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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.

I wish you an informative read and extend special

greetings to everyone who celebrates Bangladesh Day

and Pakistan Day as well as the Independence Day of

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Namibia, Tunisia and

Uzbekistan this week.

With best wishes,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: Better-than-expected economic

data leave questions about sustainability

open

(ms) China’s economic performance in the first two

months of 2024 has shown robustness in industrial

output and investment growth, outstripping analysts'

expectations. However, questions remain regarding

the sustainability of this growth trajectory and the

adequacy of policy measures to support domestic

demand.

According to data released by the National Bureau of

Statistics (NBS), industrial output surged by 7 percent

in January-February, marking the fastest growth in two

years and surpassing earlier estimates. This growth

was driven by a rebound in consumer goods

manufacturing and high-tech industries. Additionally,



fixed asset investment accelerated to 4.2 percent,

fueled mainly by state-led infrastructure projects.

The retail sector also demonstrated resilience, with

retail sales rising by 5.5 percent during the same

period, slightly exceeding projections. Notably, online

retail sales of physical goods surged by 14.4 percent,

reflecting changing consumer behaviors.

Despite these positive indicators, concerns linger over

the property market, which showed no signs of

recovery. Property sales and investments plummeted

by 29.3 percent and 9 percent, respectively, compared

to the same period last year, signaling persistent

weakness in this crucial sector.

The government's response to the economic landscape

remains critical. While some analysts believe that the

current momentum might suffice to achieve the

ambitious growth target of “around 5 percent,” others

emphasize the need for additional policy support,

especially to stimulate household consumption and

address the lingering property issues. [Bloomberg]

[CNBC] [CNN] [Global Times] [National Bureau of

Statistics]

China: Financial regulator vows to tighten

IPO regulations

(ms) China's financial regulator, the China Securities

Regulatory Commission (CSRC), has announced plans

to implement stricter regulations governing Initial

Public Offerings (IPOs).

The proposed regulations aim to enhance scrutiny of

IPO applicants, impose stricter disclosure

requirements, and implement measures to prevent

market abuse. By increasing transparency and

accountability, the CSRC intends to curb fraudulent

practices and promote a more stable investment

environment. Recent years have seen a surge in IPO

activity, accompanied by instances of fraud and market

manipulation, which have undermined investor

confidence. 

The decision reflects a broader trend of tightening

regulations in the country's financial sector since Wu

Qing, known as the "Broker Butcher," assumed

leadership of the CSRC last month (see AiR No. 7,

February/2024, 2). Wu Qing's reputation as the "Broker

Butcher" stems from his time at the CSRC in the mid-

2000s, when he had 31 securities firms shut down for

financial misconduct, earning him a reputation for

having zero tolerance for malpractice. He appears to
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be continuing this approach in his new term of office,

which is characterized by a strict reform agenda

against misconduct and to secure market stability.

Recent actions, such as the imposition of a 12-month

ban on Shanghai Weiwan Private Fund Management

for violating trading regulations in late February (see

AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1), underscore the regulator's

proactive approach.

While some welcome the CSRC's proactive stance,

others remain cautious and point to challenges, such

as the risk of a slowing down of market activities due

to the stricter regulations. [Bloomberg] [Reuters]

[South China Morning Post]

China: Nation-wide investigation over

economic concerns by local business set

to start

(ms) The State Council of China has announced a

nationwide investigation aimed at addressing the

mounting complaints from many economically

struggling businesses in the country. This move follows

directives issued during Beijing's recent "Two Sessions"

parliamentary meetings [AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1;

AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2], where local-level

governments were instructed to effectively respond to

business concerns.

The investigation will focus on five key areas, including

market-access barriers, unfair competition,

government service efficiency, rights infringements,

and obstacles to national investment goals. The

Chinese government recognizes the crucial role of the

private sector, which contributes over 60 percent to

the national economic output and a significant portion

of urban jobs.

The initiative, aligned with Beijing's commitment to

maintaining stable and transparent business policies,

underscores the government's determination to realize

its economic growth targets of “about 5 percent.” The

State Council emphasizes that private and foreign

firms should feel assured that their concerns will be

addressed, encouraging them to report violations and

offer suggestions through an online platform.

