies surveyed, 72 percent foresaw
moderate growth, while 1 percent anticipate solid
expansion.

This represents a more positive outlook compared to
the previous year 2023, when 56 percent expected
moderate or solid growth amid concerns about rising
raw material and energy prices.

The upbeat sentiment aligns with the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development's growth
projection for Japan, estimating a 1.0 percent growth
rate in 2024, slightly slower than the 1.7 percent
forecast for 2023. [Kyodo News] [Japan Today]

Japan: Fiscal 2024/2025 budget reserves to
be expanded for post-earthquake
reconstruction

(dql) In response the 7.6 magnitude earthquake last
week [see AIR No. 1, January/2024, 1] the Japanese
Cabinet approved on January 9 USD 43 million in
spending from reserves of the budget of fiscal 2023/24
reserves to provide aid such as water, food and
heaters.

The Cabinet also plans an increase of its budget
reserves for fiscal 2024/25 to support reconstruction in
the affected Noto peninsula. [Reuters]

Mongolia: Law on public and private
partnership comes into force

(ap) The Law on Public-Private Partnership came into
force on January 1, 2024. Javkhlan Bold, Mongolian
Minister of Finance said that the aim of the new law is
to ensure that the government will not compete with
the private sector, and it will provide long-term
support for infrastructure projects. [Montsame]
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Under the new law the private sector will be supported
in seven areas, while the government is going to be
transparent. The law regulates the provision of land for
private construction, special permit issuance, the
development of business principles, solving price
issues, and attracting private sector investment.

Deputy Minister of Economy and Development
Tuvdendorj Gantumur highlighted that as a result of
the implementation of the law, instruments will be
introduced to meet growing needs, reduction of the
budget burden, and more promotion of competition in
the public sector by attracting the private one.

Mongolia: Chief Cabinet Secretary orders
to intensify implementation of
development projects

(ap) During a Cabinet meeting Minister of Mongolia
and Head of the Cabinet Secretariat D.
Amarbayasgalan presented 75 projects and measures
that will intensify Mongolia's long-term development
policy “Vision 2050.” The latter is the action plan of the
government 2020-2024, dubbed New Revival Policy.
[Aki Press]

Prime Minister Oyun-Erdene ordered to implement the
development of the project, in a bid to achieve tangible
results in the in the first half of 2024.

This after the government approved a resolution that
sets the support for regional development as policy
priority in 2024 [see AR No. 1, January/2024, 1].

Minister of Economy and Development of Mongolia Ch.
Khurelbaatar and Head of the Cabinet Secretariat D.
Amarbayasgalan have been tasked with the to
development of a plan on how to implement the
resolution in the first 100 days of 2024.

North Korea: Kim Jong Un tells army to
“obliterate” South Korea and the US if
provoked

(ap) North Korean leader Kim Jong Un told the army to
“annihilate” South Korea and the US if they initiate a
military confrontation against North Korea during a
meeting with North Korea's top commanding officers
in Pyongyang on New Year's Eve. [Al Jazeera]
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Kim vowed to launch three more spy satellites into
space, increase the development of weapons, and
respond with military action if provoked by the enemy
states. He also mentioned that the US is posing
“various forms of military threat.”

South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol said that he is
going to strengthen the military preemptive strike,
missile defense, and retaliatory capabilities in
response to North Korean nuclear threat.

In 2022 North Korea has declared an “irreversible”
nuclear threat and it will not give up its nuclear
weapons program in future negotiations. [Arms
Control]

South Korea: President vetoes bill on
probe into First Lady’s suspected stock
manipulation involvement

(dgl) President Yoon Suk-yeol has vetoed a bill that
would authorize the opposition-controlled parliament
to launch a special investigation into allegations of First
Lady Kim Keon-hee being involved in stock
manipulation.

The accusations against Kim center on manipulation of
stock prices of Deutsch Motors Inc., a BMW car dealer
in Korea, between 2009 and 2012.

The bill was passed in December by the main
opposition Democratic Party (DP), leveraging its 167-
seat majority in the 300-member parliament. The
ruling People Power Party (PPP), holding 112 seats in
the National Assembly, rejected the proposal and
opted to boycott the vote [see AR No. 1, January/2024,
1]. [The Korea Herald]

In response to the veto, 20 university students and
members of Korean University Progressive Union
staged a protest on the compound of the presidential
office to demand the probe. Police arrested them
when they attempted to enter the presidential office.
[Yonhap]

South Korea: New political party to be
announced

(dgl) According to close aides, former leader of the
main opposition Democratic Party (DP) Lee Nak-yon
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will declare his departure from the DP to the launch of
a new political party on January 11.

Lee, who served as prime minister during the previous
Moon Jae-in administration, has cited for his move
dissatisfaction with DP leader Lee Jae-myung runs the
party. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

In a meeting on December 29, Lee Nak-yon demanded
Lee Jae-myung's resignation as party leader as a
condition for him to stay with the party. Lee Jae-
myung rejected the demand [see AR No. 1,
January/2024, 11.

The forming of a new party by Lee Nak-yon comes
three months ahead of the legislation election in which
the DP seeks to retain its majority in parliament but
sees itself confronted with an unexpected leadership
void following Lee Jae-myung's hospitalization after a
stabbing attack last week [see AiR No. 1, January/2024,
1] as well as with growing rift within the party as other
DP lawmakers are intending to leave the party. [The
Korea Herald]

South Korea: Government to tighten
punishment for attempted child murder

(dqgl) The South Korean Cabinet has approved a
proposal to sharpen the punishment for attempted
child murder.

The proposal seeks to introduce real prison terms as
sentence for perpetrators are sentenced, rather than
suspended sentences. It calls for the sentencing of
suspects of attempted child murder to at least seven
years in prison, closing a legal loophole.

Under current law, child abusers charged with
attempted murder can get away with suspended
prison terms as the sentence for such an offense is
three years in prison, a sentence light enough to be
eligible for suspended sentencing. [Yonhap]

Taiwan: Final poll on presidential election

(jr) Final polls on the January 13 presidential election
were released on January 2.

All 14 polls see Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
candidate Lai Ching-te leading, with seven having
Kuomintang (KMT) candidate Hou Yu-ih in second


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-tk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-tu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-tu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-il/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-il/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-iy/

place, some three points behind. Three polls, however,
see Lai leading by more than 10 points.

Three polls have Taiwan People's Party (TPP) candidate
Ko Wen-je ahead of Hou in second place. One poll not

only has Ko in second place, but only one point behind
Lai. [Taiwan Today]

Taiwan: Constitutional court denies
Tibetan appeal for residency

(xc) Taiwan's Constitutional Court has rejected a
constitutional interpretation request from three
Tibetans, citing their possession of Nepalese
citizenship. The individuals, who had visited Taiwan
multiple times for various reasons, including religious
preaching, found themselves with expired visas in
2017.

They applied for residency permits under the
Immigration Act's Article 16, which allows stateless
persons from India or Nepal, who entered Taiwan
before June 29, 2016, and cannot be repatriated, to
reside in Taiwan.

The National Immigration Agency (NIA), upon
consultation with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
discovered that the appellants held Nepalese
citizenship, disqualifying them from the stateless
status required for residency under Article 16.

Both the Taipei High Administrative Court and the
Supreme Administrative Court ruled them ineligible for
residency, with the latter decision being final. The
Constitutional Court highlighted the appellants'
frequent travel between Nepal and Taiwan, indicating
they did not face persecution risks in Nepal. [Taipei
Times]

Taiwan: Alliance urges tighter school
safety measures in Taiwan

(xc) Following a stabbing incident at a junior-high
school, the National Alliance of Presidents of Parents'
Associations demanded immediate action from the
Ministry of Education and other government bodies to
address campus safety concerns.

The Alliance called for closing loopholes in the campus
safety net in front of the Ministry of Education in Taipei
and urged coordinated efforts from the Ministry of
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Education, the Judicial Yuan, and the Ministry of Justice
to address safety issues.

An ad hoc task force, led by Education Minister Pan
Wen-chung, has been established to address the
incident. The task force plans to meet to devise
strategies for enhancing student protection on
campuses.

Current contraband control measures are seen as
inadequate, with the Ministry of Education’s emphasis
on student rights possibly hindering effective
contraband detection. The Alliance suggests revising
rules to empower teachers to discipline students while
upholding students' rights to safety. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Taipei High Administrative Court
upholds fine for employment
discrimination case

(xc) Taipei High Administrative Court has confirmed an
approximately USD 9,669 penalty by Taoyuan city
government on a local motel for discriminatory hiring
practice.

The decision was made after the motel was accused of
not hiring a woman, identified as Wang, due to her
refusal to adhere to the company's hair length
requirement.

The High Administrative Court observed that the
motel's records explicitly noted Wang's short hair and
unwillingness to change it, indicating appearance-
based discrimination. The court upheld the fine,
affirming that the motel's action constituted a violation
of the Employment Service Act. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Pension payments for retired civil
servants, military, and teachers to be
raised

(jr) Taiwan's Cabinet announced that increases in the
Consumer Price Index (CPI) are expected to trigger a
mechanism to increase monthly pension payments for
retired civil servants, military personnel, bereaved
families, and teachers.

The increase in pensions is expected to be
implemented retroactively from 1 January.
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Premier Chen Chien-jen noted that the accumulated
CPI growth is expected to exceed the 5 percent
threshold compared to the last adjustment of monthly
pensions, triggering an automatic pension adjustment
mechanism initiated by the Cabinet in 2018. [Taiwan
Today]

Taiwan: ACE Exchange Founder Detained
for Taiwan's Biggest Crypto Scam

(jr) David Pan, founder of ACE Exchange, has been
detained for alleged involvement in a crypto scam.
However, according to a company press release, he is
no longer in charge, and it is business as usual under
new leadership.

The crypto trading platform is one of Taiwan's biggest
cryptocurrencies. Pan, a National Taiwan University
business school graduate and former KPMG executive,
founded the company in 2018. It is not known when he
was stripped of his position at ACE.

Over 100 people are believed to have invested in
various worthless crypto products listed at ACE and
have incurred huge losses. The illegal gains are
estimated to exceed USD 32 million over three years.
[Taiwan Today]

Taiwan: Independent legislative candidate
arrested for colluding with Chinese
Communist Party

(jr) Taiwan Ministry of Justice’s Investigation Bureau
(MJIB) detained an independent candidate running for
the Legislative Yuan in Taoyuan, according to
information released on January 5.

Ma Chih-Wei, formerly the spokesperson for the
Taoyuan office of the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP), was
first questioned by investigators on December 19.

Taiwan's Ministry of Justice investigation bureau has
also released a statement stating that Ma is under
investigation for running at the behest of the Chinese
Communist Party and accepting campaign funds from
China.

Ma reportedly became the target of an extensive
investigation under Article 4 of the Anti-Infiltration Act
after authorities found she received over USD 140,000
in digital currency from a source in China.
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In 2023, Ma reportedly made a trip to China,
accompanied by the current chairman of the TPP's
Taoyuan Office, Huang Cheng-chun, where they both
allegedly met with CCP contacts. Huang and Ma were
interrogated on 10 December, but Huang was not
charged with any crime. [Taiwan Today]

Taiwan: Reunification Alliance Parties
officials detained for alleged election
interference

(xc) Two high-ranking officials of the Reunification
Alliance Party are under detention following suspicions
of election interference, as reported by the Pingtung
District Prosecutors Office. The detentions come ahead
of Taiwan's January 13 presidential and legislative
elections.

The officials reportedly organized a trip to Hunan and
Shanxi provinces in China between September and
October last year, involving around 20 residents from
Pingtung. The Taiwanese group's expenses in China
were said to be covered by Chinese local authorities, as
part of a program orchestrated by China's Taiwan
Affairs Offices (TAO).

During the trip, TAO officials allegedly discussed topics
like "peaceful reunification" and the "1992 consensus,"
promoting the notion that Taiwan and China are part
of "one China."

Following their return, Chang and Huang reportedly
held a meeting urging members to vote for a "certain
political party" and specific "candidates" in the
upcoming Taiwanese elections.

The suspects are being investigated for possibly
violating the Anti-Infiltration Act and the Presidential
and Vice Presidential Election and Recall Act. [Focus
Taiwan]

Taiwan: Ministry of Education eases
student loan rules

(xc/jr) The Ministry of Education (MOE) has announced
amendments to student loan regulations, effective
next month. These changes aim to facilitate easier
debt repayment for students at high-school level and
above.
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Students from families with an annual income of less
than 38,678 USD can now apply for interest-free loans.
The income threshold is raised to about 49,781 USD
for families with either an underage sibling, an adult
student sibling, or a student child.

No income requirements for families with two or more
siblings or children. Borrowers earning less than about
1,681 USD per month are now eligible for a 12-year
deferment period, increased from the previous eight
years and 1,345 USD income threshold.

The threshold rises to about 2,018 USD for borrowers
with a child, with an additional about 336 USD for each
subsequent child. The period for repaying only the
interest, and not the loan principal, has been extended
to 12 years. [Taipei Times]

In a separate move, the Taiwanese Finance Ministry
announced on January 5, that single renters whose
yearly income is below USD 20,000 would be exempt
from income taxes next year. [Taiwan Today]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia

Bangladesh: Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina
secures fifth term in election marred by
boycotts, crackdown

(kb/Im) On January 7, Bangladesh's ruling Awami
League (AL) and its allies gained an overwhelming
majority of at least 234 seats in parliamentary
elections, securing Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina her
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fourth consecutive term and her fifth term overall in
office. However, the election was marked by
controversy, violence, and a widespread crackdown on
the opposition, raising concerns about the country's
political climate and democracy. [CNN] [The New York
Times]

Elections were held for 298 of 300 parliamentary seats
after elections on two seats were suspended due to
the death of an independent candidate and the
cancellation of voting in one center. According to
unofficial results, the AL won 223 seats and its ally
Jatiya Party 11. 61 seats went to independent
candidates — most of whom were AL members
propped up as what became known as “dummy”
candidates to create a semblance of competition. The
remaining three seats were bagged by other parties.
[Al J]azeera] [TIME]

Notably, the election saw a disappointing turnout, with
only 41 percent of the eligible 120 million voters
participating, though critics say even those numbers
may be inflated. In comparison, the 2014 national
election, also boycotted by the opposition parties, saw
about 40 percent voter turnout while the last election
saw in 2018 an 87 percent voter turnout. [Prothom Alo
11.[Anadolu Ajansi]

Low voter turnout was further exacerbated by political
unrest leading up to the election, including the burning
of polling booths and a train fire that killed four
people, including two children. The government
condemned these actions as attempts to undermine
democratic values and the electoral process.
Furthermore, the BNP's boycott resulted in bitter
interparty fights in many of the constituencies,
including violent clashes. In at least two constituencies,
Awami League candidates pointed fingers at
opponents from their own party for deaths of their
supporters. [Prothom Alo 3] [Reuters]

Additionally, human rights organizations and
international observers have raised concerns about
political violence, voter intimidation, and the trajectory
of democracy in Bangladesh. They highlighted issues
such as the suppression of the opposition, constraints
on political freedoms, limited access to impartial
information, and political violence. [Prothom Alo 4]

Employing a similar rhetoric, the United States on
January 8 expressed concern over the elections, stating
that they were not free and fair, saying that it shares
the view of other observers who have reported
irregularities and low political opposition participation.
[Reuters] [U.S. State Department]
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Bangladesh: New cabinet to be formed by
January 15, official says

(Im) Against the larger backdrop of a landslide victory
by Bangladesh's ruling Awami League in recent
parliamentary elections, State Minister for Power,
Energy and Mineral Resources Nasrul Hamid has
announced that new Cabinet would be formed by
January 15. [NewAge]

In related developments, Kabir Bin Anwar has been
appointed as the new cabinet secretary, succeeding
Khandker Anwarul Islam. Born into a family with a
history of active participation in the Bangladesh
Liberation War of 1971 against the Pakistani military
regime, Anwar has held various key positions within
the Bangladesh civil service, including roles within the
Ministry of Water Resources and the Prime Minister's
Office. [The Financial Express]

Bangladesh: 117 foreign observers of 30
countries received election commission’s
accreditation

(kb) A total of 117 observers from 30 countries had
been accredited to observe the 12th national election
in Bangladesh, which took place on January 7. These
observers represented a mix of countries and
international organizations, including Russia, India,
Mauritius, Sri Lanka, the European Union (EU), National
Democratic Institute (NDI), International Republican
Institute (IRI), Commonwealth, Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC), Arab Parliament, and African
Electoral Alliance. [Prothom Alo]

Bangladesh: Journalists allege being
attacked by Awami League activists while
uncovering irregularities

(kb) During Bangladesh's 12th parliamentary election,
held on January 7, journalists allege having faced
numerous attacks and assaults by ruling Awami
League activists. They reported being prevented from
taking photos and footage of ballot stuffing and
irregularities, especially in the late hours of voting.
[NewAge]
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Bangladesh: Amnesty International issues
10-point human rights charter ahead of
elections

(kb) In the lead-up to Bangladesh's 12th national
election on January 7, Amnesty International issued a
10-point human rights charter, urging all participating
political parties to prioritize the protection and
promotion of human rights in their plans for the
country. [Prothom AlQ]

The charter covered various areas, including freedom
of expression, protest protection, sustainable solutions
for the Rohingya crisis, ending impunity for enforced
disappearances and extrajudicial executions, women's
rights protection, safeguarding religious minorities and
indigenous peoples' rights, abolishing the death
penalty, addressing the climate crisis, ending impunity
for custodial deaths and torture, and upholding
corporate accountability and labor rights.

Amnesty International also provided specific
recommendations, such as releasing individuals
charged under certain acts for exercising their right to
freedom of expression, conducting impartial
investigations into custodial deaths and torture, and
ensuring workers' rights, including the right to freedom
of association and collective bargaining.

Bhutan: Final round of elections held;
economy main issue

(Im) Bhutan on January 9 held its final round of
national parliamentary elections, marking the fourth
government since democracy was established 15 years
ago. The polls took place amidst growing concerns
about the country's economic challenges, which have
raised questions about the sustainability of its
happiness-centric approach. Results are anticipated by
January 10. [Al Jazeera] [Reuters]

Both political parties participating in the election - the
Bhutan Tendrel Party (BTP) and the People's
Democratic Party (PDP) - are committed to the
constitutional philosophy that measures the
government's success by the "happiness and well-
being of the people." However, the pressing issues
facing Bhutan's younger generation have come to the
forefront, casting a shadow over this philosophy.

One of the most significant concerns is the chronic
unemployment rate among Bhutan's youth, which
stands at a staggering 29 percent, according to the
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World Bank. This alarming statistic is exacerbated by a
trend of young citizens leaving the country in search of
better financial and educational opportunities abroad.
Many fear that if this trend continues, Bhutan could
face the challenge of depopulated villages and a
shrinking nation.

To tackle these economic challenges, both political
parties have made economic promises, including a
significant increase in investment in hydropower,
Bhutan's primary source of energy. The BTP's
manifesto argues that Bhutan's hydroelectric capacity
is currently only 10 percent of its potential, indicating
room for substantial growth. The PDP, on the other
hand, pledges to develop support industries like steel
and cement to create much-needed jobs.

This general election in Bhutan holds strategic
significance for both China and India, as they closely
monitor developments in contested border zones.
Bhutan signed a "cooperation agreement” with China
in October, following talks over their disputed northern
frontier, raising concerns in India. India has
traditionally regarded Bhutan as a buffer state under
its influence and has played a significant role in
Bhutan's foreign policy. [South China Morning Post]

India: Supreme Court rejects plea from
United States murder plot accused Nikhil
Gupta

(fd) India's Supreme Court has refused to intervene in
the case of Nikhil Gupta, an Indian national accused of
conspiring to assassinate a Sikh separatist in the
United States. [The Indian Express] [bbc]

Gupta is currently incarcerated in Prague, Czech
Republic, and the extradition process to the US has
commenced. In response to a petition filed by a
relative of Gupta, the Supreme Court stated thatitis a
"sensitive" matter and that it is the responsibility of the
Indian government to take any necessary actions.
Gupta's petition had sought the court's assistance in
securing his release and ensuring a fair trial while also
alleging that he had been detained illegally.

Gupta's case gained attention in November when US
prosecutors charged him with plotting to assassinate
several Sikh separatists in North America, including
Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. The charges alleged that
Gupta promised to pay USD 100,000 in cash to a
hitman to carry out the assassination of Pannun, a
dual US-Canadian citizen, in New York. However, the
hitman turned out to be an undercover federal agent.
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Gupta was allegedly directed by an unnamed Indian
government official. [AIR No. 49, December/2023, 1]

Gupta's case came amid other allegations involving
Indian government agents. Canada's Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau stated that Canada was investigating
"credible allegations potentially linking" Indian
government agents to the murder of a Sikh separatist
leader in British Columbia. India has denied these
allegations. Prime Minister Narendra Modi has
expressed willingness to investigate any evidence
provided regarding India's alleged involvement in the
assassination plot in the United States.

India: Supreme Court overrules early
release of 11 men in Bilkis Bano gang rape
case

(Im) The Supreme Court of India has quashed the
order of mass remission granted to 11 Hindu men who
had been sentenced to life imprisonment for their
involvement in the gangrape of Bilkis Bano, a pregnant
Muslim woman, and the murder of several family
members during the 2002 Gujarat riots. The top court
on January 8 directed the 11 men to surrender to the
prison authorities within two weeks. [Al Jazeera]

The 11 men, convicted in early 2008, were ordered
freed by the Gujarat government in August 2022 after
the prison they were being held in recommended their
release, considering the time they had served and their
good behavior.

The apex court's latest decision clarified that Gujarat
did not have the jurisdiction to grant remission to the
convicts, stating that the state was not the
"appropriate government" under Section 432(7)(b) of
the Code of Criminal Procedure. Instead, the state of
Maharashtra, where the men were tried and
sentenced, was the appropriate authority to grant
remission.

Furthermore, the Supreme Court found that a previous
order allowing Gujarat to consider the remission
applications of the 11 men, issued in May 2022, had
been obtained through fraud, suppression of facts,
and misrepresentation.

Notably, the court's decision was accompanied by a
scathing reprimand of the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) government in Gujarat for its actions in granting
early release to the convicts, asserting that their crime
was a "grotesque and diabolical crime driven by
communal hatred." [The Hindu]
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India: Two judgements see Supreme Court
take the government at its word on
setting things right

(Im) In two recent cases, the Indian Supreme Court
made decisions based on assurances provided by the
government. [The Hindu]

The first case involved the restoration of statehood to
Jammu and Kashmir, where the Solicitor General
representing the central government assured the court
that statehood would be reinstated. This assurance
was accepted by the court, which also noted that
Ladakh's Union Territory status would remain
unaffected.

In the second case involving an investigation into the
Adani group by the Securities and Exchange Board of
India (SEBI), the court relied on the Solicitor General's
assurance that the investigation was comprehensive

and that it would be concluded expeditiously.

India: Will have to constitute bench to
hear plea against collegium system, chief
justice says

(Im) The Chief Justice of India, D.Y. Chandrachud,
announced that he will constitute a bench of the
Supreme Court to hear a petition seeking an end to the
collegium system of judicial appointments. The petition
calls for the revival of the National Judicial
Appointments Commission (NJAC), which would give
the government an equal role in the appointment of
judges to constitutional courts. [The Hindu]

The NJAC was struck down by the Supreme Court in
2015, and the petition argues that the 2015 judgment
should be rendered void as it revived the collegium
system, which the petitioners criticize as "synonymous
with nepotism and favoritism."

India: Supreme Court stays high court
order asking election commission to hole
Pune by-poll immediately

(Im) India’s Supreme Court has stayed a Bombay High
Court's order that directed the Election Commission
(EC) to immediately hold a by-poll for the vacant Pune
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seat in parliament’s lower house. The seat became
vacant in March of last year following the death of MP
Girish Bapat. [The Hindu]

The Supreme Court issued notices to concerned
parties and stated that it would lay down guidelines for
conducting by-elections. It also criticized the EC for not
holding the by-poll for such a long period, citing
section 151A of the Representation of the People Act,
which mandates filling casual vacancies within six
months.

The EC had argued that holding the by-election would
not serve the purpose as the general elections are due
later this year. The Bombay High Court had earlier
criticized the EC for not holding the by-election, calling
it "bizarre and wholly unreasonable."

India: Supreme Court declines new inquiry
against billionaire Gautam Adani

(Im) India's Supreme Court has rejected pleas to
establish a new panel to investigate allegations of
fraud against billionaire Gautam Adani's companies
made by the United States firm Hindenburg Research.
The Supreme Court has now asked the regulator to
complete its investigation within three months. [bbc]

In January, Hindenburg Research accused Adani's
companies of "brazen" stock manipulation and
accounting fraud AiR No. 5, January/2023, 5]. The court
initially set up a committee in March to oversee an
investigation by India's market regulator into the
allegations, but in May, the panel stated that the
regulator had so far "drawn a blank" in the inquiry AR
No. 10, March/2023, 11].

India: Election Commission failed to
provide substantive response to 'genuine
concerns' over EVMs, opposition Congress
leader claims

(Im) India’s Election Commission (EC) has not
addressed the "genuine concerns" raised by the
opposition Indian National Developmental, Inclusive
Alliance (INDIA) bloc regarding the use of electronic
voting machines (EVMs), according to Congress general
secretary Jairam Ramesh. He criticized the EC for
directing them to generic FAQs as answers to their
queries and labeled the EC's "refusal" to engage with
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political parties as a matter of grave concern. [The
Hindu]

The opposition alliance has been demanding 100
percent matching of the voter verifiable paper audit
trail (VWPAT) slips and EVMs and the handing over of
VVPAT slips to voters for them to drop in a separate
box.

India: Opposition Congress party begins
seat-sharing talks with INDIA bloc
constituents

(Im) India's main opposition Congress (INC) party has
announced the names of observers for 539 seats in
Parliament's lower house across the country, as
discussions on seat-sharing with partners of the Indian
National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA)
continue. [The Hindu]

The INDIA alliance plans to field a single opposition
candidate against Prime Minister Modi's Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) in as many house seats as possible
for the upcoming general election. INC President
Mallikarjun Kharge had previously stated that the party
would assess every parliamentary seat, with an
estimated contestation of between 255 and 300 seats.

Contentious states for seat-sharing include Kerala,
West Bengal, Delhi, and Punjab. Formal negotiations
with the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) in Punjab and Delhi
are set to begin, with opposition from both AAP and
INC state units regarding seat-sharing. In West Bengal,
the INC will need to choose between the Trinamool
Congress and the Left Front for seat-sharing. Kerala
presents a challenge due to competition with the Left
Democratic Front, and in Uttar Pradesh, relations
between the Samajwadi Party and the INC have been
strained.

India: Transport workers call of protest
after talks with central government

(Im) A strike involving bus, truck, and tanker drivers in
India was called off after two days, following
assurances from the central government. The strike,
which began on January 2, had disrupted petrol and
diesel supplies in parts of the country. The drivers
were protesting against a new law that imposed severe
penalties, including up to 10 years in prison or a
significant fine, for individuals who flee the scene after
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causing serious road accidents without informing the
authorities. [The Straits Times]

On January 2, the government announced that these
new laws would not be implemented until further
discussions took place with the All India Motor
Transport Congress (AIMTC), a group representing
transporters participating in the protest. The
government emphasized that these provisions had not
yet come into effect and urged the drivers to return to
work.

India: Central government forwards
request to study delisting Kukis, Zomis
from Manipur’s Scheduled Tribes list

(Im) India’s central government has asked the state
government of Manipur to consider a request to
remove the Kukis and Zomis, two indigenous ethnic
groups primarily found in the northeastern region of
India, from the state’s Scheduled Tribes (ST) list. [The
Hindu]

When an ethnic or tribal community is officially
recognized as an ST, it grants them specific rights,
protections, and benefits under the Indian Constitution
and various government policies. The criteria for ST
classification encompass primitive traits, distinctive
culture, geographical isolation, shyness, and
backwardness.

Since May of the previous year, Manipur has witnessed
ethnic conflicts between the state's Meitei majority and
the Christian Kuki-Zo community, one of several tribal
groups constituting about 16 percent of the state's
population, resulting in casualties and displacement.
The conflict stemmed from a Manipur High Court
order instructing the state government to endorse ST
status for Meiteis.

The request to consider the removal of the Kukis and
Zomis from the state's ST list argues that these entries
are problematic since they do not specify tribes,
potentially enabling illegal immigrants to claim ST
status. Importantly, the request also advocates for the
inclusion of the Meitei community in the list. Earlier
proposals on this matter were declined, with the Office
of the Registrar General of India asserting that Meiteis
lack tribal characteristics, a view concurred by
Manipur's government in 2001.
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India: SIA conducts search at house in
Jammu and Kashmir terror financing case

(fd) The Special Investigation Agency (SIA) in the Jammu
and Kashmir union territory has conducted a search at
a residence as part of an ongoing investigation into a
terror financing case involving former minister Jatinder
Singh. [Times of India]

Singh, the Chairman of the Nature-Mankind Friendly
Global Party, was arrested in April last year after going
underground following the arrest of his associate.
Subsequently, Singh and two others were charged by
the SIA in September 2022. The investigation revealed
the involvement of the accused in a drug syndicate
operating from Dubai, which infused narcotics into
Indian territory to generate funds for terrorist
activities, allegedly under the directions of Pakistan’s
ISI.

India: Solar mission Aditya-L1 reaches
suns’ orbit; first satellite to study black
holes launched

(Im) India's solar observation mission, Aditya-L1, has
successfully entered the sun's orbit after a four-month
journey. Launched in September, the mission carries
instruments to study the sun's outer layers. This
achievement marks a significant milestone in India's
space exploration endeavors, making it the first Asian
country to place a probe in orbit around the sun. [The
Guardian]

India's space program, despite its comparatively low
budget, has been expanding and achieving notable
milestones, including missions to the moon and Mars.
Upcoming plans include a crewed mission,
collaboration with Japan for a lunar mission, and an
orbital mission to Venus.

India is also seeking collaboration with other space
agencies to advance its space exploration goals. NASA
administrator Bill Nelson's visit to India in November
2023 paved the way for a joint US-Indian Earth-
observing mission set for launch in 2024.

In related updates, New Delhi on January 1 launched
its first satellite to study black holes. This mission
aligns with similar efforts by space agencies like NASA
and China's National Space Administration, which have
launched their own missions to study black holes and
related celestial phenomena. [The Straits Times]
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India: Lashkar-e-Taiba militant killed in
South Kashmir

(fd) On December 5, one member of the Lashkar-e-
Taiba terror outfit was killed during an anti-terror
operation in South Kashmir. Police forces stated that
he was involved in several terror attacks on Kasmiri
Pandits and connected to the 2017 killing of Lieutenant
Armyman Umer Fayaz. In the area where the security
personnel had encountered and shot the militant,
arms and ammunition were found. [Indian Express]

India: Four more National Cadet Corps
units to be raised in Jammu and Kashmir,
Ladakh union territories

(Im) India’s Defence Minister Rajnath Singh has
approved the establishment of four additional units of
the youth wing of the Indian Armed Forces, the
National Cadet Corps (NCC), in the union territories of
Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh. This decision will
result in an addition of 12,860 cadets, including one
mixed Army battalion each at Udhampur and Kupwara
in Jammu and Kashmir, one in Kargil in Ladakh, and
one Air Squadron at Udhampur in Jammu and
Kashmir. This expansion will increase the strength of
NCC cadets in the union territories by 46.1 percent,
from the existing 27,870 cadets. [The Hindu]

India: DRDO develops counter-drone
technology, hands it over to BEL, private
sector

(fd) The Indian Defense Research and Development
Organisation (DRDO) has developed a counter-drone
technology that is capable of detection, soft kill and
hard kill of various drone types. The counter-drone
system technology is ready for production and has
been demonstrated to the armed forces and internal
security agencies, with some orders already placed.
[The New India Express]

The DRDO is now focusing on high-endurance
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) while the capability
for countering smaller drones is being developed by
the industry. Transfer of Technology for these
technologies has been handed over to private
industries, including BEL, Adani, Larsen & Toubro
(L&T), and Icom. The technology is capable of
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countering various types of drones, including micro
drones. The DRDO is also working on Lithium lon-
based battery development for drones. [The Hindu]

The Maldives: Chief Spokesperson ousted
from President's Office, reassigned to
Foreign Ministry

(Im) Mohamed Shaheeb has been dismissed from his
role as Chief Spokesperson at the President's Office
and reassigned to the Foreign Ministry as a State
Minister. The reasons and date for this transfer have
not been disclosed by the President's Office, but it
comes amid criticism of Shaheeb's performance by
some journalists and the public. [Avas]

(Im) Maldivian President Mohamed Muizzu has
launched a megaproject to develop the Velana
International Airport (VIA) and economic zone to cater
to 25 million passengers. The development phase will
increase the original capacity objective of 7 million to
25 million passengers following completion. The
project will be completed in phases over the next ten
years. [Avas]

The initial phase of the project includes relocating the
seaplane terminal, expanding the domestic terminal,
improving cargo facilities, relocating the fuel storage
facility, and repurposing an island as an international
financial hub. Future plans include connecting
Funadhoo, Malé, and Hulhulé via a bridge and linking
Hulhulé and Hulhumalé to the seaplane terminal.

Nepal: Prime Minister Dahal restructures
Prime Minister’s Office

(Im) Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal of Nepal has
restructured the Prime Minister's Office, reducing the
number of posts by 68, including three secretaries and
seven under-secretaries. Various units within the office
have been merged, and a separate division has been
established for information and technology. The move
aims to make the administration more agile and
functional, in line with the prime minister's
commitment to structural changes. The decision was
approved by the Cabinet in late December 2023. [The
Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Growing discontent as candidates
are selected for upper house election

(Im) In Nepal, dissatisfaction is on the rise within the
Nepali Congress party as candidates for the upcoming
upper house elections are being selected. [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

The National Assembly has 59 members, and the
terms of 20 lawmakers expire on March 3. 19 of these
seats will be filled through elections, while one
member will be nominated by the President based on
the Cabinet's recommendation. As many as 52
candidates have filed their nominations for the
election scheduled for January 25.

As per a power-sharing agreement within the ruling
coalition, the Nepali Congress has been tasked with
fielding candidates for ten of the 19 vacant seats.
Consequently, the party has selected ten candidates,
featuring six aligned with the party's establishment
and the remaining representing the dissident faction.
Notably, four leaders from the Nepali Congress,
including General Secretary Gagan Thapa, have
expressed their dissent by registering "notes of
dissent" concerning the party's choice of candidates.
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

The Maoist Centre will be contesting for six seats, while
the CPN (Unified Socialist) and the Janata Samajbadi
Party were allotted two and one seat, respectively. As a
result, dissatisfaction arose among smaller parties
within the alliance, such as the Unified Socialist,
Janamat Party, Nagarik Unmukti Party, and Loktantrik
Samajbadi Party, as they demanded at least one seat
each but were not accommodated in the seat-sharing
arrangement. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Meanwhile, the opposition CPN-UML had already
selected its 19 candidates without dispute.

Nepal: High court judges selection irks bar
association

(Im) The Judicial Council in Nepal has appointed 39
high court judges, with the majority of them coming
from the career district court judges, causing
dissatisfaction among the Nepal Bar Association, which
is considering launching a protest for the restructuring
of the entire judiciary. The differences also pertain to
amendments to the council's regulations. [The
Kathmandu Post]
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The appointments have raised concerns about gender
and ethnic diversity, as the majority of the appointees
are male and from the Khas Arya group, with very few
from other communities. Furthermore, only nine
lawyers were appointed as high court judges, with the
rest primarily being district court judges and joint
secretary-level officials under judicial service. The
Judicial Council, responsible for nominating judges and
justices, had amended regulations altering the order of
precedence of judges.

Against this backdrop, the Bar Association expressed
no confidence in Ram Prasad Shrestha, its
representative on the council, accusing him of failing to
represent the lawyer community effectively.

Nepal: Prime Minister Dahal’s chief
political advisor resigns

(Im) Haribol Gajurel, Chief Political Advisor to Nepal's
Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal, has resigned from
his position. Gajurel had submitted his resignation on
December 6, and it was approved on January 4, with
effect from the day of submission. Gajurel is a senior
Maoist leader who was appointed as Chief Political
Advisor to Prime Minister Dahal in January last year.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Anti-graft body moves top court
against Special Court verdict in corruption
case

(Im) Nepal's Commission for Investigation of Abuse of
Authority (CIAA) has filed an appeal with the Supreme
Court concerning the sentences and acquittals of
former officials of the BP Koirala Institute of Health
Science (BPKIHS) in corruption cases. The CIAA is
seeking harsher penalties for those convicted and the
annulment of verdicts for those acquitted by the
Special Court. [The Kathmandu Post]

In June 2023, the Special Court had sentenced three
former BPKIHS officials to one year in prison and a fine
for financial irregularities related to procurement.
However, the CIAA believes the punishment should
have been more severe. The appeal also questions the
acquittal of certain individuals involved in the
procurement process and the suppliers who provided
goods at inflated prices.
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Nepal: Government halts labor permits
for Russia, Ukraine

(Im) The Nepali government has suspended the
issuance of labor permits for Russia and Ukraine due
to the ongoing war and the reported deaths of Nepali
nationals recruited in the Russian army. The decision
aims to prevent untoward incidents during visits to
these countries given the current situation. [The
Kathmandu Post]

At least 10 Nepali nationals serving in the Russian army
have been confirmed killed in the conflict. The
government is also working to repatriate Nepali
citizens currently serving in the Russian forces, and
diplomatic efforts are underway to rescue and
repatriate a Nepali national captured by the Ukrainian
army.

Pakistan: Supreme Court ruling allows ex-
Prime Minister Sharif to run for fourth
time in upcoming elections

(Im) Pakistan's Supreme Court on January 8 overturned
lifetime bans on individuals with criminal convictions
from contesting elections, clearing the way for former
Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to run for the position
once more. This decision comes ahead of Pakistan's
upcoming elections scheduled for February 8, where
Sharif's party, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N), is considered a front runner, particularly with
his main rival, former Prime Minister Imran Khan,
currently in jail and disqualified from participating in
elections for five years. [Deutsche Welle] [Reuters]

The Supreme Court ruling effectively reverses a
previous 2018 decision that imposed lifetime bans on
politicians convicted under certain constitutional
provisions. The ruling was based on the interpretation
of Article 62(1)(f) of the Constitution, which outlines
qualifications for lawmakers. The verdict also noted
that recent amendments to election laws limit
disqualifications to five years, further affecting the
disqualification of lawmakers.

Pakistan: PPP chairman foresees coalition
government, says Sharif will take
‘revenge’ if elected

(Im) Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP) Chairman Bilawal
Bhutto-Zardari has predicted the formation of a
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coalition government after the upcoming general
elections scheduled for February 8, regardless of
whether it is led by the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) or another political party. Bilawal's prediction
aligns with the views expressed by his father, PPP Co-
chairman Asif Ali Zardari, who had previously
suggested the formation of a "national unity
government" after the elections. According to Zardari,
no single party is likely to secure a two-thirds majority
in the polls. [Geo News]

Significantly, Bilawal's remarks included a suggestion
that if PML-N leader Nawaz Sharif were to regain
power, there could be a pursuit of "reprisals" against
those responsible for his previous removal from
government. Thus, it's worth recalling that in
September of the previous year, Sharif alleged that
Pakistan's former influential military and intelligence
chiefs had engineered his removal in 2017, compelling
him to resign following a corruption conviction.

Pakistan: Former Prime Minister Imran
Khan, close aide indicted in contempt
case

(mha) Imran Khan, Pakistan's former Prime Minister
who is currently imprisoned on a corruption
conviction, and former Information Minister Fawad
Chaudhry have been indicted in a contempt case for
allegedly insulting election officials. Khan was indicted
in the absence of his lawyers; the next hearing for the
case is scheduled for January 16. [Associated Press]

Khan is accused of calling the head of the Election
Commission and other officials "personal servants" of
former Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif. This indictment
adds to Khan's legal troubles and comes shortly after
election officials rejected his nomination papers,
preventing him from contesting parliamentary
elections on February 8. Khan remains incarcerated in
Adiala Jail on other charges, while Chaudhry was
arrested in a corruption case and has been in custody
since November last year.

Pakistan: Court issues release orders for
jailed ex-Premier Khan in official secrets
case

(Im) A Pakistani special court on January 8 issued
release orders for the country’s jailed former Prime
Minister Imran Khan after his bail was confirmed by
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the Supreme Court last December in a case related to
the alleged leak of classified information involving the
United States while they were in office [see AIR No. 52,
December/2023, 4]. However, Khan will remain in
Adiala Jail despite bail as he has been arrested in a
corruption case. [The Times of India]

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 US' role in
orchestrating the downfall of his government a month
later, with the assistance of Pakistan's powerful
military.

Prosecutors claim that the alleged mishandling of the
cable compromised the integrity of the encrypted
communication system used by the state’s security
apparatus. The former prime minister faces up to 10
years in prison if found guilty under Pakistan’s Official
Secrets Act and could face the death penalty if charged
with treason in the case.

Pakistan: High Court restores election
commission’s decision to revoke
opposition PTI's electoral symbol

(mha) On January 3, the Peshawar High Court
suspended an order by the Election Commission (ECP)
which had declared the main opposition Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI)'s intra-party polls
"unconstitutional" and revoked its cricket bat symbol.
[Dawn] [Express Tribune] [JURIST]

Earlier, the ECP had filed a review petition challenging
the court's original suspension of its previous order
that prevented the (PTI) from using the cricket bat as
its electoral symbol in the upcoming general election.
The ECP's original decision to suspend the PTl's symbol
allocation came after the Supreme Court's directive to
ensure a free and fair electoral process for the
upcoming general elections.

In its review petition, the ECP had argued that the
court's verdict was against the law and Supreme Court
guidelines, and that the court's authority was limited to
its territorial jurisdiction, while symbol allocation is a
national matter.

In response to the high court's ruling, the PTI has taken
the matter to the Supreme Court, where the
application for the restoration of the cricket bat
symbol is scheduled for January 10. [Pakistan
Observer]
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Pakistan: Supreme Court issues notices to
top officials on PTI's plea seeking level-
playing field

(mha) Pakistan's Supreme Court on January 3 issued
notices to the Inspector General Police (IGP) of Punjab,
the chief secretary, and the Attorney General of Punjab
in response to a petition filed by the main opposition
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI). The PTl is seeking
contempt of court proceedings against the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) for allegedly failing to
address the party's concerns regarding a level playing
field ahead of the upcoming elections. The hearing on
the case has been adjourned until January 8. [The
Nation]

On December 22 last year, the Supreme Court had
directed the ECP to address the PTI's complaints
regarding a level playing field for the general elections
scheduled for February 8. Following the apex court's
orders, the ECP took notice of the PTI's reservations
about the lack of a level playing field and issued
instructions to address the party's concerns. However,
the party filed another petition just four days later,
seeking contempt of court proceedings against the ECP
over the electoral body's alleged failure to ensure a
level-playing field. [Pakistan Observer] [Pakistan Today]

Pakistan: Internet disrupted as main
opposition PTI launches virtual election
campaign

(Im) In Pakistan, authorities disrupted internet
connectivity and blocked access to social media
platforms across the country as the main opposition
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party, led by imprisoned
former Prime Minister Imran Khan, virtually launched
its manifesto and fundraising campaign for the
upcoming elections. This move was an attempt to
circumvent a media ban and government crackdown
on physical gatherings of the PTI. Election authorities
have barred Khan and several senior PTI leaders from
participating in the parliamentary elections scheduled
for February 8. [Voice of Americal]

The disruption of internet services was widely criticized
and deemed a violation of international law and
fundamental rights by human rights organizations. The
independent Human Rights Commission of Pakistan
(HRCP) expressed concerns about the upcoming
elections, stating that there is little evidence to suggest
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they will be free, fair, or credible. HRCP also criticized
the crackdown on the PTI, describing it as a "systemic
dismemberment" of the party.

Pakistan: Government writes to The
Economist over article by jailed ex-Premier
Imran Khan

(Im) Pakistan's government has expressed concerns
over an article published in The Economist that was
purportedly written by former Prime Minister Imran
Khan, who is currently serving a jail sentence after
being convicted in a corruption case. [JURIST]

In the article, Khan raises concerns about the
legitimacy of the caretaker governments in Pakistan,
asserting that they are illegal due to the failure to hold
elections within 90 days of parliamentary assemblies
being dissolved. He expresses skepticism about the
promised national elections on February 8, particularly
in Punjab and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and accuses the
country's election commission of biased actions,
including rejecting his party's nominations. Khan also
alleges interference from the military establishment in
orchestrating his removal from office, citing pressure
from the United States.

Pakistan: Government establishes
specialized tribunal to ease burden on
courts

(Im) Pakistan's caretaker government has established a
specialized tribunal called the “Telecommunication
Appellate Tribunal” to expedite the resolution of court
cases and disputes in the telecom sector. This move
aims to address long-standing demands from the
telecom sector to speed up the resolution of issues
that have affected companies' ability to make
important decisions such as investments and
expansion. [Aaj News]

The tribunal will handle technical matters, reducing the
burden on high courts. The law ministry will nominate
the tribunal's chairperson and members as per the
ordinance, with specific qualifications required for the
chairperson and technocrat members. The tribunal is
mandated to decide on appeals against decisions of
the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority within 90
days.
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Pakistan: Peshawar High Court grants
protective bail to PTI senior

(Im) Zartaj Gul, a leader of Pakistan's main opposition
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party, has been granted
protective bail by the Peshawar High Court. This
decision comes after she was arrested in August of the
previous year on suspicion of corruption related to
awarding contracts for development projects. The
court denied permission for her detention and ordered
her to submit surety bonds. [ThePrint]

Pakistan: Balochistan activist slams court
over rearrest of PTM chief Manzoor
Pashteen

(Im) Mahrang Baloch, a Baloch activist, has criticized an
alleged lack of response from the court regarding the
re-arrest of Manzoor Pashteen, the leader of the
Pashtun Tahafuz Movement (PTM). She called it the
"height of fascism" and expressed disappointment with
the courts for failing to provide justice to the people.
Manzoor Pashteen was initially granted post-arrest bail
but was re-arrested and taken to an undisclosed
location. [Firstpost]

Pashteen and PTM have been advocating for the rights
of Pashtuns impacted by Pakistan's conflict with the
Taliban and Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and they
have also raised concerns about the Baloch people's
rights. Pashteen's arrest sparked protests by Pashtuns
in Pakistan.

Pakistan: Courts uphold right to peaceful
protest, investigate enforced
disappearances

(mha) Pakistan's Supreme Court has called on the
government not to use force against peaceful Baloch
protesters and emphasized their right to demonstrate.
The Islamabad High Court has also prohibited the
police from using force against demonstrators who
have been protesting outside the National Press Club
since December 20 last year. These actions came in
response to petitions regarding enforced
disappearances and protests. [Pakistan Today] [Dawn]

During the Supreme Court hearing, concerns were
raised about the effectiveness of the Commission of
Inquiry on Enforced Disappearances, with
dissatisfaction expressed by various parties. The court
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questioned the payment of additional emoluments to
commission members, demanded information on
production orders issued by the commission for
missing persons and instructed the Attorney General
to provide a comprehensive report on compliance.

In the IHC, the police were directed not to forcibly
disperse peaceful protesters, and officials responsible
for any mistreatment will be held accountable.

Pakistan: Bomb hits polio protection team
near Afghan border

(Im) A roadside bomb struck a police truck in
northwestern Pakistan, killing at least six police officers
and injuring nearly two dozen others. The officers were
en route to escort anti-polio workers in a border
district when the blast occurred, destroying the
vehicle. Several injured officers are in critical condition,
and the attack has led to the suspension of the polio
immunization campaign in the area. The Tehrik-i-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP), also known as the Pakistani
Taliban, claimed responsibility for the bombing. [Voice
of America]

Pakistan launched a national immunization drive,
aiming to administer vaccine drops to over 44 million
children under the age of five. However, challenges
persist due to political instability, security concerns in
certain areas, and vaccination boycotts. The WHO has
warned that these issues hinder anti-polio efforts in
regions like Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where the recent
attack occurred, and pose a risk to progress made
against the disease.