Despite previous pro-business efforts, including policy

guidelines and support packages, challenges persist

for many businesses, ranging from industrial

overcapacity to delayed payments. Analysts note that

while Beijing prioritizes the private and foreign sectors,

other competing priorities like tech self-sufficiency and

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


national security policy decisions, including the

extended counter-espionage law, already led to a

decline in foreign direct investment (see AiR No. 8,

February/2024, 3). [South China Morning Post]

China: Evergrande and founder accused of

USD 78 billion fraud

(ms) The seemingly unending downward trend of once

China’s flagship developer Evergrande continues.

Evergrande and its founder, Hui Ka Yan, are being

accused by the mainland financial markets regulator,

the China Securities Regulatory Commission (CSRC), of

inflating revenues by USD 78 billion over a two-year

period prior to defaulting on debt.

The CSRC has fined Evergrande's mainland business,

Hengda Real Estate, a record USD 583.5 million for its

alleged role in the fraud. Hui Ka Yan faces a personal

fine of USD 6.5 million and a potential lifetime ban

from China's financial markets. The allegations

primarily revolve around claims that Hui instructed

staff to artificially inflate Hengda's financial

performance in 2019 and 2020.

The fallout from these accusations has exacerbated

concerns about Evergrande's already precarious

financial position, with debts exceeding USD 300

billion, the company was ordered to liquidate by a

Hong Kong court earlier this year (see AiR No. 5,

January/2024, 5).

While there were doubts when the liquidation order

was issued as to whether the mainland would

recognize Hong Kong's bankruptcy decisions, the

CSRC's further actions could be interpreted to indicate

that the mainland will not prevent the company from

being liquidated. [Asia Financial] [BBC] [Financial

Times]

China: 100 million tons oil field offshore

oilfield discovered

(ms) China's state-owned oil and gas giant, China

National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC), has

reported a significant oilfield discovery in the Bohai

Sea northeast of the country.

Named Qinhuangdao 27-3, the oilfield is situated

around 200 kilometers from the Tianjin Municipality,

with an average water depth of 25 meters. CNOOC

estimates the oilfield to hold a proven reserve of 104
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million tonnes of crude oil. Initial assessments suggest

a daily output of approximately 110 tons per well.

This discovery marks the sixth oilfield in the Bohai Sea

to contain reserves exceeding 100 million tons since

2019, indicating the region's potential for oil and gas

exploration. [Reuters] [Xinhua]

China: Government bolsters EV Industry

with automaker investment

(ms) The Chinese government is intensifying efforts to

bolster its electric vehicle (EV) industry, aiming for a

robust made-in-China supply chain. Beijing plans to

allocate resources to three state-owned automakers,

China FAW Group, Dongfeng Motor, and Chongqing

Changan Automobile and urging them to increase

spending on research and development.

This initiative, disclosed at the China EV 100 Forum,

underscores the nation's commitment to advancing EV

technology and infrastructure. Among other things the

ambitious targets of exceeding a 50 percent

penetration rate, meaning the percentage of new

energy vehicles, including electric vehicles and plug-in

hybrids, among the total number of vehicles sold in the

Chinese market, within three months.

China prioritizes market growth, charging

infrastructure development, and consumer incentives.

Industry leaders remain optimistic despite challenges,

focusing on scaling up operations and enhancing

technological capabilities to drive the future of electric

mobility in China. [Nikkei Asia]

China: Rare apology by officials for

restricting media access to explosion site

(ms) Chinese officials in the city of Sanhe, near Beijing,

issued a public apology after state media journalists

were prevented from covering a fatal explosion near

the capital. The incident occurred when reporters from

state broadcaster CCTV were harassed by authorities

during a live broadcast near the site of a suspected gas

leak explosion that resulted in seven fatalities and 27

injuries.

The apology, posted on the city's official website,

expressed "deep regret" over the treatment of the

journalists and attributed it to concerns about a

potential gas leak. It acknowledged the poor
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communication skills of the frontline staff and the

negative social impact caused by the incident.

The altercation, captured on live television, sparked

controversy over press freedoms in China, where

media outlets are tightly controlled by the state.

Although harassment of journalists, especially foreign

reporters, is not uncommon in the country, such

incidents are rarely acknowledged by the authorities.

The All-China Journalists Association defended

journalists' rights to cover disasters and called for

easier access for media personnel during emergencies.

However, it stopped short of explicitly condemning the

actions of the Sanhe authorities.