Sri Lanka: Resettling of displaced people
in Northern Province this year, president
says

(Im) Sri Lankan President Ranil Wickremesinghe has
announced plans to resettle all displaced persons in
the country’s Northern Province by 2024. During a visit
to Jaffna, he emphasized that there should not be any
displaced persons by 2025 and instructed officials to
develop a plan for their resettlement. Additionally, he
mentioned plans to establish a new economic
commission that will welcome proposals from Sri
Lankans and the diaspora. [The Island 1]

In related updates, President Wickremesinghe met
with religious leaders from the Northern Province and
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emphasized the importance of religious harmony for
economic development. He expressed his commitment
to accelerate development programs aimed at
restoring lost revenues in the region. [The Island 2]

Sri Lanka: Lawyers’ Collective urges
Attorney General to prosecute police
chief, three others for torture

(Im) The Lawyers' Collective, a prominent legal
advocacy group in Sri Lanka, has called on the Attorney
General to prosecute three police officers, including
Acting Inspector General of Police (IGP) Deshabandu
Tennakoon, for the offense of torture following a
Supreme Court judgment. [Daily Mirror]

In December last year, the Supreme Court ruled that
the officers, including Acting IGP Deshabandu
Tennakoon, violated the fundamental rights of a
former army soldier, ordering appropriate disciplinary
action against them. [AIR No. 52, December/2023, 4]

Sri Lanka: Bar Association lashes out at
arbitrary arrests, acts by authorities

(Im) Sri Lanka’s Bar Association (BASL) has expressed
concern over arbitrary arrests and criminal activities,
particularly in relation to police operations targeting
alleged drug offenders. In a statement, the BASL
condemned a shooting incident in Weligama that
resulted in the death of a police sergeant and injuries
to a sub-inspector from the Colombo Crimes Division.
[The Island 1]

Sri Lanka: Navy, police carry out major
drug bust at sea

(Im) The Sri Lankan Navy and the Police Narcotics
Bureau conducted a major drug bust in international
waters, intercepting a multi-day fishing trawler off the
country’s southern coast. They seized approximately
300 kilograms of heroin and crystal
methamphetamine. [The Island]
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Cambodia: Ministry of Justice rejects
ADHOC report on court hearings

(pm) The Cambodian Ministry of Justice rejected
allegations put forth by the Cambodian Human Rights
and Development Association (ADHOC). In its "Hearing
Monitoring Report," encompassing trials at the Capital-
Provincial Court of First Instance and the Provincial-
Capital Courts, where ADHOC teams participated in
hearings from January 2022 to July 2023, the
Association underscored the need to enhance various
court procedures. These included addressing issues
such as postponement of hearings, pretrial detention
exceeding six months, discrepancies between the
judgment time and actual trial time, the accused's right
to be informed of charges, the right to summon and
question witnesses, rights during interrogation,
prohibition of torture, and the judges' code of conduct,
among others.

The Ministry of Justice refuted the report, branding it
as inaccurate, baseless, and unverified. The ministry
accused ADHOC members of a failure to grasp court
procedures. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: High-ranking officers of CCCC
are downgraded

(pm) Four high-ranking officers of Cambodian Counter
Counterfeit Committee have been demoted to the
lowest rank of sergeant in the Cambodian National
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Police for committing serious offences and abuse of
power while fulfilling their duty.

The demoted include Major General Touch Yuthea,
Brigadier General Tang Kong, Brigadier General Choul
Phalitin and Brigadier General Khay Vannak after
businesspeople complained about “irregular activities
in cracking down and seizing their legal products,” and
abuse of “authority and responsibilities.” [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia: Jail terms are reduced for 245
prisoners

(pm) On the 45th anniversary of the Victory Day on
January 7, Cambodia cut jail terms for 245 prisoners,
including 28 women.

The prison terms were commuted by King Norodom
Sihamoni upon request of Prime Minister Hun Manet.

Cambodia: New minimum monthly wage
for 2024 announced

(dgl) On January 2, Prime Minister Hun Manet
announced the increase of the minimum monthly
wage to USD 204 for employees in the textile, garment,
footwear, and travel goods sectors.

This marks a hike by USD 4 compared to 2034.

The Ministry of Labour and Vocational Training had
previously set the amount as USD 202 in an
announcement in November. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: Presidential candidates face
off in the second presidential debate

(jb) In the second presidential debate held in Jakarta on
January 7, Indonesia's top contenders, Defense
Minister Prabowo Subianto, former Central Java
Governor Ganjar Pranowo, and ex-Jakarta Governor
Anies Baswedan, discussed critical issues of defense,
geopolitics, and diplomacy.

Subianto, the frontrunner, emphasized maintaining
positive relations with global powers under Indonesia's
"non-aligned" foreign policy. Pranowo proposed a
temporary agreement for the South China Sea dispute
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due to China's military modernization, while also
advocating for strengthened naval patrols. Baswedan
focused on non-traditional threats like hacking,
pledging to establish a cyberdefense structure.

As the February 14 election approaches, Subianto
maintains a lead in polls with Pranowo in second place
and Baswedan potentially entering a runoff. [VOA
News]

Indonesia: Presidential candidates turning
to TikTok to attract younger voters

(jb) Indonesia's presidential candidates are leveraging
the power of TikTok to connect with the nation's young
voters ahead of the February election. Anies
Baswedan, a presidential candidate, recently debuted
on TikTok, hosting live streams that attracted
hundreds of thousands of viewers.

Following this move, fan accounts on other platforms
have emerged, indicating the impact of this strategy.
Additionally, vice-presidential candidate Gibran
Rakabuming Raka, the youngest contender at 36,
engages with voters through internet memes on X,
formerly Twitter.

With TikTok being the third-most popular content-
sharing platform in Indonesia, all three candidate pairs
recognize the significance of targeting the youth
demographic, constituting 52 percent of the total
registered voters.

The candidates are employing various campaign
strategies, from policy discussions to humorous
content, to resonate with this influential voting bloc
[Asia News Network]

Indonesia: Presidential candidate vows
change to end patronage politics

(jb) Anies Baswedan, former Jakarta Governor and
candidate for the upcoming Indonesian presidential
election, is gaining ground with promises of change
and an end to patronage politics.

Just weeks away from the February 14 election,
Baswedan's spontaneous interactions with supporters
and pledges to address what he perceives as an
erosion of democratic values have propelled him to
second place in some opinion polls.
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In an interview after a campaign rally in West Java,
Baswedan emphasized, "What we offer is change,
returning civic life back to its track." This promise
resonates with Indonesians discontented with the
status quo.

Concerns arose when the Constitutional Court, led by
Jokowi's brother-in-law, adjusted election eligibility
criteria, allowing the president's son to run for vice
president on a rival candidate's ticket [see AiR No. 42,
October/2023, 3].

Baswedan's candidacy emerges as an alternative to
address these concerns and break away from the
shadow of past patronage politics [Reuters]

Indonesia: Extremists exploit online
platforms with disinformation ahead of
election

(jb) Experts warn of a surge in political disinformation
spread by radical and extremist groups as Indonesia
approaches its general election on February 14.
Reports indicate an alarming 80 percent increase in
online hoaxes compared to the 2019 election, with the
intent not solely focused on influencing election results
but on sowing discord and undermining the electoral
process.

Inggried Dwi Wedhaswary, an information disruption
researcher at the Alliance of Independent Journalists
(AJl), highlights a deliberate effort to mislead voters,
with some disinformation originating from terrorist
groups like Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) and Jamaah Ansharut
Daulah (JAD). Both groups, known for anti-democratic
stances, seek to impose Islamic law in Indonesia.

The Indonesian Anti-Defamation Society (Mafindo)
reports a significant rise in hoaxes, identifying 2,178
pieces of fake content in 2023, with over half related to
political disinformation. As the election draws near,
candidates, including Defense Minister Prabowo
Subianto and former Central Java Govervor Ganjar
Pranowo, face targeted disinformation campaigns.
Notably, false stories regarding candidates' stances on
LGBT issues are gaining traction, fueling hate and
discrimination against the LGBTQI+ community.

Security agencies, including the National
Counterterrorism Agency, acknowledge monitoring
militant group activities on social media. Experts
emphasize that these extremist groups aim to provoke
chaos and shape public opinion, exploiting the election
to advance their divisive narratives. Concerns grow
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over the potential for conflicts between political parties
and within the general public, emphasizing the need
for vigilant countermeasures to address this evolving
threat. [Benar News]

Indonesia: Protest against presidential
election simulation ballot

(yr) On January 3, the Banten Province General
Elections Supervisory Agency (Bawaslu) expressed
concerns about voter confusion regarding the Banten
Province General Election Commission's (KPU) 2024
presidential election simulation, which only featured
two pairs of presidential and vice-presidential
candidates on the ballot papers.

A similar inicident occurred in Surakarta and resulted
in a protest from the Ganjar Pranowo's party, the
Indonesian Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P), in
Surakarta, who considered the simulation ballot
misleading and detrimental. [Kompas 1] [Kompas 2, in
Indonesian].

Indonesia: Gibran Rakabuming Raka
suspected of violating a law on car-free
day

(yr/jb) On January 4, Central Jakarta General Elections
Supervisory Agency (Bawaslu) declared that vice-
presidential candidate Gibran Rakabuming Raka had
violated a law by distributing milk on a car-free day
event in Jakarta.

Bawaslu suggested treating this discovery further. The
eldest son of President Joko Widodo, Gibran, denied
the allegations, claiming that no political activity took
place during the occasion.

His actions are believed to violate Jakarta Governor
Regulation No. 12 of 2016, which prohibits the use of
car-free days for political party activities [Tempo].

While officials from running mate Prabowo Subianto's
campaign expressed ignorance, the controversy adds
fuel to Gibran's already contentious candidacy.

The election watchdog lacks the authority to penalize
Gibran, leaving potential consequences in the hands of
city authorities [South China Morning Post]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-xh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-xk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-xu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ml/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-mr/

In a separate move, the Republic of Indonesia General
Elections Supervisory also announced their findings
about internet content violations during 2024 election
campaign period (see below article).

Indonesia: Bawaslu found 204 internet
content violations during the 2024
election campaign

(yr) On January 4, the General Elections Supervisory
Agency (Bawaslu) announced their findings of 204
internet content violations during the last 36 days of
the 2024 election campaign, with hate speech as the
most common type of violation.

This breach involved various social media platforms,
with Instagram and Facebook being the most widely
used media. Most of the violations targeted
presidential and vice-presidential candidates.

Bawaslu has coordinated with the Ministry of
Communication and Information to take down 185
pieces of content and appealed to the public to report
violating content.

They also plan to intensify coordination with the
Ministry of Communication and Information and social
media platforms and develop a fact-checking system to
optimize the identification of fake news [Tempo].

Indonesia: Army chief responds to
military violence against Ganjar Pranowo
supporters

(yr) Six perpetrators of violence against four
supporters of presidential candidate Ganjar Pranowo
have been identified by the Military Police, based on
their investigations conducted by Detachment IV/4
Surakarta [Kompas] [See AIR No. 1, January/2024, 1]

However, General Marulli Simanjuntak, the Chief of
Staff of the Indonesian Army, emphasized in an
interview that the recorded incident should be
interpreted more broadly than just from the brief
video that is circulating.

General Simanjutak clarified that the campaign convoy
incident, which happened at approximately 11 AM,
involved Pranowo'’s supporters, who ignored army
warnings and kept passing in front of army
headquarters while riding loud racing exhaust
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motorcycles for couple hours in drunk condition.
[Kompas TV]

Indonesia: KPU targets replacing damaged
ballot papers before January 15

(yr) The Indonesia General Election Commission (KPU)
plans to replace thousands of damaged ballot papers
before January 15, 2024.

KPU member Yulianto Sudrajat said damaged ballot
papers, less than 1 percent of the 1.2 billion, would be
destroyed and reprinted. [Kompas]

Indonesia: Superapps to be launched in
2024

(jb) The Indonesian government is set to launch nine
superapps by the third quarter of 2024, as part of its
digital government strategy. The move follows
President Joko Widodo's issuance of Presidential
Regulation Number 82 of 2023, focusing on the
acceleration of digital transformation and integration
of national digital services.

These superapps will streamline public services,
covering digital ID, health care, education, and social
assistance. Minister Abdullah Azwar Anas believes the
initiative will overcome digital government silos,
enhancing citizen-centric services. The applications aim
to simplify processes for citizens, eliminating the
confusion caused by numerous overlapping
government apps.

The government, targeting data interoperability and
citizen needs, plans to cut down from 27,000 public
service applications to nine priority superapps.

The integration process is expected to accelerate the
improvement of government services and boost
Indonesia's e-Government Development Index ranking
[Govinsider] [Akset]

Indonesia: Integration of digital public
services through the national portal

(yr) Minister for Administrative and Bureaucratic
Reform (PANRB) Abdullah Azwar Anas and Minister of
Communication and Information (Kominfo) Budi Arie
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Setiadi discussed accelerating the development of the
National Portal for the integration of digital public
services.

This portal is designed on a citizen-centric basis, with a
focus on nine priority SPBE (Electronic Based
Government System) applications, including online
driving-license services, social assistance, health,
education, and digital identity.

The Ministry of Communication and Information is
tasked with providing guidance and supervision over
the development of this application, in accordance
with application development standards and data
interoperability, supporting Indonesia's digital
transformation vision [Indonesian Ministry for
Administrative and Bureaucratic Reform, in
Indonesian] [Antaral.

Indonesia: Senior tax officer receives 14-
Year sentence in corruption scandal,
triggering tax boycott

(jb) Indonesian senior tax officer Rafael Alun
Trisambodo has been sentenced to 14 years in prison
on corruption charges, causing public distrust and a
tax boycott.

The Central Jakarta court found Trisambodo guilty of
receiving approximately 10 billion rupiah in kickbacks
between 2002 and 2013. The anti-graft agency
revealed the funds originated from taxpayers through
a consultancy group he established to settle tax
disputes. The verdict follows public outrage over
officials displaying excessive wealth, prompting
Finance Minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati to dismiss
Trisambodo and investigate civil servants.

Indonesia, ranked 110th on Transparency
International's corruption index, grapples with a
growing distrust in its tax system. [Reuters]

Indonesia: USD 11.2 million worth of
illegally imported goods in 2023 destroyed

(jb) Indonesia's Ministry of Trade has reported a surge
in illegally imported goods in 2023, resulting in the
destruction of goods valued at approximately USD 11.2
million. The destroyed items, including used clothes,
shoes, and bags, violated trade regulations outlined in
the Minister of Trade Regulation No.40/2022.
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The ministry, led by Minister Zulkifli Hasan, supervised
1,061 business actors throughout the year, focusing on
both trade sector activities and post-border
operations.

Minister Hasan emphasized the need to combat the
trade of illegally imported goods, stating, "In response
to the trade rife with illegally imported goods, | directly
led the destruction of goods worth Rp174.8 billion."
The ministry aims to strengthen regulatory compliance
and prevent the influx of unauthorized goods into the
country in the future [Tempo]

Indonesia: Crackdown on gambling
content continued

(jb) In a relentless effort to eradicate online gambling,
Indonesia's Ministry of Communication and
Informatics (Kominfo) has successfully blocked access
to over 800,000 forms of gambling-related online
content.

Despite gambling being banned in the country since
1974, the authorities have observed an influx of
gambling-related sites accepting Indonesian
registrations globally. Budi Arie Setiadi, the head of
Kominfo, appointed in May 2023, has spearheaded the
removal of 805,923 forms of gambling content within
less than a year.

Setiadi collaborated with the Financial Services
Authority, telecommunications companies, and
internet service providers to achieve this feat. The
extensive crackdown involved blocking nearly 600,000
websites and IPs, over 170,000 Meta platforms, close
to 30,000 file-sharing platforms, and 15 TikTok
accounts.

Indonesia's resolute stance against gambling, rooted in
strict Islamic Law, has persisted despite the growing
gambling industry in Asia, estimated to be worth nearly
$80 billion [Readwrite]

Indonesia: Plan to revise Industrial Law

(yr) Indonesian Industrial Law Number 3 of 2014 will be
revised, according to Minister of Industry Agus
Gumiwang Kartasasmita, as it is thought to be out of
date with modern industrial development.

This update seeks to address contemporary issues,
such as the use of artificial intelligence and digitization
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in manufacturing processes, and to motivate business
to achieve carbon neutrality by the year 2050.

Although the revised document has been prepared,
submission to the DPR will be made by the next
Minister of Industry, considering the long law-making
process and the limited remaining term of the current
government. [Kompas]

Indonesia’s equities surged in December,
lead Thailand by widest margin on record

(jb) Indonesia's equities surged in December, leading
its Southeast Asian rival, Thailand, by the widest
margin on record. The Jakarta Composite Index
reached a record high, resulting in a market-value gap
of up to $258 billion over Thai stocks, the largest since
at least 2003.

This remarkable performance is attributed to optimism
surrounding Indonesia's central bank policies and
economic stability ahead of an upcoming election. In
the past year, Indonesian shares rose by about 25%,
while Thailand experienced a 12% decline due to
political uncertainties and sluggish economic growth.
Indonesian companies also witnessed a 58% increase
in IPOs in 2023 [Yahoo! Finance]

Indonesia: Possible extension of food aid

(yr) On January 3, President Joko Widodo has stated
that if budget allows, the Indonesian government may
continue to provide food aid to low-income
communities until June 2024 in the form of ten
kilograms of rice.

The distribution began in the regencies of Cilacap,
Banyumas, and Tegal, with about 1,000 families
receiving aid in each district.

The residents hope that this aid will last until the end
of the year, and Indoensia Logistic Affairs Agency
(Bulog) has prepared rice supplies, including premium
imported rice, for this initiative [Indonesian
Presidential Secretariat, in Indonesian] [Kompas].

Indonesia: Shelters for Rohingya refugees
set to be prepared
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(jb) The Indonesian government is actively seeking
shelter solutions for Rohingya refugees who recently
arrived in Deli Serdang Regency, North Sumatra.

Inspector General Rudolf Alberth Rodja, Deputy for
Coordination of Security and Public Order, stated that
discussions have taken place with district and
provincial authorities, alongside engagement with the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) and the International Organization for
Migration.

The refugees, numbering 147 individuals, including
men, women, and children, landed in Karang Gading
village on December 31, 2023. The UNHCR reported a
total of 157 refugees, accounting for discrepancies as
some individuals mingled with locals upon arrival.

Since November, around 2,200 Rohingya refugees
have arrived in Indonesia, with locations including
Pekanbaru and Medan. Although Indonesia isn't a
signatory to the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees, the
government has committed to providing temporary
accommodation while prioritizing local interests.

Recommended by UNHCR and IOM, potential shelters
in Aceh, such as Blang Ado and Seulawah Scout Camp,
are under consideration. Existing shelters, like Mina
Raya in Pidie, Aceh, have already been opened.

Discussions are ongoing about relocating 137 Rohingya
refugees from Balai Meuseuraya Aceh to the Aceh
Indonesian Red Cross building, though local objections
pose challenges. Inspector General Rodja assures that
the current situation is safe, with police guarding the
designated areas. [Tempo]

Indonesia: Explosion at battery facility
raises concerns about worker safety

(jb) An explosion at a Chinese-owned facility in
Indonesia's Morowali, claiming 21 lives, is casting a
shadow on Jakarta's ambitious plans for battery metal
processing.

Occurring just weeks before the presidential election,
the incident has triggered protests and calls for tighter
regulations in a sector pivotal to Indonesia's shift to an
electric vehicle hub. The disaster highlights concerns
over worker safety and prompts government demands
for China to enhance its smelting operations.

With Indonesia becoming a global battery material
industry giant, the incident raises questions about the
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hidden costs of rapid expansion and may influence the
upcoming presidential race. [BNN Bloomberg]

Indonesia: Covid-19 vaccination for
vulnerable groups prioritizes domestic
vaccines

(yr) The Indonesian Ministry of Health has designated
Covid-19 vaccination as a free routine immunization
program, especially for vulnerable groups, which
include people who received only one or never
received at all doses of Covid-19 vaccine, elderly
citizens, adults with comorbidities, pregnant women,
and front-line health workers.

This program prioritizes the use of domestically
produced vaccines such as IndoVac from Bio Farma
LLC, while for independent vaccination, people can
choose imported vaccines.

Health facilities are instructed to provide Covid-19
vaccines through authorized distributors, at prices
determined by market mechanisms. It is hoped that
this program can prevent an increase in cases and
ensure public health [Indonesian Ministry of Health, in
Indonesian] [Kompas].

Laos: Investments in SEZs drive economic
growth despite concerns for worker
safety

(wn) In 2023, Laos saw an economic upswing as 178
companies invested in Special Economic Zones,
generating over 3,600 jobs for locals and international
workers.

A diverse range invested the SEZs of investors. These
included 127 companies in the services sector, 18 in
the industrial sector, 30 in trade, and three in
agriculture. The combined investment amounted to
USD 520 million, with a registration capital of USD 178
million.

The SEZs also significantly contributed to the
government budget, thanks to the over 2,645 shops
and enterprises operating there. These businesses
generate an annual revenue of up to LAK 174 billion
(over USD 8 million). In addition, these businesses also
employed 3,644 workers, of which 3,572 were Lao
workers, and 72 were foreign workers.
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In the last 12 months, businesses operating within
Special Economic Zones (SEZs) have been involved in
international trade activities, importing materials and
machinery worth approximately USD 1.7 billion. At the
same time, their exports rose to an impressive USD
302 million. Although SEZs have contributed to the
nation's economic progress, the country has been
dealing with a growing issue of online fraudulent
activities. [The Laotian Times]

Laos: President calls for reducing
dependence on external factors in
economy and finance

(wn) The General Secretary of the Lao People's
Revolutionary Party Central Committee and the Lao
President, Thongloun Sisoulith has pledged to make
their country's economy more resilient by guiding it
towards independence and ownership by Lao citizens.

In a meeting with the finance sector, Thongloun
emphasized the need to transform their economic
system as quickly as possible to move away from their
current overwhelming dependence on external factors
and towards a more independent and locally owned
economy.

As per the report, Laos' economy relies heavily on
external factors, such as imports, for domestic
consumption. This leads to economic fragility and
makes the country vulnerable to external shocks and
disruption. [Vientiane Times]

The president stated that an independent and Lao-
owned economy doesn't mean Laos needs to produce
and manufacture everything independently. Instead,
the goal is to reduce Laos' heavy dependence by
effectively using the country's natural resources and
other potential areas to involve more Lao people.
[Xinhua]

Laos: More than 50 hydropower projects
approved

(wn) According to a report by Lao Economic Daily, the
authorities in the southern province of Sekong in Laos
have given their approval for the exploration, design,
and construction of more than 50 hydropower plants
in the region. T
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Multiple Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) are
currently being signed as a part of the process to
initiate the study and possible construction of 28 hydro
stations.

Moreover, Project Development Agreements (PDAs)
are being signed for 15 other schemes, while 11
additional hydro plants are at the concession
agreement stage.

Sekong province, which is located about 530 km
southeast of Lao capital Vientiane, currently has three
hydropower plants with a total installed capacity of 353
MW. These plants can produce over 1,383 GWh per
year.

According to a report, 83.51 percent of all homes in
Sakong province now have electricity access,
accounting for 18,633 houses in 164 villages. [The Star]

Malaysia: Government agencies required
to generate monthly progress reports
moving forward

(ba) Prime Minister Datuk Seri Anwar lbrahim has
directed the chief secretary (KSU) of the ministry, along
with department heads, to submit monthly progress
and contribution reports of civil servants in executing
government projects.

During the January 2024 meeting with members of the
Prime Minister's Department, Anwar, also serving as
the Finance Minister, emphasized that these reports
should be sent to Chief Secretary Tan Sri Mohd Zuki Ali
before being communicated to him.

Anwar further urged each ministry to adopt a distinct
and more assertive approach in project
implementation. While affirming the continuation of
policies benefiting everyone, he stressed the need for
a change in the approach employed.

The meeting, attended by Deputy Prime Minister and
Minister of Energy Transition and Public Utilities Datuk
Seri Fadillah Yusof, Minister in the Prime Minister's
Department (Legal and Institutional Reform) Datuk Seri
Azalina Othman Said, Minister in the Prime Minister's
Department (Federal Territories) Dr Zaliha Mustafa,
and Mohd Zuki, also touched upon the launch of the
Main Data Base System (PADU).

Anwar announced that the government would
incorporate several suitable enhancements into PADU
based on community feedback. PADU serves as an
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integrated national socioeconomic database,
encompassing individual and household profiles of
citizens and permanent residents in Malaysia. The
system amalgamates data from various government
departments and agencies to present a comprehensive
overview of the socioeconomic status of each
Malaysian household. [Astro Awani] [The Malay Mail]
[The Star]

Malaysia: New format of asset declaration
by Members of Parliament (MPs) and
other government office holders
underway

(ba) The Special Committee of the National
Governance Cabinet (JKKTN) is in the process of
devising a new framework for Members of Parliament
and other government officials to disclose their assets,
as announced by the Prime Minister's Office (PMO)
today.

This initiative aligns with the government's
commitment to enhancing transparency. The PMO
further conveyed that JKKTN has deliberated on
measures to fortify the governance of Federal
Statutory Bodies (FSB). In this regard, it has been
agreed that the existing General Circular Letter
Number 3 of 1998 will be replaced by new guidelines,
aimed at bolstering all facets of governance.

The proposed reforms encompass the appointment
process for FSB chairmen and board members,
emphasizing transparent criteria. Additionally, a
comprehensive evaluation mechanism will be
instituted through an integrity review conducted by the
Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC),
coupled with screenings by the Royal Malaysia Police
(PDRM) to assess insolvency.

The PMO highlighted the inclusion of a capacity
development program for FSB board members in the
guidelines. The reforms also intend to enhance the
detection, regulation, and governance of FSB through a
platform called the Statutory Body System (SBSys).

This platform will facilitate periodic reporting to the
prime minister. Emphasizing the necessity of
governance for statutory bodies, the PMO underscored
their role in supporting the execution of strategies by
central agencies and other government departments,
influencing the country's economic growth. [The Malay
Mail]
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Malaysia: Former prime minister wants
movie about 1MDB to be removed from
Netflix

(ba) Former Malaysian Prime Minister Najib Razak
through his lawyer requested the Malaysian
government to take immediate action by ordering the
streaming service Netflix to remove the documentary
film "Man on the Run" from being shown in the
country.

Najib's lawyer claimed that the documentary was very
subjudicial to his client because the TMDB trial was
ongoing and the prosecution was bound by the
responsibility to take immediate action.

"Man on the Run" is a documentary directed, written,
and produced by Cassius Michael Kim revolving
around the 1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB)
scandal that was shown in this country on October 19
last year.

It also featured Najib's interview denying involvement
in the scandal, as well as an interview with prime
minister Datuk Seri Anwar Ibrahim; author of Sarawak
Report, Clare Rewcastle-Brown; and former attorney
general, Tan Sri Tommy Thomas. [Astro Awani]

Malaysia: Former prime minister soon to
be summoned to assist in ongoing
investigation on government spending
publicy work

(ba) The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC) is set to summon a former prime minister for
questioning in connection with a USD 150 million
government expenditure allocated for promotional
and publicity purposes.

Tan Sri Azam Baki, the Chief Commissioner of MACC,
disclosed that the former leader is among four
individuals scheduled to be called in to assist with the
investigation. Azam specified that the inquiry focuses
on scrutinizing the utilization of the funds and
examining the companies that received them.

Media reports had earlier highlighted the MACC's
initiation of a preliminary probe into the USD 150
million allocation, spanning the period between 2020
and 2022, made by two previous administrations for
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their promotional and publicity endeavors. [Astro
Awani]

Malaysia: 2023 GDP target expected to be
achieved

(ba) Malaysia is on track to attain its 2023 gross
domestic product (GDP) growth goal of 4-5 percent, as
reported by the Department of Statistics Malaysia
(DoSM), due to the positive economic momentum
observed thus far.

Datuk Seri Dr. Mohd Uzir Mahidin, the Chief
Statistician, highlighted that consumer spending
sentiment tends to be higher in the fourth quarter
compared to other quarters. When asked about the
GDP growth forecast for the fourth quarter in
comparison to the third quarter, Mohd Uzir
emphasized the need to assess it based on available
data.

Analyzing the Industrial Production Index (IPI) for
October, he noted growth in the mining, electricity, and
manufacturing sectors. Additionally, Malaysia's trade
demonstrated expansion, maintaining a surplus, with a
reported trade surplus of USD 2.76 billion in October -
the 42nd consecutive month of surplus since May
2020. Concurrently, unemployment has decreased,
with the unemployment rate standing at 3.4 percentin
October.

Bank Negara Malaysia reported a 3.3 percent growth in
the Malaysian economy in the third quarter (compared
to 2.9 percent in the second quarter), contributing to
an overall expansion of 3.9 percent in the first three
quarters of 2023.

Regarding the Central Database Hub (PADU), which
became operational on January 2, Mohd Uzir disclosed
that as of 8 pm on January 3, the system has garnered
396,181 registered users. Malaysians have until March
31 to update their information in the system.

Mohd Uzir expressed confidence in achieving the
target of registering 29 million Malaysian citizens
based on the positive response and feedback received,
particularly in rural areas, where the Information
Department (JaPen) has played a crucial role. [Astro
Awani]

Malaysia: Jalan Silang's 'Mini Dhaka' again
targeted in DBKL operation
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(ba) The Jalan Silang area, also known as 'Mini Dhaka,'
experienced another crackdown on businesses owned
and operated by foreigners on January 5.

The Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) conducted the
latest operation, marking the second significant raid
within just over two weeks. The previous large-scale
operation involved over 1,000 members and officers of
the General Operations Force on December 21.

Apart from Jalan Silang, the recent raid, which engaged
300 members and enforcement officers, also targeted
the Masjid India and Petaling Street areas.

The DBKL reported that the operation encompassed
the inspection of 110 business premises, hawkers,
sidewalk obstructions, foreign operators or assistants,
unlicensed stalls, traffic obstructions, illegal
advertisements, signs written in foreign languages,
cleanliness, and other general offenses.

Enforcement action was taken against 29 business
premises, requiring them to relocate their equipment
obstructing public places. Additionally, goods from
premises operated by foreigners and 20 unlicensed
hawkers were confiscated.

Moreover, the DBKL towed 12 vehicles and nine
motorcycles, issuing compounds against 45 vehicles
for various traffic obstruction offenses under the Road
Traffic Act 1959 and the Road Transport Act 1987.
[New Straits Times]

Myanmar: Government approves final
plan for parliamentary elections

(sk) The Government of Myanmar, under Prime
Minister Min Aung Hlaing, has approved the final
points of the electoral roadmap, focusing on ensuring
the reliability and fairness of upcoming general
parliamentary elections.

The prime minister emphasized the commitment to
free and fair multiparty democratic elections after the
state of emergency is lifted, marking the transition of
state responsibilities to the elected government. He
attributed ongoing armed clashes in the country to
attempts to address political issues through terrorism,
calling on the armed forces to collaborate with the
Myanmar police to suppress terrorist activities of
ethnic armed groups. [AZERNEWS]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-aj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-at/

Myanmar: SAC chair acknowledges armed
violence obstacles to election
preparations

(sk) During a meeting with officials of registered
political parties in Nay Pyi Taw on January 6, Senior
General Min Aung Hlaing, the chairman of the State
Administration Council (SAC), acknowledged obstacles
in election preparations due to armed violence.

He emphasized the SAC's commitment to restoring
peace and stability, ensuring a dignified and fair
election.

The chairman urged political parties to collaborate for
the national interest, soliciting their views and
suggestions. Min Aung Hlaing highlighted the SAC's
efforts to address the country's challenges, including
armed conflicts, the Covid-19 pandemic, and economic
crises.

He stressed the need for unity among democratic
forces, addressing concerns about the electoral system
and constitutional amendments. The meeting,
attended by leaders of 39 registered political parties,
aimed to foster cooperation for the upcoming election.
[ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar: Annual amnesty criticized for
including few political prisoners

(sk) On Myanmar's Independence Day, the military
junta announced a mass amnesty, releasing nearly
10,000 prisoners, including only a small number of
political prisoners.

Critics argue that such releases lack political
significance and raise concerns about public safety.

Over the past three years, the junta has announced 12
amnesties, releasing nearly 90,000 prisoners, but
political prisoners constitute less than 7 percent of the
total.

Notably, Nobel laureate Aung San Suu Kyi remains
imprisoned, who has received a 27-year sentence on
various charges. The international community,
including the UN, has called for the release of Suu Kyi
and her associates. [VOA]
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Myanmar: Military regime cracks down on
opening on NUG administration office

(sk) In Myanmar, the traditional Thingyan New Year
celebration took a violent turn in the Kanbalu
Township village of Pa Zi Gyi, where nearly 200 people
gathered to mark the opening of a new administration
office by the National Unity Government (NUG).

The military junta, viewing the NUG's attempt to
establish authority as a threat, launched a brutal
attack, resulting in over 100 deaths, with nearly a third
being children under 15. [MyanmarNow]

Myanmar: Massive fire renders thousands
of Rohingya homeless in Bangladesh

(sk) A suspected arson attack has devastated a
Rohingya refugee camp in Bangladesh, destroying
nearly 800 homes and leaving around 7,000 refugees
homeless.

The incident occurred in the southeast, and although
there were no casualties reported, refugee facilities,
including learning centers and healthcare centers,
were extensively damaged. The refugee commissioner
suspects arson and has initiated an investigation.

This incident highlights the vulnerability of Rohingya
refugees, many of whom fled Myanmar's military
crackdown in 2017. Fires are common in these camps,
exacerbated by the dry season, and security concerns,
including violence between refugee groups, contribute
to the ongoing challenges faced by the Rohingya
community in Bangladesh. [MyanmarNow]

Myanmar: Mon State records 20 casualties
in 2023 due to landmine explosions

(sk) In 2023, Mon State experienced a series of
landmine explosions, resulting in the death of seven
locals and injuries to 13 others across various
townships. Landmine victims included four children
and two women, highlighting the devastating impact
on innocent lives.

The blasts, concentrated along the Yangon-
Mawlamyine road and near the Baykalwe village
suspension bridge, targeted areas with stationed
security troops.
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A report by the Landmine & Cluster Munition Monitor
(LCMM) revealed that over half of Myanmar's
townships face the pervasive threat of landmines,
posing a significant danger to the safety and
livelihoods of civilians.

The report documented numerous instances of
landmine casualties, emphasizing the urgent need for
addressing this critical issue. [ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar: Air attack claims 17 lives

(sk) Airstrikes by Myanmar's military on the pro-
democracy resistance-controlled village of Kanan in the
northwest have resulted in the deaths of at least 17
civilians, including nine children, with about 20 others
wounded.

The attack occurred as a ceremony marking the
completion of combat training for resistance forces
was scheduled in the village.

The military government denied responsibility for the
attack in Sagaing region's Khampat town, near the
Indian border, which accusing independent media of
spreading false news.

The region, a stronghold of armed resistance, has
witnessed increased airstrikes as the military targets
both pro-democracy forces and ethnic minority
guerrilla groups.

Analysts and NGOs have reported widespread human
rights abuses by the military, triggering a humanitarian
crisis. [abcNews]

Myanmar: Resistance alliance captures
additional towns

(sk) The Brotherhood Alliance seized two more towns
in northern Shan State, Kutkai and Hseni, as part of its
Operation 1027.

Kutkai and Hseni are strategically important on the
trade route with China. The operation aims to weaken
the junta’s military, which has faced resistance on
various fronts.

The Alliance plans to continue fighting against junta
military targets. The coordinated offensive has seized a
total of 30 towns over the past two months. [The
Irrawaddy]
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The Philippines: DOJ, Bureau of
Immigration cannot confirm if 1IC
investigators are already in the country

(Ib) The Department of Justice (DOJ) and the Bureau of
Immigration (Bl) in the Philippines cannot confirm
whether International Criminal Court (ICC)
investigators have entered the country. This
uncertainty arises amid reports that ICC personnel
may have arrived to conduct investigations.

The ICC's investigation focuses on killings that occurred
during former President Rodrigo Duterte's anti-drug
campaign from November 1, 2011, to March 16, 2019,
initially in southern Davao City, where Duterte was
mayor, and later across the country after he assumed
the presidency. Duterte has maintained that most of
the victims died while resisting arrest and has declined
to apologize for the fatalities.

Against this backdrop, Justice Assistant Secretary Mico
Clavano mentioned that the DOJ is open to
international assistance but noted that the ICC's
approach seems to prefer a complete and hostile
takeover of the judicial process. [Inquirer 1]

Solicitor General Menardo Guevarra, in turn, asserted
the Philippine government's stance that it holds no
legal obligation to cooperate with the ICC investigation
regarding the Duterte administration's war on drugs.
Guevarra also emphasized that the ICC could conduct
its inquiry without physically being in the Philippines,
mentioning the availability of local support for the
investigators. [GMA Network]

Ex-President Duterte, for his part, stated on January 6
that his successor, President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., has
"nothing to do" with the ICC's investigation into the
country's drug war during the previous administration.
He also mentioned that he doesn't mind if ICC officials
come to the Philippines to investigate the killings
during his administration. [Daily Tribune]

Meanwhile, lawyers representing the families of
victims of the drug war in the Philippines believe that
the investigation into alleged crimes against humanity
committed under former President Rodrigo Duterte
may be nearing completion. [Inquirer 2]

The Philippines: New law that makes
paying taxes easier enacted


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-fy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-fj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ft/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-fi/

(Ib) Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has
enacted the "Ease of Paying Taxes Act," aimed at
modernizing tax administration and simplifying tax
procedures for taxpayers. The government aims to
increase tax collection efforts and sustain
infrastructure spending to boost economic
development. [Reuters]

The law allows taxpayers to electronically or manually
file tax returns with the Bureau of Internal Revenue
(BIR), authorized agent banks, or authorized tax
software providers. It also allows non-residents to
register for these facilities to attract foreign investors
and make it easier for them to do business in the
Philippines. Additionally, the law mandates a 180-day
timeline for tax refund claims and simplifies income
tax return pages to two from four.

The Philippines: China-backed grid
operator criticized for power outage

(Ib) The National Grid Corporation of the Philippines
(NGCP), partly owned by China's State Grid Corp, has
faced criticism from the Philippine government for its
failure to prevent a major power outage that left
millions without electricity for days. The NGCP
attributed the power crisis to unplanned shutdowns of
power generators and rejected allegations of
inadequate grid stability. [Reuters]

The NGCP, which is responsible for the country's
power transmission, has a 40 percent stake held by
China's State Grid. The remaining 60 percent is owned
by Filipino investors, including Synergy Grid &
Development Phils Inc. and insurance tycoon Robert
Coyiuto Jr.

The Philippines: Bill proposes
establishment of Philippine Renewable
Energy Corporation

(Ib) A bill has been introduced in the Philippines' House
of Representatives to establish the Philippine
Renewable Energy Corporation, which aims to expedite
the development of renewable energy sources for
achieving energy self-reliance. The bill also proposes
the dissolution of the Philippine National Oil Company
Renewables Corp., transferring its powers and
functions to the new corporation. [Power Philippines]
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The proposed corporation will be responsible for
research, development, utilization, manufacturing,
sales, marketing, distribution, and commercial
application of renewable energy. It will also conduct
exploration and development of renewable energy
sources and operate energy generation facilities in
underserved areas.

The Philippines: Government eyes policies
to unlock potential of mining industry

(Ib) The Philippines aims to attract investments into its
mining sector, particularly in value-added processing,

to play a bigger role in the global clean energy market
while ensuring sustainable and responsible extraction
of mineral resources. [Zawya]

The government is working to lay down policies to
support this endeavor, including government-led
exploration, small-scale mining policies, and
rationalizing the social development and management
program (SDMP) of mining companies. SDMP involves
plans to support the development of host and
neighboring communities.

The government is also working to streamline the
permitting process to attract investments and
maximize the value of mineral resources, including
nickel, cobalt, and rare earth minerals, for energy
transition and economic development.

The Philippines: Troops Kill suspected
communist rebel leader in clash in
Eastern Samar

(Ib) A high-ranking leader of the New People’'s Army
(NPA), the armed wing of the Communist Party of the
Philippines, died in a clash between soldiers and rebels
in Eastern Samar. The killed individual was the
secretary of the sub-regional committee (SRC) Sesame
of the NPA's Eastern Visayas regional party committee.
The Philippine Army urged remaining NPA members to
abandon armed struggle and return to their
communities [Xinhua] [PNA]

Singapore: Selection criteria for senior
counsel refined, no appointments for
2024, chief justice says
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(Im) Singapore's Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon has
announced a refinement in the selection criteria for
the appointment of senior counsel. Chief Justice
Menon did not provide further details about the
refined criteria but emphasized that there would be a
greater focus on applicants' contributions to the
development of Singapore law and their impact on the
legal profession. [The Straits Times]

Additionally, he revealed that that no appointments to
the elite group of lawyers would be made in 2024 as
the selection committee had refined the criteria to
ensure that appointees would compare favorably with
their international counterparts.

Singapore: Attorney-General rolls out
mental health checks for prosecutors in
death penalty cases

(Im) Singapore's Attorney-General's Chambers (AGC) is
implementing mental health support measures for
prosecutors handling death penalty cases. AGC officers
will have mandatory check-ins with an in-house
psychologist, and a team of officers has been trained
as para-counsellors to provide immediate support for
traumatic incidents. A one-stop portal with resources
and workshops for supervisors to address mental
health issues are also part of the initiative. [The Straits
Times]

Singapore: President Tharman briefed on
projected returns from investing
country’s reserves

(Im) Singapore’ President Tharman Shanmugaratnam
and the Council of Presidential Advisers were briefed
on January 8 about the expected returns from the city
state’s reserves, including investments managed by
entities like the Government of Singapore Investment
Corporation (GIC) and the Monetary Authority of
Singapore (MAS). These discussions took place ahead
of Budget Day on February 16 when the government
presents its annual budget to Parliament. [The Straits
Times]

Singapore: Finance ministry invites
citizens to share views on budget 2024;
GST increased to nine percent
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(Ib) Singapore's Ministry of Finance is seeking input
from the public, including individuals, organizations,
and businesses, for the upcoming budget 2024. The
budget, to be presented by Deputy Prime Minister
Lawrence Wong on February 16, is open for public
input until January 26. [The Independant]

Despite positive economic indicators for 2024, global
tensions and conflicts present potential risks,
prompting close monitoring by the government. The
2024 budget will emphasize themes like fostering a
competitive and sustainable economy, enhancing the
social compact, and fortifying the city-state's security
and resilience.

In related updates, Singapore has increased its goods
and sales tax (GST) rate by one percent to nine percent
as of January 1. This increase is part of a planned
strategy to gradually raise the GST rate, with the latest
hike aimed at covering the country's medium-term
needs, especially in the face of rising healthcare costs
and an aging population. [ASEAN Briefing]

To mitigate the impact on lower- to middle-income
households, the government has introduced a cost-of-
living package, which includes enhancements to the
Assurance Package (AP), increased Community
Development Council (CDC) vouchers for households,
additional service and conservancy charges (S&CC)
rebates for Housing & Development Board (HDB)
households, and extra U-Save rebates for utility
expenses.

Singapore: At least 180 victims lost USD
2.6 million in December to social media
job offer scams

(Im) At least 180 individuals in Singapore fell victim to a
job scam in which they lost approximately USD 2.6
million within a month. These victims received fake job
offers through unsolicited messages in chat groups on
platforms like WhatsApp and Telegram in December
2023. [The Straits Times 1]

Since the beginning of January 2024, at least 83
individuals have fallen victim to phishing scams
impersonating DBS Bank in Singapore, resulting in
total losses of at least USD 155,000. [The Straits Times
2]
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Singapore: Challenges persist for LGBTQ
couples despite repeal of anti-gay law

(Ib) A year after Singapore repealed its anti-gay sex law,
the LGBTQ community still faces challenges in
achieving equal rights, prompting some to prepare for
potential discrimination and others to consider
relocating to more inclusive countries. [BNN Breaking]

For instance, some couples resort to traveling abroad
for fertility treatments due to restrictions in Singapore.
Furthermore, discrimination remains a concern,
particularly in areas like housing and family.

Singapore: Development ministry
approves community improvement
projects in Sengkang East

(Ib) The Ministry of National Development in Singapore
has given approval for two community improvement
projects in Sengkang East, introduced by the Sengkang
East Citizens’ Consultative Committee (CCC) and
supported by the People’s Action Party (PAP) Sengkang
East branch. [BNN Breaking News]

These projects involve constructing covered linkways
to facilitate commuting between specific blocks and
bus stops, aiming to enhance convenience and
accessibility for local residents, especially during
adverse weather conditions.

Singapore: Navy inks modernization deals
amid personnel shortage; installs Israel-
made anti-ship missiles

(Ib/Im) Singapore has awarded a contract to ST
Engineering to upgrade its Formidable-class frigates as
part of a wider push to increase the integration of
unmanned technology into its navy. The Singaporean
military plans to cut its workforce by 30 percent over
the next 20 years, and hopes that unmanned
platforms will help fill the gap. The navy is focusing on
"pocket plays" - multipurpose platforms that can
conduct combat operations and low-intensity
operations such as humanitarian assistance and
disaster response. ST Engineering is also delivering six
multirole combat vessels incorporating autonomous
technologies into the new vessels to function as
“motherships” with unmanned platforms. [Defense
News]
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In related developments, the Formidable-class frigates
will receive Blue Spear anti-ship missiles as part of a
mid-life upgrade, replacing the American Harpoon
missiles. The Blue Spear missiles are a 5th generation
version of the "Gabriel" missile, developed in
cooperation between Israel Aerospace Industry (IAl)
and ST Engineering. The upgrade will also include
enhancements to the frigates' marine and electrical
systems, Ship Management System, and Power
Generation System. The first frigate is expected to
complete its upgrades in 2028. [Israel Defense]

Thailand: Council of State advises against
loan bill for government’s digital wallet
scheme

(msz) Thailand's Council of State, a department under
the Prime Minister that gives advice to state entities,
has issued a recommendation opposing the
government's plan to finance its digital wallet scheme
through the legislating of a bill. The recommendation,
although not binding, raises questions about the
program's implementation and potential delays or
alterations in its execution. [Bloomberg]

The program, designed to provide 10,000 baht
(approximately USD 280) to every Thai citizen aged 16
and above, was intended to stimulate economic
growth. The government had planned to fund the
program through a 500 billion baht (around USD 14
billion) loan, but this financing strategy now faces
uncertainties as the program undergoes legal scrutiny.

The Council of State's key concern is the legislation
regarding additional borrowing from the annual
government budget, which is allowed only in cases of
crisis, emergencies, and urgent necessities. Thus, the
government should enact an executive decree instead
of a bill to borrow that amount of funds if the need to
stimulate the economy is urgent. A bill would take
months to implement, suggesting the economic
situation is not dire, according to the Council's report.

Prior to this, the government announced on January 3
that its promised digital wallet scheme will be rolled
out in May. Meanwhile, Jurin Laksanawisit, a member
of the opposition Democrat Party, criticized the
coalition government's approach to the digital wallet
scheme during parliamentary debates on the 2024
budget bill. He cautioned that the administration
should prepare a contingency plan in case the loan bill
encounters obstacles [Bangkok Post]
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Against the backdrop of these developments, the
government is considering issuing government bonds
to raise funds for the digital wallet scheme as a
potential solution. Meanwhile, Prime Minister Srettha
announced on January 8 that he would hold a press
conference to announce the details of the plan in the
coming days. He will also discuss the plan with the
Council of State to get their feedback on the
implementation process. [The Nation]

Thailand: Government to ban cannabis for
recreational use amid criticisms from
advocacy groups

(msz) Thailand's Public Health Minister Cholnan
Srikaew has signed a bill to amend the current
cannabis legislation in order to ban the recreational
use of the substance. The proposal marks a shiftin
Thailand's cannabis policy, which initially leaned
toward decriminalization but has since faced criticism
and concerns over the unregulated cannabis market
and its impact on society. [Forbes]

The new proposed amendments aim to address these
issues by strictly limiting cannabis for medical use and
specifying that authorized stores can only sell parts of
the cannabis plant that comply with Thai legal
regulations, potentially excluding the plant's flowers
due to their higher THC content.

While the legislation remains pending, it has yet to
clarify whether a medical certificate will be required for
the purchase of medical cannabis. If the government
approves the bill's principles, it will proceed to
Parliament's lower house for review.

The proposed changes could have implications for the
emerging cannabis tourism industry in Thailand, which
gained traction due to the relaxed cannabis
restrictions. In the context of cannabis stores, Minister
Cholnan emphasized that while their licenses would
not face revocation, they would be required to adhere
strictly to the legal provisions, limiting their sales to
parts of the cannabis plant that comply with Thai
regulations. [Bangkok Post 1]

Additionally, the stance of former Health Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul, who played a key role in the
decriminalization of cannabis, may influence the
debate, as he has previously advocated for the
distribution of cannabis plants with low THC content
for medical use.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-vi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-vd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-vh/

Cholnan added that a regulation by the Thai
Traditional and Alternative Medicine Department
which lists cannabis as a controlled herb would need
to be revised if it contradicts the updated legislation.
Cholnan also said that the use of cannabis at home for
medical purposes must be based on correct medical
procedures and research, while the question of
whether the purchase of cannabis would require a
medical certificate or not was yet to be included in the
proposed legislation.

Meanwhile, advocates of cannabis legalization
slammed the legislation, saying that Minister Cholnan
had failed to keep the promise of consultation and said
that the members in the policy drafting process should
ensure that the outcome was based on scientific facts,
rather than serving political interests. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Three key Constitutional Court
rulings expected this month

(Im) In Thailand, the Constitutional Court is expected to
make three significant rulings this month, each with
the potential to impact the country's political
landscape in the coming months. [Bangkok Post]

Firstly, on January 17, the court is scheduled to deliver
a verdict in the asset concealment case involving
Saksayam Chidchob, the secretary-general of the
Bhumjaithai Party, which is the second-largest party in
the ruling coalition government. Saksayam is accused
of concealing assets and using a nominee to hide
ownership of a company that secured numerous
government construction projects. His suspension
from the position of transport minister last year, when
the case was accepted by the court, adds to the gravity
of this ruling.

A week later, on January 24, the court will decide the
fate of Pita Limjaroenrat, former leader and prime
ministerial candidate of the main opposition Move
Forward Party (MFP). Pita faces suspension from his
duties as a Member of Parliament pending the court's
decision regarding his ownership of media shares in a
now-defunct broadcaster, iTV. If it is found that Pita
applied for office while being aware of his shares in
iTV, he could lose his MP status.

Lastly, on January 31, the Constitutional Court will rule
on a case that could potentially lead to the dissolution
of the MFP. The court is tasked with determining
whether the MFP's stance on Section 112 of the
Criminal Code, which pertains to the royal defamation


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-vk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-vu/

law, constitutes an attempt to undermine the
constitutional monarchy.

Thailand: Budget bill for fiscal 2024 easily
passes first reading

(Im) On January 5, the Thai lower house of parliament
approved the first reading of the draft budget for the
2024 fiscal year with 311 votes in favor, 177 against,
and 4 abstentions. The budget proposes spending of
3.48 trillion baht with a deficit of 693 billion baht, an
increase from the previous government's approved
deficit of 593 billion baht before the May 14 election.
[Bangkok Post]

The 2024 fiscal year began on October 1, 2023, but the
budget faced delays due to the prolonged government
formation process following the elections. The draft
budget will now undergo a detailed examination by a
72-member House committee before proceeding to
second and third readings. It is expected to take effect
in early May.

The top five recipients of budget allocations include
the Interior Ministry, seeking 353 billion baht;
Education, 328 billion; Finance, 327 billion; Defense,
198 billion; and Transport, 183 billion baht. These
figures may be subject to changes based on decisions
made by the House committee in the coming weeks.

Thailand: Opposition leader slams 2024
budget, says it does not address actual
problems

(msz) The 2024 national budget of 3.48 trillion baht
(around USD 101 billion) in Thailand has been criticized
by opposition leader Chaithawat Tulathon, who
claimed that it centralizes the power of state agencies
rather than addressing national crises. During the first
reading of the budget bill, Chaithawat argued that the
proposed expenditures lacked strategy and focus, and
were not aligned with the government's stated goals
and policies. [The Nation Thailand]

He accused the government of allocating funds to
projects inherited from the previous administration
and failing to prioritize urgent issues. He also criticized
the lack of funding for reducing electricity bills, holding
referendums for a new constitution, and the ruling
party's digital wallet scheme. Chaithawat called for
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better budgeting procedures and cooperation to
reform bureaucracies.

In a similar vein, the leader of Thai Sang Thai Party,
Sudarat Keyuraphan, posted on social media that
there was little difference between the current Pheu
Thai-led government budget plan and that of the
previous Prayut administration. Sudarat added that
the majority of the proposed budget would go to
defense and the central fund, which are at the
discretion of the Prime Minister, while the ruling
party’'s promised areas during the election campaign,
such as poverty and equality issues would receive little
funding. [Thai PBS World]

Thailand: Parliament’s upper house to
seek general debate with Prime Minister
Srettha

(Im) The political development committee of Thailand's
upper house, the Senate, has decided to seek a
general debate on the Pheu Thai Party-led
government's policy implementation. Central topics for
this debate encompass the controversial digital wallet
scheme, plans for constitutional amendments, and the
role of the Department of Corrections in enforcing
court rulings. [Bangkok Post]

According to Section 153 of the constitution, a general
debate, without a voting component, can be initiated
by submitting a request to the Senate Speaker,
necessitating the backing of at least one-third of
senators, equivalent to 84 members.

Thailand: Prime Minister Srettha asserts
independence, sets economic goals,
highlights infrastructure

(msz) In an exclusive interview with Thai PBS, Prime
Minister Srettha Thavisin addressed various pressing
issues, including claims of influence by jailed ex-
Premier Thaksin Shinawatra, the country's economic
development and the Land Bridge project. [Thai PBS
World]

Addressing allegations of influence from former Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, Prime Minister Srettha
firmly asserted his independence in decision-making
and refuted any claims of being controlled by Thaksin.
He explicitly stated his non-involvement in Thaksin's
royal commutation or potential pardon, emphasizing


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ey/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-ej/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-et/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-et/

that these matters fall within the purview of the Justice
Ministry and the Corrections Department. Additionally,
Prime Minister Srettha dismissed speculations about
grooming Thaksin's youngest daughter, Paetongtarn,
who currently leads the Pheu Thai Party, for a future
prime ministerial role.

Shifting the focus to the economy, the prime minister
outlined his ambitious goal of achieving an average
economic growth rate of 5 percent during his tenure.
To realize this vision, his government is actively
pursuing foreign direct investments and diligently
working to finalize several free trade agreements, all
aimed at revitalizing the country's economy. However,
he expressed genuine concern about the potential for
delays or the overturning of the government's
contentious "digital wallet" scheme, which is currently
under review by the Council of State to assess its
legality.

On the infrastructure front, Prime Minister Srettha
highlighted the Land Bridge project in southern
Thailand as a major attraction for large-scale foreign
investments. This ambitious endeavor seeks to create
a new trade route connecting the Indian and Pacific
Oceans, effectively bypassing the Malacca Strait.
Furthermore, he remains optimistic about the pivotal
role of tourism in continuing to propel economic
growth forward.

Thailand: Three Pheu Thai Party ministers
to step down as list MPs, party
heavyweight confirms

(msz) Three Pheu Thai Party ministers, including
Deputy Prime Minister Somsak Thepsutin, Transport
Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit, and Digital Economy
and Society Minister Prasert Chantararuangtong, are
set to step down from their roles as list-MPs. This
move is intended to create opportunities for younger
politicians within the party, as confirmed by Deputy
Prime Minister and party heavyweight Phumtham
Wechayachai on January 7. [Bangkok Post]

Furthermore, Phumtham dismissed speculations
regarding the appointment of Paetongtarn Shinawatra,
the Pheu Thai Party leader and daughter of former
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, as a cabinet
minister in a potential cabinet reshuffle. Paetongtarn
had previously clarified her focus on implementing
party policies, such as the universal healthcare scheme
and soft power development, in her role as party
leader.
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Thailand: Opposition Thai Sang Thai
secretary-general steps down over MPs’
pro-government votes on budget bill

(msz) Takorn Tantasith, the secretary-general of the
small opposition Thai Sang Thai Party, has resigned
from his position due to three party MPs voting in
support of the government's budget bill against the
opposition's stance. While he steps down as secretary-
general, Takorn will retain his MP seat and party
membership. [The Nation Thailand]

The move follows an apology from the party leader,
Sudarat Keyuraphan, and an announcement of an
ethics committee investigation into the matter. Takorn
had instructed the MPs to vote in line with the
opposition's resolution, but three of them voted for
the budget bill, leading to his resignation.

Takorn is the only Thai Sang Thai party-list MP
succeeding Sudarat, who had resigned in July last year,
less than two months after the May general election.
He was also the first National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) secretary-
general, serving for two terms between 2012 and 2020.

Thailand: Treatment of jailed ex-Premier
Thaksin spurs protest rally; corrections
chief to break silence

(Im) Supporters of the Student and People Network for
Thailand Reform gathered at Government House on
January 5 to call on the government to maintain judicial
standards in the case of jailed ex-Prime Minister
Thaksin Shinawatra, who spent almost five months of
his sentence outside of a prison. [Bangkok Post 1]

Thaksin returned to Thailand in August last year, after
15 years of self-imposed exile. Following the return, he
was sentenced to eight years in prison over his
involvement in three corruption cases, which was later
reduced to one year through a royal pardon. The
former premier was subsequently moved from
Bangkok Remand Prison to Police General Hospital for
poor health and has been staying there ever since.

In related updates, Justice Minister Tawee Sodsong
said he is soon expecting a report from the
Department of Corrections explaining why it has
allowed Thaksin to receive medical treatment outside
prison for more than 120 days. According to the
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Department of Corrections' guidelines, medical stays
beyond this duration necessitate approval from both
attending physicians and the prison's chief. The prison
chief must subsequently obtain clearance from the
department's head, who is also required to inform the
justice minister. [Bangkok Post 2]

Separately, a committee on correctional affairs under
the jurisdiction of the justice ministry, chaired by
Minister Tawee himself, will convene shortly to discuss
the implementation of new regulations designed to
permit more inmates to be held outside of prison prior
to their scheduled release date. These regulations,
ostensibly intended to alleviate prison overcrowding,
have raised speculation that they may be specifically
tailored to enable Thaksin to circumvent serving his
remaining sentence — a claim rebuffed by both the
government and the Department of Corrections.

Thailand: House committee advances
marriage equality bill with LGBTQ
influencer involvement

(bk) This week, a committee of Thai lawmakers
examining draft bills on marriage equality called on
influential members of Thailand's LGBTQ community,
and officials from several ministries, to provide input
as the country takes a significant step toward legalizing
same-sex marriage. [Bangkok Post] [Deutsche Welle]

The first reading of four draft bills on marriage equality
was passed in late December, and another
parliamentary vote is expected in just over two weeks.
If the proposal is approved and becomes law, Thailand
will become the first country in Southeast Asia to
legalize same-sex marriage, following in the footsteps
of Taiwan and Nepal in Asia.

Thailand: Democrat Party touts change,
unity ahead of first party executive board
meeting

(Im) In the run up to this year's first official party
executive board meeting held on January 7,
Chalermchai Sri-on, the recently elected leader of the
Democrat Party, has affirmed the unity of the current
panel of lawmakers and their commitment to
performing effectively as an opposition party.
[Bangkok Post]
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Employing similar rhetoric, party secretary-general
Dech-it Khaothing expressed his confidence that the
newly appointed board would successfully consolidate
and unify the party. According to Dech-it, this
unification effort has also garnered favorable
responses from the party's supporters, especially in
the southern provinces, which constitute the
traditional stronghold of the Democrat Party.

In December last year, Chalermchai was elected as the
new leader of the party, along with a new executive
committee. Prior to this, the party had failed in two
attempts in July and August to elect a new leader to
succeed Jurin Laksanawisit due to a lack of quorum
and intraparty rifts. Chalermchai's election led to the
resignation of several veteran Democrats, including
Abhisit, signaling a divide within the party. [AIR No. 50,
December/2023, 2]

Thailand: Government calls on stateless
Thais to take DNA test to get citizenship

(msz) The Thai government is urging stateless

individuals without identification cards and formal
nationality to participate in a DNA test program to
prove their Thai nationality. [The Nation Thailand]

The Provincial Administration Department has initiated
a project to conduct DNA tests for stateless Thais,
enabling them to obtain ID cards and enjoy the rights
of Thai citizens. The project aims to assist individuals
who lack household registration and birth certificates
or those who have been categorized as stateless,
including those from hill tribes seeking Thai nationality.
Eligible individuals must have low income or
underprivileged status and one parent identified as a
Thai citizen on their household registration, or their
DNA must match that of a blood relative with
household registration.

Thailand: Police told not to spare
‘gambling hosts’ who accused them of
extortion

(Im) Public prosecutors in Thailand have reversed a
decision made by police in Chon Buri province to drop
charges against six individuals suspected of hosting
online gambling activities. Earlier, these suspects had
accused the police of extorting 140 million baht
(around USD 4 million) from them. The prosecutors
have now instructed the police to bring the suspects to
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court for arraignment on January 19. [The Bangkok
Post]

Initially, the police had decided not to pursue charges,
citing changed testimonies from some witnesses.
However, other witnesses remained steadfast in their
testimony against the suspects, leading public
prosecutors to conclude that there is sufficient
evidence and witness support for the arraignment.

Thailand: Extended version of universal
healthcare scheme launched in Roi Et
province

(tt) Paetongtarn Shinawatra, leader of the Thailand's
ruling Pheu Thai Party, along with Public Health
Minister Cholnan Srikaew, visited Roi Et province to
initiate an extended version of the 30-baht universal
healthcare scheme. [The Nation]

The extended scheme, known as the gold card, was
launched as a pilot project in four provinces: Roi Et,
Phetchaburi, Narathiwat, and Phrae. It allows those
eligible for free universal healthcare to receive
treatment outside the hospitals they are assigned to,
but within the same province, aiming to reduce
congestion at public hospitals and travel costs for
patients.

The pilot project will expand to other provinces in
subsequent phases, with the goal of nationwide
coverage within a year.

Thailand: Public hearings reveal divided
opinions among southern locals on Land
Bridge project

(bk) The contentious Land Bridge project in southern
Thailand has divided stakeholders in the provinces of
Ranong and Chumphon, public hearings conducted by
the House Committee examining the project have
revealed. [Thai PBS World]

The business sector and most local community leaders
support the project, anticipating economic growth and
job opportunities. However, civic groups, coastal
fishermen, and durian and oil palm growers have
expressed concerns over potential environmental
impacts, including land reclamation, sea bed dredging,
and the risk of oil spills.
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The Land Bridge Project is designed to provide a new
trade route between the Indian and Pacific oceans,
bypassing the Malacca Strait. The project, which
includes deep-sea ports, a dual-track railway, a
motorway, and an oil pipeline system, is estimated to
cost around one trillion baht (around USD 28.6 billion),
with foreign investors expected to provide the bulk of
the funding in exchange for concession rights to
operate the ports for up to 99 years.

Thailand: Civil groups, residents oppose
Bangkok administration’s new city plan

(tt) Civil groups and residents of Thailand's capital,
Bangkok, have expressed their opposition to the
Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA)'s new city
plan, which they believe primarily benefits property
developers and could lead to the expropriation of land
belonging to impoverished residents without their
consent. [The Nation]

Critics argue that the plan was formulated without
seeking opinions from affected residents and bypassed
necessary steps in the drafting process. They accuse
the BMA of breaching the law by not conducting public
hearings before drafting the plan and claim that the
plan appears to primarily benefit property developers,
rather than ordinary residents.

Thailand: Cabinet approves measure to
boost country as tourist destination

(tt) The Thai Cabinet has approved measures to
promote Thailand as a tourism destination with the
aim of increasing revenue from foreign tourists to USD
40 billion. These measures include lowering taxes on
wine and community spirits, reducing the tax rate on
entertainment or entertainment businesses from 10
percent of revenue to 5 percent for one year ending on
December 31. It was also noted that the previous tax
structure did not meet the international standard as it
was levied based on price tiers, so it has been adjusted
to be more international. [KhaosodEnglish]

Thailand: Opposition grills government
over discrepancy between government
policies and military budget
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(msz) Thailand's opposition parties are raising
concerns and challenging the government's
commitment to military reform and downsizing as they
scrutinize the proposed military budget allocations for
the 2024 fiscal year. [Bangkok Post] [BNN Breaking]

The controversy has emerged during the ongoing
budget bill debate in parliament, with opposition
members scrutinizing the Defence Ministry's budget
request of 198 billion baht (roughly USD 5.7 billion or
64 percent of the overall budget), which represents an
increase of 3.8 billion baht (about USD 110 million)
from the previous year.

There is particular scrutiny on the allocation of 565
million baht for position allowances within the military.
Critics argue that this is indicative of a lack of
transparency and oversight in the ministry's budget.
The opposition has also raised concerns about the
existence of a "secret budget" within the military,
which is not subject to parliamentary oversight.

Additionally, opposition members have noted a
decrease in arms procurement spending. They are
worried about the long-term financial burden that
could result from military purchases and are calling for
a budget that aligns with the country's economic
situation. The funding allocated for addressing unrest
in Thailand's southern provinces has also come under
scrutiny. There are concerns about the potential
mismanagement of these funds, particularly within the
Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC).

Thailand: Over 400,000 cybercrime cases
reported in 2023

(bk) According to the Royal Thai Police's cybercrime
statistics, a substantial number of reported cases have
emerged. During the period from March 1 to
November 30 of the previous year, over 400,000 cases
were reported. Among these, deceptive schemes
related to counterfeit or subpar products and services
made up almost 41 percent. Nevertheless, the most
significant financial losses were attributed to
fraudulent investment schemes, resulting in losses
exceeding 16 million baht (equivalent to approximately
USD 458,000). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Main opposition Move Foward
Party investigates alleged assault in
military barracks
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(Im) Thailand’s main opposition Move Forward Party is
gathering preliminary information about an alleged
assault on a soldier within a military facility in Nakhon
Sawan. Wiroj Lakkhanaadisorn, a MFP list-MP and
chairman of the House committee on military affairs,
has stated that the committee will summon those
linked to the alleged assault to provide information.
The panel will also submit its findings to the National
Anti-Corruption Commission for further investigation.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Submarine deal with China
approaching resolution, defence minister
tells parliament

(msz) Thailand's USD 310 million deal to purchase a
submarine from China is approaching a resolution,
according to Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang. During
discussions on the budget bill for fiscal 2024, Sutin told
parliament that the Office of the Attorney General is
expected to provide instructions soon on whether to
proceed with or cancel the deal. [The Nation Thailand]

The submarine deal was initiated by the Prayuth
administration in 2017 but has encountered various
issues. China was unable to supply an S26T Yuan-class
submarine with a German-made diesel engine as per
the contract due to Berlin’s restrictions on such
engines being used in Chinese military hardware.
China offered a Chinese-made engine as a
replacement, which was rejected by the Royal Thai
Navy (RTN).

The RTN proposed buying a frigate from China instead
of the submarine, but this would cost 1 billion baht
more than the original submarine procurement, so the
idea was abandoned. At the same time, backing out of
the deal now could risk losing the 6 billion baht already
paid to China unless Thailand can prove that China
violated the contract. The ministry sought advice from
the Office of the Attorney General to evaluate the
situation.

Thailand: Number of generals serving as
specialists at defense ministry to be cut in
half by 2027

(msz) Thailand's Defense Minister Sutin Klungsang has
announced a significant reduction in the number of
military generals at the Defense Ministry within the
next three years. This move aligns with the
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government's policy of downsizing the military.
According to Sutin, the Defense Ministry currently has
over 700 military generals serving in specialist roles
without holding key positions, and this number will be
reduced by approximately 380 by the year 2027.
Furthermore, Sutin revealed plans for an early
retirement program aimed at accelerating the
reduction of generals. [Bangkok Post]

Additionally, Sutin introduced a new regulation for the
restructuring of the Defense Ministry. Under this
regulation, individuals serving as doctors, involved in
administrative work, or engaged in budgeting analysis
at the Defense Ministry will no longer hold military
ranks.

Thailand: Prime Minister Srettha appoints
deputy police chief to helm National
Security Council

(msz) Thailand's Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has
approved the appointment of Deputy National Police
Chief Police General Roy Inkhapairote as the Secretary-
General of the National Security Council (NSC). This
appointment awaits the royal seal of approval. The
NSC secretary-general post had been vacant since the
retirement of Gen Supot Malaniyom in September last
year, with his deputy, Chatchai Bangchuad, assuming
acting responsibilities. [Bangkok Post]

Pol. Gen. Roy Inkhapairote was previously a top
contender for the role of national police chief, which
went to Pol. Gen. Torsak Sukvimol instead. Pol. Gen.
Roy's appointment to the NSC is seen as an alternative
as he is set to retire later this year. This move is
expected to lead to the promotion of an assistant
national police chief to deputy chief, with Pol. Lt. Gen.
Prachuap Wongsuk likely to receive this promotion in
April, even though he is set to retire in 2025.

In related updates, promotions and transfers of 27
police officers from the Phuket region to positions of
deputy commander and superintendent have been
announced, with effect from October 1. Among the
transfers, Pol. Lt. Col. Chakkrit Srisuwan, who served as
Police Chief of Tah Chat Chai Police Station, has been
promoted to Superintendent of Koh Lanta Police
Station in Krabi. [Thaiger]

Thailand: Military bases to aid drug
rehabilitation efforts
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(Im) The Thai government has announced plans to
repurpose military facilities as centers for the
treatment and stabilization of drug addicts. Prime
Minister Srettha Thavisin recently conducted
discussions with Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang and
army chief Gen Charoenchai Hinthao, introducing a
program to support the government's efforts to
address the harm caused by drugs. [Bangkok Post]

The Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) has
been designated as the coordinator, with the army
tasked with establishing rehabilitation facilities at
select military hospitals. Across a three-phase process,
these facilities will be set up in areas lacking drug
rehabilitation and mental health centers.

Thailand: Army senior denies legal action
over traditional attire amid separatist
allegations against youths

(bk) The commander of the Thailand's 4th Army
Region, Lt Gen Santi Sakuntanak, has refuted
allegations of taking legal action against youths in the
country’s three southernmost provinces - Yala, Pattani,
and Narathiwat - for wearing traditional Malay outfits
at a cultural fair. [FreeMalaysiaToday]

Lt Gen Santi said that the youths facing court
summons were involved in activities aimed at
promoting separatism in the provinces rather than
simply celebrating Malay culture. He argued that they
were displaying symbols of the Barisan Revolusi
Nasional Melayu Patani (BRN) separatist movement.

Meanwhile, a lawmaker from the opposition Fair Party
countered the claims of BRN flags at the fair, asserting
that those facing court summons were fair organizers
who had previously spoken with the 4th Region Army,
reached an agreement, and committed to complying
with the law. In light of this, the MP suggested that the
complaint against these youths might be related to
cultural activities in 2022 and 2023, causing confusion
about the alleged misconduct timeline.

Vietham: Former deputy minister
arrested in anti-graft purge

(wn) Vietnamese police have arrested Hoang Quoc
Vuong, a former Deputy Trade Minister, on charges of
"abusing power while performing official duty" as part
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of a government crackdown on corruption. [The Saigon
Times]

Vuong, who held various high-ranking positions within
the Vietnamese government, including chairman of the
state-owned electric utility EVN and chairman of
Vietnam Oil and Gas Group, was among several senior
trade ministry officials implicated in alleged
wrongdoing related to renewable energy and fuel
supply projects.

In November last year, Nguyen Danh Son, who was the
director of Electric Power Trading Company, a
subsidiary of the state-run utility Vietham Electricity
Group (EVN), was arrested by the police on similar
charges. Five other officials, including three from EVN
and two from the Electricity Regulatory Authority of
Vietnam (ERAV) under the Ministry of Industry and
Trade, were also involved in this case and faced similar
charges.

Vietnam: Ex-health minister tried in
COVID-19 bribery case

(Im) A trial has begun this week in Hanoi against
former Vietnamese Minister of Health Nguyen Thanh
Long and 37 other senior political and business
officials on charges of bribery related to the sale of
COVID-19 detection kits during the pandemic. [La
Prensa Latina] [ViethamPlus]

Long is accused of accepting bribes worth VND51
billion (about USD 2 million) in exchange for allowing
the company Viet A to sell the devices at inflated prices.
The trial is expected to last around 20 days and
involves several high-profile defendants, including
former Hanoi Mayor Chu Ngoc Anh.

The case has raised concerns about corruption within
Vietnam's healthcare system and the handling of
pandemic-related contracts.

Vietnam: Two council members from
Vietham National Tea Corporation
detained

(wn) Two council members of the Vietnam National Tea
Corporation (Vinatea) have been detained on charges
of violating regulations related to the management and
use of state property, which led to financial losses and
wastefulness. This follows the earlier detention of
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Nguyen Thien Toan, former general director of Vinatea
and caretaker chairman of Vinatea's Members Council,
on similar charges. [The Saigon Times]

Vinatea, previously a state-owned enterprise, was
transformed into a joint-stock company in 2015 and is
one of Vietnam's largest tea producers.

Vietnam: Man fined USD 300 for video
suggesting Angkor Wat is in Thailand

(Im) Vietnamese authorities fined a man USD 300 for
posting a TikTok video suggesting that Angkor Wat, an
ancient temple complex in Cambodia, was in Thailand.
The individual was charged with providing "false
information" and "insulting the reputation of agencies
and organizations, honor and dignity of individuals."
Human Rights Watch criticized the incident, calling it
"ridiculous." [South China Morning Post]

Vietham: Exports decline amid anti-
corruption; targeted public investment
capital disbursement missed

(wn/Im) Vietnam's economic growth faced challenges
in the past year due to reduced global demand and a
drop in public investment amidst an anti-corruption
campaign. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) for the
year recorded a growth rate of 5.05 percent,
significantly lower than the previous year's 8.02
percent and below the government's target of 6.5
percent. Exports, a primary source of foreign exchange
earnings, dropped by 8.3 percent to USD 355.5 billion.
[Apparel Resources]

Despite falling short of the growth target, Vietnam
remains one of the fastest-growing economies globally
and achieved a trade surplus of USD 28 billion in 2023.
However, Hanoi could not meet its target for public
investment capital disbursement for 2023 despite the
government's efforts to expedite the process. In 2023,
the total disbursement reached nearly VND 579.85
trillion (or nearly USD 25.43 billion), which was only
73.5 percent of the goal set by the National Assembly.
[The Saigon Times]

In related updates, the State Bank of Vietnam (SBV) has
announced that it has set a credit growth target of 15
percent for the domestic banking system in 2024.
[Nhan Dan]
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Vietnam: Ho Chi Minh City authorities
allocate USD 41 million to support people
for Lunar New Year

(wn) Authorities in Ho Chi Minh City have allocated
more than VND 1 trillion (roughly USD 41 million) to
support people during the Lunar New Year
celebrations, called Tet. The Lunar New Year is
Vietnam's most significant holiday, with many people
traveling to their hometowns for family reunions.
[VNEXpress]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

United States puts Myanmar, China,
North Korea, Pakistan on religious
freedom concern list

(Im) The U.S. State Department on January 4 released a
list of countries as designated "Countries of Particular
Concern" (CPC) due to their involvement in or
tolerance of severe violations of religious freedom.
Among the 12 countries listed were China, Pakistan,
Myanmar, North Korea and others. This designation
aims to highlight nations that have significant issues
related to religious freedom and human rights. [U.S.
Department of State]

Additionally, Vietham was added to the "Special Watch
List Countries," alongside Algeria, Azerbaijan, the
Central African Republic, and Comoros. These
countries are believed to have engaged in or tolerated
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severe violations of religious freedom during the
previous year but do not meet all the criteria for being
designated as a CPC.

Critics argue that the decision to omit India from the
CPC list is problematic, given persistent concerns
about religious freedom violations. A 2022 report by
independent experts highlighted serious rights abuses
against Muslims across the country since 2019, while in
Manipur state, the United Nations expressed concern
over various violations, including sexual violence,
killings, forced displacement, and torture, primarily
affecting ethnic and religious minorities. Hate speech
and counter-terrorism measures were cited as
exacerbating factors. [Forbes]

G20 website faced cyber-attacks during
summit in India

(fd) The Indian Cybercrime Coordination Centre (14C)
has stated that the G20 website faced 16.00.000 cyber-
attacks per minute during the summit in India. The
attacks were of the large-scale distributed denial-of-
service (DDoS) type whose goal it is to make the
network unavailable for a period through bots that
overload the website. Despite the attacks the situation
was kept under control. [The Statesman]

IMF delegation expected in Sri Lanka next
week

(Im) A team from the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) is set to visit Sri Lanka to evaluate the country's
progress in its IMF-backed reform program. This visit
marks the first for 2024, with the team engaging in
technical meetings and meeting with President Ranil
Wickremesinghe. [Daily Mirror]

The IMF disbursed approximately USD 670 million in
financial support following the completion of the first
review in December last year. The program aims to
help Sri Lanka restore macroeconomic stability, debt
sustainability, financial stability, and growth-oriented
structural reforms. The second review under the 48-
month Extended Fund Facility (EFF) arrangement is
scheduled for March-April 2024, focusing on
performance from July to December 2023.
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UN senior official visits Sri Lanka to
explore collaborate development
initiatives, economic reforms

(Im) United Nations (UN) Assistant-Secretary-General
and UN Development Programme (UNDP) Regional
Director Kanni Wignaraja visited Sri Lanka to discuss
extending partnerships and development financing for
the country's recovery efforts. During her visit, she met
with national leaders, including the prime and foreign
affairs ministers, to discuss Sri Lanka's development
priorities, policy reforms, and challenges faced by
vulnerable populations. The discussions also focused
on collaboration between UNDP and the government
in economic governance, transparency, efficiency,
digitalization, renewable energy, and biodiversity
management. [The Island]

Sri Lanka’s bar association signs MoU with
Indian, United Kingdom counterparts

(Im) The Bar Association of Sri Lanka (BASL) has signed
Memoranda of Understanding (MoU) with the UK Bar
Council and the Bar Council of India to facilitate
collaborative activities in emerging areas of legal
expertise, including the utilization of Artificial
Intelligence in legal procedures, commercial mediation,
and arbitration. [The Island]

Sri Lanka weights deployment of offshore
patrol vessels to Red Sea

(Im) The Sri Lankan Navy is considering deploying an
advanced offshore patrol vessel (AOPV) to the Red Sea
in support of a United States-led mission against
Houthi rebel attacks on commercial ships. No
confirmed date has been set for the deployment, but
the Sri Lankan Navy has previously sent AOPVs on
similar missions. [The Sunday Times]

This development follows President Ranil
Wickremesinghe's earlier statement, where he
expressed Colombo's readiness to dispatch a naval
vessel to the Red Sea for safeguarding commercial
ships against Houthi attacks. He mentioned that the
estimated cost for deploying such a vessel for two
weeks would be approximately USD 775,000. Still, he
emphasized that the potential repercussions on Sri
Lanka's economy would be far more detrimental if
these attacks persisted.
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According to The Island, the Sri Lankan Navy lacks a
vessel that can meet the requirements for
participation in the US-led coalition in the Red Sea. To
join the mission, one of the Offshore Patrol Vessels
(OPVs), formerly from the US Coast Guard, would need
to be equipped with proper weapon systems.
However, Sri Lanka does not possess the necessary
weaponry or the means to acquire it for this purpose.
[The Island]

South Korea, Nato hold phone talk on
cooperation

(dgl) Coming amid heightened inter-Korean tensions,
high-ranking South Korean military officials of South
Korea and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) held phone talks on January to reaffirm that
the security of the Atlantic region was inseparable
from that of the Indo-Pacific region.

The two sides also agreed on the importance of
expanding cooperation aimed at maintaining a rules-
based international order.

The conversation came ahead next week’s NATO
Military Chiefs of Defense meeting in Brussels that will
be also attended by South Korean officials.

While not a NATO member state, South Korea received
an invitation to the meeting that is expected to discuss
the alliance's key challenges along with other Asia
Pacific partner nations, including Japan, Australia and
New Zealand. [Yonhap]

US designates cross-strait crisis as a tier 1
contingency

(xc) The United States Council on Foreign Relations has
classified a potential crisis across the Taiwan Strait as a
tier 1 contingency in its latest Preventive Priorities
Survey 2024, marking the fourth consecutive year for
such a high-level designation. This crisis first appeared
as a Tier 2 contingency in 2019 and has been rated Tier
1 since 2021.

The potential crisis, characterized by "intensified
economic and military pressure by China towards
Taiwan, especially around the 2024 Taiwanese
presidential election," is rated as moderate likelihood
and high impact.
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For the first time in 16 years, the U.S. presidential
election is considered a leading concern, categorized
as a high-likelihood, high-impact Tier 1 contingency.
The Preventive Priorities Survey assesses ongoing and
potential conflicts based on their likelihood and
potential impact on U.S. interests.

Over 15,000 U.S. officials, experts, and academics were
surveyed in November 2023, with around 550
responses received. The survey employs a three-tier
system, with Tier 1 representing the most serious
contingencies.

Others include Israel-Hamas conflict, increased
migration in US southeast border, and escalation of
the war in Ukraine, cyberattacks and security crisis in
Northeast Asia. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan to purchase military equipment
from France and US

(jr) Taiwan's defense ministry has completed talks with
French-based missile manufacturer MGBA to purchase
from 2024 to 2028 parts for the latter’s arsenal of
French-built Magic missiles and MICA missile systems,
in a bid to the air combat capabilities of its Mirage
fighter jets.

Taiwan purchased 60 Mirage 2000-5 fighter jets from
France in 1992, of which 54 remain in service.

The MBDA deal comes a day after Taiwan's military
representative office in the U.S. and the American
Institute in Taiwan signed a contract to begin depot-
level repairs for the missiles totaling USD 22.55 million.
The four-year plan seeks to enhance the performance
of U.S. missiles, with repairs expected to be completed
by the end of 2027.

Under the contract, Taiwan's military will also receive
66 F-16V Block 70 fighter jets over the next two years.
65 Taiwan Air Force pilots will be sent to the U.S. this

year for training. [Taiwan Today 1] [Taiwan Today 2]

Indonesia contemplates expanding visa-
free facility

(jb) Indonesia is contemplating expanding its visa-free
facility to attract quality tourists, with discussions
underway to extend the privilege to 20 nominated
countries, including Australia, China, India, and the
United States. Sandiaga Uno, the Minister of Tourism
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and Creative Economy, revealed that the selection is
based on per capita income, length of stay, average
expenditure, and security conditions of the countries
involved.

President Joko Widodo aims to boost tourism,
investment, and the local economy with this move.
Sandiaga believes offering visa-free entry to these
markets will give Indonesia a competitive edge in
attracting quality travelers. [TTG Asia]

The Philippines hopeful of exiting global
money laundering 'grey list'

(Ib) The Philippines hopes to be removed from the
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) money laundering
“grey list” this year, according to the country's Anti-
Money Laundering Council. [Reuters]

The FATF placed the Philippines on the grey list in June
2021 due to concerns such as the risk of money
laundering associated with casino junkets and the lack
of prosecution for terrorism funding cases. While
progress has been made, some issues, particularly
related to terrorism financing prosecution, still need to
be addressed. Remaining on the grey list for an
extended period could lead to potential blacklisting,
resulting in stricter requirements and higher
transaction costs for Filipinos abroad who send
remittances to the country.

The FATF Plenary, the decision-making body of the
FATF, meets three times a year, usually in February,
June and October. The decision taken by the Plenary
are published at the conclusion of these meetings.

United States forecasts Philippine
economy to grow faster but below target

(Ib) The United Nations (UN)' World Economic Situation
and Prospects 2024 report forecasts that the Philippine
economy will grow by 5.8 percent this year, up from an
estimated 5.4 percent in 2023. However, these growth
projections fall short of the Philippine government's
targets, which aim for 6.5 to 7.5 percent growth in
2024 and 6 to 7 percent in 2023. In the report, the UN
also predicts that inflation in the Philippines will slow
to 3.7 percent in 2024 and further ease to 3.5 percent
in 2025. The report highlights external economic
uncertainties, geopolitical risks, and climate change as
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challenges to the region's economic prospects.
[Philstar]

Japan, Singapore, South Korea join United
States-led statement threatening Houthis
over Red Sea attacks

(Ib) Japan, Singapore and South Korea, along with nine
other countries have signed a joint warning to Yemen's
Houthi rebels, urging them to halt attacks on Red Sea
shipping vessels and release unlawfully detained
vessels and crews. The statement, led by the United
States, emphasized that the Houthi rebels would bear
responsibility for any consequences if they continued
threatening lives and disrupting commerce in the
region's critical waterways. [The Business Times] [The
White House]

Karen National Union offers collaboration
with China, Thailand to combat border
crimes

(bk) The Karen National Union (KNU), an ethnic armed
organization that operates mountainous eastern
Myanmar, has expressed readiness to collaborate with
China and Thailand to combat various forms of
rampant crime, particularly online scams, along the
Myanmar-Thai border. This comes against the
backdrop of growing concerns that organized online
scam syndicates, often involving Chinese nationals,
may relocate their operations to the Thai-Myanmar
border area as a response to crackdowns on online
criminal networks in other regions. [Thai PBS World]

The context also includes significant Chinese
investments in the region. The "new city" project, KK
Park, in Karen State to the south of the border town,
has faced allegations of criminal involvement. Padoh
Saw Roger Khin, a KNU leader, participated in the
groundbreaking ceremony for KK Park in February
2020. Following the 2021 coup in Myanmar, KK Park
has become notorious for human trafficking and
online scams in Southeast Asia. Another project, Shwe
Kokko, located north of Karen State's Mae Sot, has
gained a reputation as a center for online gambling,
cyber scams, and human trafficking.

Earlier this month, Lt Gen Jakkapong Janpengpen, the
Royal Thai Army Joint Operations Director, held
discussions with Myanmar's junta leader, Min Aung
Hlaing, in Naypyitaw. They discussed the possibility of
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cooperation in tackling online gambling and scam
operations, with a particular focus on the areas around
Myawaddy on the Myanmar-Thai border.[AIR No. 1,
January/2024, 1]

In report to UN, Vietnam pledges human
rights reform by year 2099

(Im) Vietnam, which currently holds a seat on the
United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council, has
reportedly committed to implementing human rights
reforms by 2099, a pledge that has raised concerns
about the timeline and Hanoi's dedication to human
rights. [Newsweek]

The Vietnamese government submitted a list of eight
commitments to the UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights, aiming to achieve
them by December 31, 2099, in commemoration of the
75th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. Among Hanoi's commitments are
pledges related to strengthening the rule of law,
economic, cultural, social, civil and political rights,
sustainable development, poverty reduction, and
inequality reduction.

Vietnam has faced criticism for its human rights
record, with issues such as capital punishment for
crimes other than murder, torture, discrimination
against minorities, and human trafficking being
highlighted by organizations like Freedom House. The
country received a score of 19 out of 100 in Freedom
House's 2023 Freedom in the World report.

Cambodia-France: Prime Minister Hun
Manet is visiting France

(pm) French President Emmanuel Macron invited
Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet to pay an
official visit to France

The visit is slated for January 18-19 and is aimed at
improving relations in various fields, such as economy,
development, and defence, as well as heritage.

In December Cambodian King Norodom Sihamoni's
visit France. [Khmer Times]
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China's President Xi Jinping condemns
terrorist attack in Iran, offers
condolences

(yg) Chinese President Xi Jinping expressed
condolences to the Iranian president following a
terrorist attack on January 3. Reiterating China's
opposition to all forms of terrorism, he affirmed
China's firm support for Iran's efforts to maintain
national security and stability.

The attack, marked by two explosions during a
ceremony commemorating Qassem Soleimani,
resulted in nearly 100 casualties. The incident was
purportedly carried out by the Islamic State
organization (IS).

Soleimani was regarded as Iran's most powerful figure
after the supreme leader until he was assassinated in a
US drone strike ordered by the former US president
Donald Trump in neighboring Iraq in 2020.

The attack comes amid heightened tensions in the
region following the death in Lebanon of an Israeli
drone strike by Iranian-backed Hamas' deputy leader.
[Reuters] [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of China,
in Chinese] [BBC]

China urges ceasefire in Myanmar

(yq) From January 4 to 6, China and Myanmar engaged
in discussions on border security in Naypyidaw. Junta
leader Senior General Min Aung Hlaing met with
Chinese foreign vice-minister Sun Weidong during his
visit to Myanmar.

The nations emphasized the importance of combating
cross-border criminal activities, particularly
telecommunications fraud. China, expressing concern
over the safety of its citizens and assets, reiterated its
call for a ceasefire. [South China Morning Post]
[Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of China 1, in
Chinese]

The meeting came after on January 3, stray artillery
shells from Myanmar injured five people in Nansan,
China, near the China-Myanmar border. These shells
were fired during battles between Myanmar's ruling
junta and rebel groups, but they went off course and
landed in the small town.

China expressed strong dissatisfaction over the
casualties caused by the conflict and has lodged a
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formal protest with Myanmar. [Foreign Ministry,
People’s Republic of China 2, in Chinese]

China had mediated peace talks between Myanmar's
military junta and rebel groups in December, that
resulted in a temporary ceasefire and a commitment
to continued dialogue between the parties involved.
However, the talks failed to reach any deal [see AIR No.
51, December/2023, 3].

Additionally last week China had urged nationals to
leave northern Myanmar amid the unrest, expressing
concerns about the complex security situation [see AiR
No. 1, January/2024, 1].

The ongoing conflicts in Myanmar have displaced a
significant number of people, with China advising its
citizens to avoid travel to the affected areas. [Reuters
1]

In a separate development, the rebel alliance in
Myanmar seized control of Laukkai area near the
Chinese border on January 5 following weeks of heavy
fighting against junta troops. This marks a significant
victory for the rebel groups and poses a notable
challenge to Myanmar's military government. [Reuters
2]

U.S. lawmakers urge consideration of
banning US investments in China’s
Quectel

(yq) The top Republican and Democrat on the U.S.
House of Representatives China committee have urged
the Biden administration on January 4 to consider
adding China's Quectel Wireless to the Treasury
Department's list of Chinese military companies.

Inclusion on this list would prohibit U.S. entities from
buying or selling publicly traded securities in the
targeted firms. The lawmakers raised apprehensions
about potential threats to U.S. national security,
claiming that Chinese-made cellular modules, including
those from Quectel, could allow remote access and
control of critical U.S. infrastructure.

The lawmakers' letter highlighted significant evidence
suggesting that Quectel may contribute to China's
defense industrial base, raising concerns about its
market share growth in the U.S. and potential links to
the Chinese military.

Quectel, the world's largest supplier of cellular
"internet of things" modules, denied the allegations,
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emphasizing its products' sole design for civil use
cases. [Reuters]

The call for scrutiny follows a trend of increased
vigilance over Chinese companies with alleged ties to
defense or surveillance technology sectors, as
demonstrated by President Joe Biden's executive order
in June 2021 banning U.S. entities from investing in
such firms [see AiR No. 23, June/2021, 2].

US’ Thermo Fisher Scientific stops sale of
forensic tech in Tibet amid human rights
concerns

(yq) Thermo Fisher Scientific has committed to
discontinuing the sale of forensic technology and
equipment in Tibet that could be utilized for individual
identification.

The U.S.-based company had provided dedicated
human identification (HID) technology in Tibet,
primarily for applications such as criminal tracking.
Although sales were deemed consistent with routine
forensic investigations, Thermo Fisher decided in mid-
2023 to cease HID product sales in the region,
according to a company spokesperson.

China is accused of stifling religious and cultural
freedoms in Tibet, where Buddhism is dominant.
However, Beijing denies all the accusations.

The move follows a similar decision in 2019 to stop
selling genetic sequencing equipment in Xinjiang.

Thermo Fisher's latest restriction has been welcomed
by some shareholders, including Azzad Asset
Management, which withdrew a shareholder proposal
related to human rights after the company pledged to
halt HID product sales in Tibet as of December 31,
2023.

The decision raises questions about the potential risks
associated with law enforcement agencies utilizing
such technology in ways that could violate human
rights. Thermo Fisher, in its commitment, indicated
that it would adopt controls similar to those
implemented for ceasing sales in Xinjiang, although
details about the reasons for the decision were not
disclosed. [Reuters]
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China accuses U.S. of harassing Chinese
students at borders

(yg) China lodged a complaint on January 4 against the
United States, alleging mistreatment of Chinese
students at U.S. borders, with "tens" of Chinese
nationals reportedly being denied entry monthly.

The Chinese foreign ministry criticized the U.S. for
subjecting Chinese students to "abusive suppression
and persecution," including interrogations, detentions,
forced confessions, and inducements

The foreign ministry described the actions as
"politically motivated" and urged the U.S. to revoke a
2020 executive order introduced by former President
Trump, preventing postgraduate students and
researchers linked to the Chinese military from
entering the country.

It is argued by the foreign ministry that such denials
hinder bilateral people-to-people exchanges and
contradict the leaders' consensus to strengthen such
interactions. [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of
China, in Chinese] [South China Morning Post]

This comes after Chinese President Xi Jinping and his
US counterpart Joe Biden's summit in San Francisco in
November, pledging to step up people-to-people
exchange [see AiR No. 47, November/2023, 3].

Commemoration of the 45th anniversary
of China-U.S. diplomatic relations

(yq) To mark 45 years of diplomatic relations between
the United States and China in 2024, a commemorative
event was held in Beijing on January 5, after Chinese
President Xi Jinping and U.S. President Biden
exchanged congratulatory letters [see AR No. 1,
January/2024, 1].

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi emphasized the
urgent need for a correct understanding and
cooperation between China and the United States
during the event. He added that cooperation is no
longer an option but an imperative for both countries
and the world with tensions between the U.S. and
China having escalated over various issues, including
national security, global conflicts, trade restrictions,
climate change, and Taiwan.

Wang expressed hope for a more relaxed mindset
from the U.S., emphasizing mutual respect and a
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commitment to building a stable, healthy, and
sustainable China-U.S. relationship.

He highlighted China's development as having strong
endogenous momentum and affirmed China's
commitment to global peace and development without
seeking hegemony.

U.S. Deputy Chief of Mission David Meale expressed
the US' commitment to responsibly managing the
bilateral relationship in the future. [Foreign Ministry,
People’s Republic of China, in Chinese] [Reuters]

China launches anti-dumping probe into
French brandy

(yq) China initiated on January 5 an anti-dumping
investigation into French brandy imports from the
European Union (EU), in a latest move in a growing
trade dispute between Beijing and Brussels. The
investigation will focus on brandy products that come
in smaller than 200 liter containers from the EU
[Ministry of Commerce of People’s Republic of China, in
Chinese]

Brandy, the most-imported spirit in China, primarily
originates from France. Major producers of the liquor,
including Rémy Cointreau and Pernod Ricard,
witnessed declines in their stock prices.

The investigation is expected to conclude within a year,
with potential extensions. The trade tensions further
impact premium liquor sales, particularly French
cognac, with China being a crucial market for these
products.

The outcome of the investigation is uncertain, and the
industry anticipates potential tariffs that may linger for
an extended period, echoing past trade disputes’
impact on various sectors. [Financial Times]

The move adds to the EU announcement of an
investigation of Chinese biodiesel dumping allegation
in December [see AIR No. 51, December/2023, 3] and
the EU's anti-subsidy probe into Chinese electric
vehicle imports earlier in September [see AiR No. 38,
September/2023, 3].

The Bureau National Interprofessional du Cognac
(BNIC), representing French cognac makers, has
criticized the investigation, stating that the alleged
price reductions of 15.88 percent are unusually small
and raising questions about the true purpose of the
process. [Reuters]
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Iran's oil trade with China stalls amid
pricing disputes

(yg) China's oil trade with Iran has - according to
unnamed sources cited by Reuters - reportedly hit a
roadblock as Tehran withholds shipments and insists
on higher prices from its top client, adding pressure to
the world's largest crude importer.

Iran's decision to raise prices for December and
January deliveries of Iranian Light crude, narrowing
discounts from around USD 10 to USD 5-USD 6 a barrel
below dated Brent, led to a stalemate between Chinese
buyers and Iranian suppliers.

This abrupt shift could be an attempt by Iran to play
catch-up in prices with Russia's Eastern Siberia-Pacific
Ocean oil pipeline, although it appears to
misunderstand the different levels of sanctions on
Iranian and Russian oil. While Washington has
sanctioned numerous entities linked to Iran's
petroleum and petrochemical sectors since 2021, with
specific vessels identified as blocked property, the
main restrictions on Russian oil involve a USD 60-a-
barrel price cap, implemented in December 2022 to
penalize Moscow for its invasion of Ukraine.

China has been a significant buyer of Iranian oil, which
makes up around 10 percent of its crude imports. The
abrupt change in pricing and potential reduction in
Iranian oil supply to China could impact global oil
prices and squeeze profit margins for Chinese refiners.

The standoff has also highlighted the complex
dynamics of China's oil trade and the challenges
associated with dealing with sanctioned producers.
China has historically saved billions of dollars by
purchasing deeply discounted oil from sanctioned
countries like Iran, Venezuela, and more recently,
Russia.

However, geopolitical tensions and policy shifts can
disrupt these arrangements, affecting both China's
energy security and its economic interests. [Reuters]

China spent millions at Trump’s
properties during his Presidency,
documents show

(yq) According to financial documents cited in a report
of U.S. House Democrats, the Chinese government and
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state-controlled entities spent over USD 5.5 million on
properties owned by for US President Donald Trump
while he was in office, making it the largest total of
payments by any single foreign country.

These payments included millions of dollars from
China's Embassy in the United States, a state-owned
Chinese bank accused by the U.S. Justice Department
of helping North Korea evade sanctions, and a state-
owned Chinese air transit company.

China is one of 20 countries that made at least USD 7.8
million in total payments to Trump-owned businesses
and properties during the former president's tenure.
The documents highlight the rare practice of foreign
governments spending money directly with businesses
owned by a sitting president. Trump's refusal to divest
himself of corporate assets and properties before
taking office allowed him to profit from his various
businesses with little transparency.

The records raise questions about possible efforts to
influence Trump through his companies while he was
in the White House. For example, Trump declined to
impose sanctions on the Industrial and Commercial
Bank of China (ICBC), a state-owned entity that leased
property at Trump Tower in New York. ICBC was
accused of conspiring with a North Korean bank to
evade U.S. sanctions, but Trump did not sanction ICBC
despite calls from Republican members of Congress.
[CNN] [Financial Times]

China imposes sanctions on U.S. military
manufacturers over arms sales to Taiwan

(yg) China announced on January 7 sanctions against
five U.S. military manufacturers in response to the
latest round of arms sales to Taiwan, a move that
consistently triggers tension between Washington and
Beijing. The Chinese foreign ministry stressed the need
to defend national sovereignty and demanded that the
United States stop arms sales to Taiwan.

The U.S. State Department recently approved a USD
300 million sale of equipment to support Taiwan's
tactical information systems, prompting China to
condemn the arms sales as a serious threat to its
sovereignty and security interests, as well as a danger
to peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait.

The sanctioned companies include BAE Systems Land
and Armaments, Alliant Techsystems Operations,
AeroVironment, Viasat, and Data Link Solutions. China
intends to freeze its assets and prohibit any
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engagement with them by individuals or organizations
in China.

The announcement precedes Taiwan's upcoming
presidential and parliamentary elections on January 13,
which China has portrayed as a choice between war
and peace. [Foreign Ministry, People’s Republic of
China, in Chinese] [Reuters]

China accuses foreign consultant of
spying for UK’'s Mi6

(yq) China has accused a British national, identified as
the head of a foreign consultancy, of spying on behalf
of the UK's Military Intelligence service (M16), marking
the latest development in mounting espionage
accusations between Beijing and London.

According to the announcement of the Chinese
National Security Ministry, M16 had established an
"intelligence cooperative relationship" with Huang,
who serves as the head of an overseas consulting
agency. The cooperation reportedly began in 2015.

Huang, who does not hold Chinese citizenship, was
accused of entering China on multiple occasions, using
his public identity to gather intelligence for British
spying, as claimed by the Chinese state security body.
The statement further asserted that MI6 provided
training to Huang and equipped him with intelligence
cross-linking tools.

This follows London accusing Chinese spies of
targeting officials in sensitive positions in politics,
defense, and business in September.

Raids and arrests have also been conducted at various
consulting, research, and due diligence firms. The
Chinese government has not only warned its citizens
about the dangers of espionage but also encouraged
them to engage in counterespionage work instead.
[Ministry of National Security, People’s Republic of
China, in Chinese][Aljazeera]

Joint Statement of US-Japan eases Japan’s
tough situation

(sh) On January 5, the United States, Japan, and South
Korea initiated the first trilateral Indo-Pacific Dialogue
in Washington, D.C., following commitments made

during the Trilateral Leaders’ Summit in August 2023.
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Discussions centered on Indo-Pacific strategies,
cooperation opportunities, and geopolitical trends.
Focus on women’s economic empowerment, digital
participation, and youth engagement was highlighted.

Economic security, resilience, and climate action were
prioritized, along with maritime security and law
enforcement cooperation. Concerns were expressed
for Myanmar's crisis, opposition to unlawful maritime
claims, condemnation of the North Korea's recent
actions (see article in this edition), and a commitment
to peace in the Taiwan Strait.

Recognizing the threat of foreign information
manipulation, they discussed countermeasures while
respecting freedom of expression. The trilateral Indo-
Pacific Dialogue signifies a crucial step in global policy
alignment, with plans for annual coordination on
shared concerns. [US Embassy]

On the same day, Japan PM Fumio Kishida released an
announcement that Japan, following a recent
earthquake in the Noto peninsula, intended to
welcome a relief team from the United States only. The
decision underscores close U.S.-Japan cooperation.
Discussions between the two nations are ongoing to
determine the details of deploying U.S. troops to
support recovery efforts in the affected region. [KSL]

Meanwhile, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un
conveyed a "message of sympathy" to Prime Minister
Fumio Kishida after the tragic earthquake in Ishikawa
Prefecture. This rare gesture hints at a moment of
diplomatic acknowledgment and empathy amid
regional challenges. [Japan Times]

India, The Maldives trade bars after Prime
Minister Modi's visit to island chain

(Im) India has summoned the Maldivian high
commissioner following offensive remarks made by
three Maldivian officials about Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. The three deputy ministers, who have
since been suspended, referred to the Indian leader as
a "clown," "terrorist," and a "puppet of Israel" in
response to Modi's social media post promoting
tourism in the Indian island chain of Lakshadweep, an
archipelago off the coast of Kerala. The visit that was
seen by some as an attempt to divert Indian tourists
away from the Maldives. [bbc] [The Hindu]

In response to the derogatory comments made by the
Maldivian officials, there was a swift and apparently
coordinated backlash from high-profile Indians,
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including government officials and Bollywood stars.
Additionally, EaseMyTrip, one of India's largest travel
platforms, suspended flight bookings to the Maldives.
India and Russia are among the largest sources of
visitors to the Maldives, which heavily relies on
tourism, accounting for almost one-third of its
economy. [Reuters] [The New York Times]

This incident comes at a sensitive time as President
Mohamed Muizzu of Maldives, who took office last
year, is embarking on a state visit to China.
Furthermore, the Maldivian government announced
the termination of a bilateral agreement with India that
allowed collaboration in mapping the seabed in
Maldivian territorial waters. This shift in diplomatic
priorities is of grave concern to India, as it seeks to
counter China's growing presence in the Indian Ocean
region.

Indian ex-naval officers get ‘varying’ jail
terms in Qatar

(Im) Eight former Indian naval officers, previously
sentenced to death in Qatar, now face varying prison
sentences after their death penalties were commuted.
The specifics of the charges against these individuals
have not been disclosed by either Qatar or India.
However, reports from Financial Times and Reuters,
citing anonymous sources, suggest that they were
charged with spying for Israel, a claim that has not
been officially confirmed by India, Qatar, or Israel.
[bbc]

New Delhi did not disclose the exact duration of the
prison sentences imposed on its eight nationals but
noted that they have 60 days to appeal the judgement
in the Court of Cassation, which is Qatar's highest
court. India expressed shock at the initial death
sentences in October 2023 and has pursued legal
options to address the situation.

These individuals were initially described as employees
of a private company called Al Dahra by the Indian
government. Still, they have been widely reported to
be former personnel of the Indian Navy, which was
confirmed by the families of some of the men to local
media.

First visit of Indian Defense Minister to
United Kingdom in 22 years
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(fd) Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh is embarked
on a two-day visit to the United Kingdom on January 8,
aiming to strengthen strategic and security ties
between the two nations. Singh will be accompanied
by senior officials from the Defense Research and
Development Organization (DRDO), Service
Headquarters, Department of Defense, and
Department of Defense Production. [New Indian
Express] [The Hindu]

The visit will include discussions with his British
counterpart, Grant Shapps, and meetings with British
Prime Minister Rishi Sunak and Foreign Minister David
Cameron. The visit is significant as it marks the first
ministerial-level visit between India and the UK in 22
years.

In April 2022, Prime Minister Narendra Modi and then-
British Prime Minister Boris Johnson agreed on an
expanded India-UK defense partnership. Johnson
announced the creation of an Open General Export
Licence (OGEL) for India to streamline defense
procurement and expressed the UK's willingness to
support India in the co-development of military
hardware, including fighter jets.

The visit aims to operationalize India's “Make in India”
and “Atmanirbhar Bharat” (self-reliant India) initiatives
in the defense sector and explore ways to enhance
bilateral defense cooperation. It is part of the broader
India-UK Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, which
seeks to strengthen ties in trade, defense, security,
climate change, and people-to-people connections.

Indonesia awaits approval to dispatch
hospital ship to Gaza amid ongoing
conflict

(jb) Indonesian Foreign Affairs Minister Retno Marsudi
announced on Thursday that the government is
preparing to send a naval hospital ship to Gaza as part
of ongoing humanitarian aid efforts. However,
clearance from relevant authorities is pending.

The Gaza Strip has faced continuous Israeli
bombardment for nearly three months. President Joko
Widodo has previously dispatched two batches of
humanitarian assistance, with the latest in November
2023. Minister Retno emphasized the commitment to
extending relief, stating, "We are preparing to send the
hospital ship. We are still waiting for clearance from
the relevant authorities."
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The ship will provide medical services and additional
aid, tailored to the evolving needs of the people in
Gaza. Indonesia has also pledged to triple its
contribution to the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA). [Tempo]

Indonesia extends invitation to UAE for
special economic zones in the tourism and
creative economy

(jb) Indonesia's Tourism and Creative Economy
Minister, Sandiaga Salahuddin Uno, has extended an
invitation to UAE Entrepreneurship and Educator Team
Chair, Adil Alzarooni, to invest in eight Special
Economic Zones (SEZs). The SEZs, spanning across
various regions, focus on tourism and the creative
economy sector.

Uno emphasized the need for a robust investment
ecosystem, encouraging public-private partnerships to
expedite development. The proposal comes amid a
significant surge in UAE tourist visits to Indonesia, with
2023 investments reaching US$3.1 million, marking a
429 percent increase from 2022.

The minister anticipates that private sector
involvement will not only boost development but also
generate employment opportunities. [Tempo]

Indonesia, Malaysia allegedly set to
resolve border disputes

(jb) Per The Sun, Indonesia is set to resolve long-
standing border disputes with Malaysia as Foreign
Minister Retno Marsudi announced plans to conclude
negotiations on three land border segments by the
end of the year.

After 24 years of talks, the Kalimantan-Sabah region's
Pulau Sebatik, Sinapad-Sesai, and West Pillar-AA 2 are
the focal points for resolution. The diplomatic
achievements report presented in Bandung
highlighted successful agreements between 2017 and
2019 for these segments.

Marsudi emphasized the importance of prompt
resolution for border issues, citing the complexity of
negotiations and the need for high commitment and
adherence to international law, such as UNCLOS 1982
for maritime borders. [The Sun]
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Japan’s aid to Ukraine through EU for
humanitarian and defense

(sh) During a press conference in Kyiv on January 7,
Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko Kamikawa announced
a commitment of USD 37 million to a NATO fund for
anti-drone equipment. Kamikawa, currently on a
broader visit to Europe, emphasized Japan's support
for Ukraine by hosting a conference on February 19 to
promote the country's economic reconstruction.

In addition to the financial aid for anti-drone
measures, Japan will contribute five mobile gas turbine
generators and seven generators to assist Ukraine
during the winter and potential escalation of Russian
strikes on energy infrastructure. This move signifies
Japan's dedication to reinforcing Ukraine's defense
capabilities and supporting its recovery efforts amid
geopolitical challenges. [Kyiv Independent]

Foreign Minister Yoko Kamikawa strongly condemned
Russia for its missile and drone attacks. She pledged
Japan's support to Ukrainians by aiding in the
construction of shelters and providing educational and
medical services, particularly for women and children.
Emphasizing the significance of upholding the
international order based on the rule of law, Kamikawa
reiterated Japan's stance against any attempts to
change the status quo through force. This underscores
Japan's commitment to standing with Ukraine and
promoting stability in the face of geopolitical
challenges. [Kyodo News]

Kamikawa also affirmed Japan's support for Ukraine's
peace plan in talks with President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy. Following their meeting in Kyiv, Kamikawa
revealed that Japan would co-chair a working group on
radiation and nuclear safety, part of Ukraine's 10-point
"peace formula" amidst the ongoing Russian invasion.

The plan advocates for the immediate withdrawal of all
Russian forces. In addition to discussions with
Zelenskyy, Kamikawa met with Prime Minister Denys
Shmyhal, indicating Japan's commitment to finalizing
documents on bilateral cooperation. These documents
are anticipated to be signed at a conference in Tokyo
on Feb. 19, as disclosed by the Japanese Foreign
Ministry. [Kyodo News]

Days earlier on December 3, Japan’s government
sources disclosed that Japan intends to assist Ukraine's
reconstruction efforts after the conflict with Russia by
sharing biofuel manufacturing technology. The plan, to
be presented at a Tokyo meeting next month, aims to
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create a new industry in Ukraine, leveraging its
agricultural resources for fuel production.

Japanese companies agreed to offer renewable energy
production technology at the Japan-Ukraine
Conference for Promotion of Economic Reconstruction,
which would be held on February 19, 2024.

Besides biofuels, Japan was to provide 3D-printed
prosthetic legs and technology for post-traumatic
stress disorder treatment to Ukraine. The support
extended to introducing remote medical care and
smart farming technologies in Ukraine, showcasing
Japan's commitment to aiding reconstruction efforts in
non-military capacities. [Kyodo News]

Laos, Vietham agree on deepening
relations

(wn) During the January 7 meeting of the Vietnam-Laos
Intergovernmental Committee for Bilateral
Cooperation in Hanoi both countries agreed on
significant orientations to strengthen their partnership
in 2024.

Vietnam and Laos agreed to implement the
agreements reached by their respective Politburos,
including the outcomes of the meeting between the
leaders of the Communist Party of Vietnam, the Lao
People's Revolutionary Party, and the Cambodian
People's Party. They have also committed to carrying
out the joint statements and deals made during the
meeting between their respective political parties and
leaders.

The two sides reaffirmed their commitment to
deepening their political and diplomatic relations by
maintaining and enhancing the efficiency of their
bilateral cooperation mechanisms. They agreed to
prioritize strengthening their defence and security
cooperation, exchanging experiences in
macroeconomic management, and promoting
connectivity between their economies.

The meeting was co-chaired by Vietnamese Prime
Minister Pham Minh Chinh and his Lao counterpart
Sonexay Siphandone and aimed to promote mutual
development and achieve common objectives. [The
Laotian Times]

Maldives President courts investors in
China to reduce dependence on India
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(Im) The President of the Maldives, Mohamed Muizzu,
is currently on a week-long visit to China, marking a
significant shift in the Maldives' foreign policy away
from India. During the visit, Muizzu and his delegation
are expected to meet with Chinese President Xi Jinping
and Premier Li Qiang in Beijing, where agreements on
various issues, including infrastructure and tourism,
are likely to be signed. [Reuters]

One of the key priorities for the Maldives is to increase
its fish product exports to China under their free trade
agreement. Fishing is a major source of employment in
the Maldives, with a vast majority of its territory being
water. Aquatic products make up a significant portion
of the country's exports by volume and value.

China has already made significant investments in the
Maldives, particularly under its Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI); Chinese companies have invested approximately
USD 1.37 billion in the Maldives since the country
joined the BRI in 2014. Muizzu's government is keen to
explore further partnerships with China under the BRI,
including the expansion of the Maldives' central airport
and commercial port.

Tourism is another important aspect of the Maldives'
economy, accounting for over a quarter of its national
income. Chinese tourists have played a significant role
in the Maldives' tourism sector, though their numbers
declined during the COVID-19 pandemic.

The Maldives, United States foreign
ministers hold phone call

(Im) Secretary of State Antony J. Blinken had a
conversation with Maldivian Foreign Minister Moosa
Zameer, during which he emphasized the United
States' commitment to enhancing cooperation with the
Maldives as a vital partner in the Indo-Pacific region.
They discussed various topics, including defense
cooperation, economic development, climate change
mitigation, and democratic governance. [U.S.
Department of State]

Mongolia-Maldives, United Arab Emirates:
Visa-free travel

(ap) Mongolia and Maldives are going to travel visa-free
from January 12, 2024. The mutual 30-day visa
exemption applies to holders of diplomatic, official,
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and regular passports. The related agreement was
signed on August 17, 2023. [Montsame 1]

Meanwhile, a similar agreement between Mongolia
and the United Arab Emirates, signed in November,
entered into force on December 28. [Montsame 2]

Myanmar-Thailand border trade gains
flexibility to address delays

(sk) The Department of Trade, on January 7,
announced flexibility for exporters and importers
operating through the Myawady Trade Zone.

Facing delays in trade activities between Myanmar and
Thailand, the department permits exporters with
Myawady Trade Zone export licenses to switch to any
other Myanmar-Thailand border trade station.
Similarly, importers with import licenses from the zone
before December 19, 2023, can also make this switch.

Additionally, importers desiring sea imports may
obtain verification for container-carried capital,
production equipment, and industrial raw materials on
a case-by-case basis. This move aims to enhance the
efficiency and convenience of border trade.
[ElevenMyanmar]

Myanmar's shadow government courts
Beijing

(sk) Myanmar's shadow government, the National
Unity Government (NUG), has expressed its readiness
to collaborate with China on various issues, including
promoting direct investment in Myanmar and
addressing cross-border crime.

The NUG's foreign ministry released a 10-point
'Position on China,' paper emphasizing support for the
'One China' principle, recognizing Taiwan as an integral
part of China.

The statement also highlights measures to safeguard
Chinese economic investments in Myanmar,
emphasizing mutual economic cooperation.

This move is seen as an attempt to exert pressure on
Myanmar's military government, which has
strengthened ties with Beijing. It is the first time the
NUG has publicly made a gesture toward the Chinese
government. [Nikkei Asia]
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For an interview of NUG Foreign Minister Daw Zin Mar
Aung on the 10-point paper, see [The Irrawaddy].

Myanmar arms broker convicted of cash
smuggling in Singapore

(sk) Kyaw Min Oo, a US-sanctioned arms broker for the
Myanmar military and founder of Sky Aviator Co. Ltd.,
has been convicted in Singapore for attempting to
leave the country with over half a million unreported
Singapore dollars.

He tried to depart Changi airport without declaring
USD 400,000 in cash. Two other Myanmar nationals,
Wai Sar Tun and Win Myin, assisted him in carrying
portions of the cash.

Kyaw Min Oo, previously associated with crony tycoon
Tay Za, and his company Sky Aviator supply equipment
for jet fighters and helicopters purchased by
Myanmar's military. Both he and his company were
sanctioned by the United States in November 2022.
[The Irrawaddy]

Pakistan, Afghanistan engage in
diplomatic efforts to improve relations,
address shared concerns

(tj/Im) Recent days have witnessed two significant
diplomatic engagements between senior officials from
Pakistan and Afghanistan, highlighting efforts to
improve bilateral relations and address common
security and migration concerns.

Pakistan has consistently voiced concerns about the
presence of Pakistani Taliban militants in Afghanistan,
considering them a security threat. In response, the
Afghan Taliban government has repeatedly assured
that it does not allow the Pakistani Taliban to operate
from Afghan territory to launch attacks in Pakistan.
Additionally, tensions have arisen due to Pakistan's
deportation of Afghans without valid documents, with
over half a million Afghans expelled in recent months
as part of a crackdown on undocumented foreigners.

Against this backdrop, on January 3, Pakistan's
caretaker Foreign Minister, Jalil Abbas Jilani, met with
Kandahar's Governor Mullah Shirin in Islamabad,
reiterating Pakistan's commitment to ongoing
engagement and mutually beneficial relations with
Afghanistan. Jilani emphasized the importance of
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addressing all outstanding issues to unlock the full
potential for trade and connectivity between the two
nations. [Geo News]

Furthermore, the Afghan Embassy in Islamabad
announced that the sixth round of the Afghanistan-
Pakistan Joint Coordination Committee (JCC) would
focus on resolving potential conflicts along the Durand
Line and establishing essential facilities for residents
on both sides of the border.

On January 8, then, the Taliban-appointed Prime
Minister of Afghanistan, Mullah Mohammad Hasan
Akhund, held a meeting with Fazlur Rehman, a senior
Pakistani politician representing the Jamiat Ulema
Islam party, which has supported the Afghan Taliban. It
is notable as the first visit by a senior Pakistani
politician to Kabul since the Taliban took control of
Afghanistan in August 2021 following the withdrawal of
United States and NATO forces. [abc news]

Pakistan’s army chief honored with
Bahrain’s top military award during visit

(Im) The King of Bahrain, Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, has
awarded Pakistan's Chief of Army Staff (COAS), General
Syed Asim Munir, with the Military Medal Order of
Bahrain First Class. [Geo News]

During his two-day official visit to Bahrain, General
Munir met with top Bahraini leaders, including King Al
Khalifa, Crown Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khalifa,
Field Marshal Khalifa bin Ahmed Al Khalifa
(Commander of Bahrain Defence Forces), and General
Shaikh Mohammad bin Isa Al Khalifa (Commander of
Bahrain National Guard). Discussions centered on
mutual interests, bilateral military and security
cooperation, and Pakistan's efforts in counter-
terrorism and regional stability.

General Munir also served as the chief guest at the
27th Raising Day of Bahrain National Guard, where he
received honors and witnessed counter-terrorism
training exercises.

Pakistan’s main opposition PTI hires new
media relations and lobbying firm in
United States

(Im) Pakistan’s main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaaf (PTI) party has enlisted a new public relations
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and lobbying firm to monitor the upcoming Pakistan
general elections and engage with US and international
media, as well as with human rights organizations to
highlight any irregularities or rights violations. [Geo
News]

It's worth noting that speculation has arisen regarding
whether these firms are linked to former Prime
Minister Imran Khan's recent article in The Economist,
in which he accused the US government and Pakistani
military of his ouster from power. Previously, PTI had
hired an American consultancy firm led by Robert
Laurent Grenier, a former CIA station chief in
Islamabad, for lobbying efforts while in power.

Indonesian President Widodo to visit
Philippines

(Ib) Indonesian President Joko Widodo is scheduled to
visit the Philippines for an official engagement with
President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. from January 9 to 11,
aiming to reinforce bilateral ties. This meeting follows
Marcos' previous state visit to Jakarta in September
2022, marking his initial foreign trip as president.
[Philstar]

The discussions between the two leaders on January
10 are anticipated to evaluate progress in Philippines-
Indonesia relations and affirm their commitment to
further strengthening and expanding ties, particularly
in light of the upcoming 75th anniversary of their
formal diplomatic relations in November 2024.

During their past meeting, they pledged support for
ASEAN's pivotal role in fostering peace and prosperity
in the region while expressing intentions to enhance
trade relations, infrastructure cooperation, and
collaboration in strategic industries.

Philippine Navy, USS Carl Vinson carrier
strike group hold joint drills in West
Philippine Sea

(Ib) The Philippine Navy, in collaboration with the
United States Navy's Carrier Strike Group 1, led by the
USS Carl Vinson, recently executed a two-day joint
naval exercise in the South China Sea from January 3 to
4. This joint exercise, named the Maritime Cooperative
Activity, transpired in the West Philippine Sea, an area
situated within the Philippines' exclusive economic
zone (EEZ) in the South China Sea. [US Naval Institute]
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Two Chinese navy vessels closely monitored the
Philippine and US ships engaged in the joint patrols,
according to the Philippine military. Moreover, Beijing
later referred to the joint patrols as "provocative" and
"irresponsible", which lead to Manila’'s national security
advisor expressing his country's willingness to engage
in diplomatic discussions with China to resolve
disputes in the South China Sea. [Voice of America]
[The Straits Times]

The cooperative patrols had been under discussion
since at least January of the previous year, and they
are a response to the escalating tensions between the
Philippines and China, which have included several
high-risk encounters at Second Thomas Shoal, an
outpost within the Philippine EEZ. The joint patrols
commenced in November, with the first iteration being
relatively modest in scale.

Singapore companies to invest USD 5
billion in India’s Tamil Nadu state

(Ib) Singaporean companies have committed to
investing USD 5 billion in India’s southern Tamil Nadu
state across various sectors like infrastructure,
technology, sustainability, and data centers. The
investments were announced during the Tamil Nadu
Global Investors Meet held in Chennai, the state
capital. [The Straits Times]

These investments encompass diverse projects,
including CapitaLand Investment's USD 500 million
allocation for business parks, logistics, warehouses,
and a data center. Additionally, Lionsbot plans to
collaborate with Tamil Nadu universities to establish
training labs and courses for automated cleaning
robots. Notably, Crayon Data aims to create job
opportunities by expanding its Al-led solutions center
in Chennai, anticipating 150 direct jobs and 350
supporting roles in the next three years.

Singapore takes ‘clear and strong stand’
against being ‘used as a platform’ for
Indonesia’s presidential election

(Ib) The Singapore government issued a warning ahead
of Indonesia's presidential elections, cautioning
individuals and groups against engaging in fundraising
or political campaigns within Singapore to influence
overseas elections. The Ministry of Home Affairs
strongly emphasized that any political campaigning or
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fundraising activities conducted in Singapore for
political agendas abroad will be met with firm action,
potentially resulting in termination of immigration
facilities. [South China Morning Post]

This warning comes in response to online allegations
suggesting Singapore might be used as a platform for
Indonesia's upcoming presidential elections, with
claims of funds being channeled to support specific
candidates.

Singapore’s Foreign Affairs Minister visits
Portugal

(Ib) On January 5, Singapore's Foreign Affairs Minister
Vivian Balakrishnan met with his Portuguese
counterpart Joao Gomes Cravinho in Lisboa. They
emphasized the strong bilateral ties and increasing
trade between both countries, with a focus on
innovation and renewable energy cooperation.
[Singapore Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

The two top diplomats also welcomed more business
exchanges - particularly Portuguese companies using
Singapore as a gateway to Southeast Asia - and
inaugurated the Singapore-Portugal Innovation
Alliance (SPIA) to enhance collaboration among
startups and technology firms.

Minister Balakrishnan also discussed the potential of
Lisbon as a startup hub with the Mayor of Lisbon,
Carlos Moedas, and agreed to boost exchanges in
innovation, housing, and public services.

Singapore, United States plan joint
training facility for F-155G at US Air Force
Base in Guam

(Im) Singapore's Air Force (RSAF) is partnering with the
United States Air Force (USAF) to establish a state-of-
the-art training facility for the RSAF F-15SG aircraft at
Guam's Andersen Air Force Base. The project, expected
to be fully operational by 2029, involves significant
infrastructure development, including runways,
hangars, warehouses, fuel systems, and more.
[Bulgarian Military]

Guam's strategic location is crucial for the projection of
American power in the Asia-Pacific region, with
Andersen Air Force Base hosting various bombers and
Naval Base Guam supporting the US Navy's 7th Fleet.
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The RSAF aims to enhance its capabilities and access
training zones in the airspace and waters surrounding
Guam.

South Korea expresses over North Korean
weapons used by Hamas

(dqgl) The South Korean foreign ministry has voiced
serious concerns over North Korea's arms delivery to
Hamas.

This came after the National Intelligence Service (NIS),
the country's spy agency confirmed suspicions over
North Korean weapons being used by Hamas the
ongoing conflict with Israel.

On January 8, the NIS released a photo of a North
Korean rocket part, along with a confirming that
Hamas fighters used a Pyongyang-manufactured F-7
rocket-propelled grenade launcher. [Yonhap] [VoA]

South Korea, North Korea hold tit-for-tat
fire drills along dispute sea boundary

(dgl/ap) Reflecting growing tensions between South
and North Korea, both sides fired artillery rounds into
the sea as part of drills along the disputed inter-Korean
western sea boundary on January 5.

According to Seoul, Pyongyang fired more than 200
rounds in the waters north of their western sea
boundary, marking North Korea's first front-line
maritime firing exercise in about a year. In response,
the South Korean military fired 400 rounds.

In a latest development, North Korea is said to have
fired artillery shells near sea boundary on January 7.
[NPR] [AP News]

Pyongyang argued that firing was a response to the
week-long US-South Korean joint combat firing drills
near the border with North Korea that ran from on
December 29 to January 4 and involved more than 110
large combat weapons including South Korean army
tanks, anti-aircraft artillery and combat earthmovers
supported by U.S. military attack aircraft and armored
fighting vehicles.

Pyongyang condemned the exercises, accusing the
allies of pushing the region to the brink of "an inferno
of nuclear war." [Reuters]
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South Korea to launch additional spy
satellites targeting North Korea

(dql) South Korea defense ministry has announced that
it plans to launch two more military spy satellites this
year aimed at improved monitoring of North Korea.

The ministry's Defense Acquisition Program
Administration (DAPA) specified that the launch of two
synthetic aperture radar (SAR) satellites is slated for
April and November, respectively.

It added that four more SAR satellites are expected to
be place into orbit by 2025 to enhance space-based
intelligence capabilities. [Yonhap]

The announcement came on the heels of Pyongyang's
pledge to launch three more spy satellites this year
days earlier (see article in this edition).

In November, the North put its first spy satellite into
orbit, followed by claims it took images of major South
Korean and U.S. military sites [see AIR No. 48,
November/2023, 4, AiR No. 49, December/2023, 1].

Taiwan raises security concerns over
China’s satellite and ballons

(xc) On January 9, Taiwan faced an alarming incident
when China launched a satellite over the island's
southern airspace. The event, initially
miscommunicated as a missile flyover, triggered a
"Presidential Alert" across Taiwan.

Chinese state media later confirmed the launch of the
Einstein Probe aboard a Long March-C rocket from the
Xichang Satellite Launch Center in Sichuan Province,
China. [Taiwan News 1]

Further, Taiwan's defense ministry has condemned
China's recent use of balloons near or over Taiwan.
Labeled as a serious threat to aviation safety and part
of China's "grey zone" tactics, these balloons have
been spotted over sensitive areas, including near
major airbases.

China’s Taiwan Affairs Office responded this incident as
DPP's tactic of “hyping up threat”. While Taiwan
previously considered them mostly for weather
monitoring, their trajectory and timing suggest a
psychological warfare strategy to unsettle Taiwanese
citizens before the January 13 presidential elections in
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which the issue of China-Taiwan relations looms large.
China has called the election a decision between peace
and war.

On January 2, Taiwan's Ministry of National Defense
(MND) reported four Chinese balloons detected at
various times throughout the day. Three of these
balloons flew over Taiwan. The balloons were observed
at altitudes ranging from 3,600 meters (12,000 feet) to
7,300 meters (24,000 feet), crossing the median line
and entering Taiwanese airspace.

Their flight paths took them across different regions of
Taiwan, with two eventually disappearing over the
Pacific Ocean and one over central Taiwan. [Taiwan
News 2] [Taiwan News 3]

Taiwan donates 1,000 metric tons of rice
to aid Philippine’s disaster relief

(xc/jb) Taiwan donated 1,000 metric tons of rice to the
Philippines for disaster relief. This charitable gesture
was formally executed through Wallace Minn-Gan
Chow, Taiwan's representative to the Philippines. The
Philippines experienced a series of typhoons last year,
severely affecting rice production and leading to
shortages in several provinces.

Taiwan has pledged to donate 2,000 metric tons of
rice. The recent batch is part of this commitment, with
an additional 1,000 tons reserved for urgent future
needs. The rice donation will be distributed by the
Philippines' Department of Social Welfare and
Development and the Department of Agriculture,
targeting disaster victims and emergency situations.

Chow emphasized Taiwan's role as a close neighbor
and partner to the Philippines, stressing the
importance of offering assistance in times of need.
Silvestre Il Hernando Bello, Chairman of the Manila
Economic and Cultural Office in Taiwan, expressed
gratitude for the donation, noting its significance in
alleviating the plight of the disadvantaged and
vulnerable in the Philippines. Bello also acknowledged
the positive impact of Taiwan's recent minimum wage
increase on Filipino factory migrant workers in Taiwan.
[Focus Taiwan]

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet to
visit Thailand on February 7
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(Im) Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet is
scheduled to make an official one-day visit to Thailand
on February 7, with the aim of strengthening bilateral
ties and discussing trade and investment
opportunities. During his visit, Manet will hold talks
with Thai Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin to discuss
cross-border trade, joint efforts against call scam
centers, and future economic cooperation projects.
[Thai PBS]

Thai Prime Minister secured USD 4.2
billion investment from Japanese
carmakers during December visit

(bk) A japan visit by Thailand’s Prime Minister Srettha
Thavisin in December last year has reportedly resulted
in seven Japanese carmakers agreeing to invest
roughly USD 4.2 billion in Thailand's EV industry over
the next five years. [Bangkok Post]

German President Steinmeier to visit
Thailand

(tt) German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier is
scheduled to visit Thailand for a three-day official visit
beginning January 24, during which he will meet Prime
Minister Srettha Thavisin to oversee the signing of
agreements related to the rail system and scientific
cooperation. This will be the first state visit by a
German president since the late Johannes Rau's visit in
June 2002. [The Nation]

The visit will also include an audience with the Thai
King and Queen, and discussions on elevating
Thailand-Germany relations to a strategic partnership,
focusing on various areas including politics, trade,
investment, energy, security, and climate change.
Additionally, Steinmeier's itinerary includes visits to the
Mercedes-Benz factory, a floating solar farm, the
Inclusive Sustainable Rice Landscape Project, Pha
Taem National Park, and the Museum of
Contemporary Art in Bangkok.

Cambodia, Vietnam, senior officials
commemorate 45th anniversary of Khmer
Rouge regime's overthrow

(wn) Vietnam's President Vo Van Thuong met with
Cambodia's Deputy Prime Minister Neth Savoeun in
Hanoi on January 7. The meeting marked the 45th
anniversary of Cambodia's "Victory Day"
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commemorating the overthrow of the Khmer Rouge
regime in 1979. The Vietnamese army, along with
Khmer Rouge defectors and other Cambodian groups,
played a pivotal role in this historic event. [Nhan Dan]

Vietnam leaders host top Bulgarian
legislator on visit, discuss broader
cooperation

(wn) On January 8, Vietnamese President Vo Van
Thuong and Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
separately welcomed Speaker Rosen Dimitrov Jeliazkov
of the Bulgarian National Assembly during his official
visit to Vietnam. They discussed strengthening bilateral
ties and expanding cooperation in trade, investment,
culture, and education. Both sides expressed a
commitment to boosting trade to reach USD 500
million annually and emphasized the importance of
labor cooperation and educational exchanges. They
also discussed support for Vietnam's stance on the
East Sea issue and Bulgaria's role as a gateway to
ASEAN. [Nhan Dan]

Announcements

Upcoming online events

11 January 2024 @ 9:30 - 10:15 1.m. (GMT-5), Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA

North Korea in 2024: What to Expect?

This webcast will discuss on what to expect from North
Korea in 2024

Learn more about the event at [CSIS].
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11 January 2024 @ 9:30 - 10:15 1.m. (GMT-5), Center
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), USA

Prospects for Digital Trade in the Asia-
Pacific in 2024

This webinar will explore the prospects of the Asia-
Pacific digital trade agenda, the status of the
implementation of key agreements such as the CPTPP,
and the prospects for a robust IPEF in light of the
USTR's decision and imminent U.S. elections.

Learn more about the event at [CSIS].

10 January 2023 @ 9:30 - 11:00 a.m. (GMT-5),
Brookings, USA

Why are Americans down on the economy
despite its apparent strength?

The webinar will discuss the question why Americans
are down on the economy despite its apparent

strength.

Learn more about the event at [Brookings].

Recent book releases

Calder Walton, Spies: The Epic Intelligence War
Between East and West, Simon & Schuster, 688 pages,
published June 6, 2023, with a review in [Foreign
Affairs].

Andrew Hoehn and Thom Shanker, Age of Danger:
Keeping America Safe in an Era of New Superpowers,
New Weapons, and New Threats, Hachette Books, 368
pages, published May 9, 2023, reviewed in [Foreign
Affairs].

Hendrik W. Ohnesorge, Soft Power and the Future of
U.S. Foreign Policy, Manchester University Press, 280
pages, published June 27, 2023. Visit [Foreign Affairs]
for a review.

Elizabeth Anderson, Hijacked: How Neoliberalism
Turned The Work Ethic Against Workers and How
Workers Can Take It Back, Cambridge University Press,
384 pages, published September 21, 2023, reviewed in
[LSE].


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jdh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jdk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jdu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jdu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jhl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jhl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jhr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-vujdukd-l-jhy/

Erica Thompson, Escape from Model Land: How
Mathematical Models Can Lead Us Astray and What
We Can Do about It, Basic Books, 256 pages, published
November 23, 2023, with a review in [LSE].

Eviane Leidig, The Women of the Far Right: Social
Media Influencers and Online Radicalization.
Columbia University Press, 288 pages, published
September 19, 2023. Visit [LSE] for a review.

Calls

The Faculty of Law at Lund University invites paper
proposals for its workshop “Socio-economic rights
and non-discrimination at the intersection of the
market, the border, and the welfare state,” to be
held on May 27-28, 2024. The deadline for abstract
submission is January 22, 2024. For more information,
see [Lund University].

Tilburg Law School invites paper proposals for its
international conference “The ICC as Justice Hub,
Pragmatic Complementarity and Domestic ICL
Enforcement,” to be held on June 13-14, 2024, in
Tilburg. The deadline for abstract submission is
January 15, 2024. For more information, see [Tilburg
University].

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 at [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 until open until filled. More
information is provided at [CPG].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks an Information Technology Expert to
be based in Dushanbe, Tajikistan. Applications are
accepted until January 20, 2024. More information is
provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks an Administrative Assistant to be
based in Juba, South Sudan. Applications are accepted
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until January 19, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks a Programme Specialist, Resilience
and Risk Informed Development to be based in
Bangkok, Thailand. Applications are accepted until
January 18, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks a State Project Manager to be based in
Mumbai, India. Applications are accepted until January
19, 2024. More information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks a Monitoring and Evaluation
Associate to be based in Dushanbe, Tajikistan.
Applications are accepted until January 18, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNDP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a
Programme Policy Officer to be based in Dhaka,
Bangladesh. Applications are accepted until January
20, 2024. More information is provided at [WEP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a Business
Support Assistant - Programme Urgence to be based
in Haiti. Applications are accepted until January 20,
2024. More information is provided at [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a
Programme Associate to be based in Gambia.
Applications are accepted until January 19, 2024. More
information is provided at [WEP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a
Humanitarian Access Officer to be based in Buea,
Cameroon. Applications are accepted until January 19,
2024. More information is provided at [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a
Procurement Associate to be based in Fiji.
Applications are accepted until January 19, 2024. More
information is provided at [WEP].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
an International MICS Consultant to be based in
Juba, South Sudan. Applications are accepted until
January 26, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
an Innovation Specialist to be based in Helsinki,
Finland. Applications are accepted until January 21,
2024. More information is provided at [UNICEF].
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The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
a Nutrition Officer to be based in Lilongwe, Malawi.
Applications are accepted until January 19, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
a National Individual Consultant: Child Protection
Consultant to Support Coordination of Integrated
Adolescent Girls Programme, to be based in
Tanzania. Applications are accepted until January 19,
2024. More information is provided at [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
an Advocacy & Communication Specialist to be
based in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea.
Applications are accepted until January 18, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNICEF].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a
Deputy Representative, to be based in Caracas,
Venezuela. Applications are accepted until January 26,
2024. More information is provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks an
Emergency Officer to be based in Geneva,
Switzerland. Applications are accepted until January 26,
2023. More information is provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a Field
Coordinator, to be based in Abuja, Nigeria.
Applications are accepted until January 26, 2024. More
information is provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a
Health Financing Officer to be based in Accra, Ghana.
Applications are accepted until January 26, 2024. More
information is provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a
Project Management Officer to be based in
Brazzaville, Republic of the Congo. Applications are
accepted until January 25, 2024. More information is
provided at [WHO].

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 at [UN].
The United Nations Secretariate (UN) seeks a
Sanctions Expert to be based in New York, United
States. Applications are accepted until October 22,
2024. More information is provided at [UN].
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The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a
Caseworker, to be based in United States.
Applications are accepted until March 5, 2024. More
information is provided at [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 at [IRC].
The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks an
Asylum Resource and Referral Supervisor to be
based in United States. Applications are accepted until
March 5, 2024. More information is provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a
Grants Officer to be based in Poland. Applications are
accepted until February 15, 2024. More information is
provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a
Women Protection and Empowerment Manager, to
be based in Poland. Applications are accepted until
February 15, 2024. More information is provided at
[IRC].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
an AGROFORESTRY AND CARBON CREDIT
SPECIALIST to be based in Maputo, Mozambique.
Applications are accepted until January 19, 2024. More
information is provided at [FAQ].
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
a Project Coordinator, to be based in Islamabad,
Pakistan. Applications are accepted until January 18,
2024. More information is provided at [FAQ].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
a National Project Specialist, to be based in Nairobi,
Kenya. Applications are accepted until January 18,
2024. More information is provided at [FAQ].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
a National Professional Officer to be based in Accra,
Ghana. Applications are accepted until January 25,
2024. More information is provided at [FAQ].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks
a Senior Forestry Officer to be based in Rome, Italy.
Applications are accepted until January 25, 2024. More
information is provided at [FAQ].
The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
seeks a Staff Counsellor, to be based in Geneva,
Switzerland. Applications are accepted until January 18,
2024. More information is provided at [IOM].
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The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
seeks an Administrative and Finance Officer, to be
based in San Jose, Costa Rica. Applications are
accepted until January 18, 2024. More information is
provided at [IOM].
The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
seeks a Data Analyst to be based in Berlin, Germany.
Applications are accepted until January 25, 2024. More
information is provided at [[OM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)
seeks a Senior Regional Data Hub Coordinator to be
based in Cairo, Egypt. Applications are accepted until
January 17, 2024. More information is provided at
[lOM].

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 at _[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 at [CTBTO].
The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty
Organization (CTBTO) seeks an Associate
Seismoacoustic Operations Officer, to be based in
Vienna, Austria. Applications are accepted until
February 19, 2024. More information is provided at
[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 at [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 at [CTBTO].
The Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty
Organization (CTBTO) seeks an Associate
Telecommunications Officer, to be based in Vienna,
Austria. Applications are accepted until January 12,
2024. More information is provided at [CTBTO].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Lead Civil Engineer to be based in
Kabul, Afghanistan. Applications are accepted until
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January 20, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Knowledge Management Senior
Advisor, to be based in New York, United States.
Applications are accepted until January 18, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Senior Project Manager (Team
Leader) to be based in Kathmandu, Nepal.
Applications are accepted until January 19, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Project Management Support -
Specialist, to be based in New York, United States.
Applications are accepted until January 18, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Climate Senior Analyst to be based
in Copenhagen, Denmark. Applications are accepted
until January 23, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNOPS].
The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a
Protection Coordinator to be based in Dnipro,
Ukraine. Applications are accepted until not specified.
More information is provided at [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a
Deputy Chief of Party, to be based in Hanoi, Vietnam.
Applications are accepted until not specified. More
information is provided at [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a
Deputy Chief of Party to be based in Kosovo.
Applications are accepted until not specified. More
information is provided at [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a
Finance Officer, to be based in Dhaka, Bangladesh.
Applications are accepted until not specified. More
information is provided [FHI 360].

The Family Health International (FHI 360) seeks a
Private Sector Advisor to be based in Dhaka,
Bangladesh. Applications are accepted until not
specified. More information is provided [FHI 360].

Georgia Tech in Atlanta, Georgia is inviting
applications for a Marion L. Brittain Postdoctoral
Fellowship. Application submission deadline is
February 1,2024. For more details, see [Georgia Tech]
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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].

Lone Star College in Texas, United States is inviting
applications for an Adjunct Faculty, Social Work.
Application submission deadline is open until filled. For
more details, see [Lone Star College].

Lone Star College in Texas, United States is inviting
applications for an Adjunct Faculty, Anthropology.
Application submission deadline is open until filled. For
more details, see [Lone Star College].

The University of Washington School of Law in
Seattle, Washington State is inviting applications for a
Visiting or Acting Assistant Professor and
Residential Legal Fellow. Application submission
deadline is open until filled. For more details, see [The
University of Washington]

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].

Rice University in Texas, United States is inviting
applications for Postdoctoral Associate - Gender and
Science. Application submission deadline is open until
February 11,2024. For more details, see [Rice
University]

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]

University of North Carolina at Pembroke in
Pembroke, North Carolina is inviting applications for a
Lecturer in Criminal Justice. Application submission
deadline is open until filled. For more details, see
[University of North Carolina at Pembroke]

University of North Carolina at Wilmington North
Carolina, United States is inviting applications for a
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Lecturer in Archaeology of Africa, the African
Diaspora, and/or Indigenous Populations.
Application submission deadline is open until February
5,2024. For more details, see [University of North
Carolina]

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]

College of Martin in California, United States is
inviting applications for a Full-time instructor in
History/Political Science. Application submission
deadline is open until filled. For more details, see
[College of Martin].

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].

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].

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].

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]

Coastal Carolina University in South Carolina, United
States is inviting applications for an Assistant
Professor of Art History and Curatorial Studies.
Application submission deadline is open until filled. For
more details, see [Coastal Carolina University].
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California Polytechnic State University in San Luis
Obispo, California is inviting applications for an
Assistant Professor in Modern. Application
submission deadline is open until filled. For more
details, see [California Polytechnic State University]

Albion College in Albion, California is inviting
applications for a Visiting Assistant Professor in
English (20th- and 21st-century British and
postcolonial literature). Application submission
deadline is January 22, 2024. For more details, see
[Albion College].

Williams College in Massachusetts, United States is
inviting applications for a Visiting Assistant Professor
in Classics. Application submission deadline is
February 2, 2024. For more details, see [Williams
College]

Community College of Baltimore County in
Maryland, United States is inviting applications for an
Out of School Youth (18-24), Adjunct Faculty.
Application submission deadline is October 31, 2024.
For more details, see [Community College of Baltimore
County]

Community College of Baltimore County in
Maryland, United States is inviting applications for a
Philosophy, Adjunct Faculty. Application submission
deadline is October 31, 2024. For more details, see
[Community College of Baltimore County]

Community College of Baltimore County in
Maryland, United States is inviting applications for a
World Languages, Adjunct Faculty. Application
submission deadline is October 31, 2024. For more
details, see [Community College of Baltimore County]
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Riley (jr), Joseph Black (jb), Kishwer Baqar (kb), Lawrence
Brenner (Ib), Lucas Meier (Im), Morten Strantzen (ms),
Muhammad Hussain Amin (mha), Myat Sandar Zaw (mz),
Olena Krytska, Phoo Wai Yan Myint (pm), Sai Laung Kam
(sk), Saranya Setthi, Saw Lalbwel Htoo (sh), Teerada
Thammapoonphol (tt), Tomwit Jarnson (tj), Venus
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We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!
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