The incident highlights the challenges faced by

journalists, even by state media, operating in China's

heavily regulated media environment. Concerns persist

over the erosion of press freedoms as the government

tightens controls on media access and restricts

journalists' interactions with officials. [ABC News]

[Bloomberg] [South China Morning Post]

China: Party official announces

Sinicization of Islam “inevitable”

(ms) China's Communist Party Secretary in Xinjiang, Ma

Xingrui, has asserted that the Sinicization of Islam is an

"inevitable trend," particularly notable in the wake of

Ramadan, the Muslim holy month, which Chinese

President Xi Jinping failed to acknowledge despite the

significant Muslim populations in Xinjiang and across

China, with about 25 million.

The concept of Sinicization of Islam, introduced by Xi

Jinping in 2016, underscores the CCP's aim to align

religious beliefs with Chinese culture and socialist

ideology. Since 2017, China has intensified its

crackdown on Uyghur Muslims, citing concerns about

religious extremism and separatism. This crackdown

has included mass detentions, allegation of forced

labor, torture and forced castrations but also

restrictions on religious practices, and the demolition

of mosques. Ma Xingrui's recent assertion of the

inevitability of Sinicization of Islam underscores

Beijing's persistent goal of controlling religion,

especially in Xinjiang.

Critics argue that the Sinicization of Islam in China

amounts to the eradication of the religion. They point

out that Beijing's claimed "inevitability" of Sinicization

suggests a deliberate effort to suppress Islam and

erase Uyghur religious beliefs. They highlight the
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absence of recent evidence of extremism in Xinjiang,

suggesting that Beijing's actions primarily aim to

tighten control rather than genuinely address security

concerns. [Campaign for Uyghurs] [Radio Free Asia]

While China continues to push ahead with the

Sinicization of Islam, particularly in Xinjiang, the global

Muslim community, especially the heads of state of

Muslim countries, tends to be rather quiet on this

issue. A trend that has been apparent for some time,

particularly evident during the visit of high-ranking

Muslim scholars from countries such as Egypt, Saudi

Arabia, Tunisia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) led

by the Chairman of the World Council of Muslim

Communities to Xinjiang in early January last year.

The scholars, to the displeasure of human rights

organizations worldwide, expressed their support for

China's handling of the region, saying that "China is

right to do whatever it needs to do to protect its

national interests and its people," thereby either not

acknowledging or even supporting the oppression of

the local Muslim community [see AIR No. 3,

January/2023, 3; in addition, on the situation of Uyghur

women AiR No. 6, February/2024, 1] .

China: Hong Kong lawmakers advance

highly criticized Article 23 Security Law

(ms) Hong Kong lawmakers have completed the initial

review of the proposed Article 23 security law, bringing

the controversial legislation one step closer to

enactment. The swift progression of the bill through

the legislative process has raised alarms among critics,

who fear severe implications for the city's freedoms

and autonomy.

The draft law, which aims to address issues related to

treason, sedition, and state secrets, has been met with

widespread condemnation since its unveiling by the

Hong Kong government mid-March (see AiR No. 11,

March/2024, 2). Critics argue that its broad and vague

wording could enable authorities to suppress dissent

and curtail freedom of expression, fearing that it would

align itself closer and closer with mainland standards.

Despite mounting criticism, the legislation has

advanced rapidly through Hong Kong's legislature, with

lawmakers completing the initial review following

marathon meetings. This swift progression

underscores the government's determination to push

the law through, despite concerns about the legitimacy

of the consultation process and the lack of adequate
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time for public input. [Hong Kong Free Press] [South

China Morning Post]

China-Hong Kong: Jimmy Lai's firms

accused of aiding global protest campaign

(ms) During a hearing of the Jimmy Lai national security

trial, activist Andy Li provided testimony implicating

that two companies associated with media mogul

Jimmy Lai played a key role in a global advertising

initiative amid Hong Kong's 2019 pro-democracy

protests. Li, who admitted to colluding with foreign

forces, detailed the alleged involvement of Lai's

enterprises in financing the campaign known as "Stand

with Hong Kong" (SWHK).

The "Stand with Hong Kong" campaign emerged in the

wake of the anti-government protests that engulfed

Hong Kong in 2019, which describes itself as a group of

“individuals who have come together to fight for

freedom and democracy for Hong Kong.”

SWHK aimed to raise awareness about the democratic

aspirations of Hong Kong's citizens and garner

international support for their cause. Through a series

of advertisements placed in prominent international

newspapers and digital platforms, the campaign

highlighted the plight of Hong Kongers and their

demands for greater political autonomy and freedoms.

Li's testimony outlined how two companies

purportedly connected to Lai - LAIS Hotel Properties

Limited and Dico Consultant Limited - reportedly

facilitated advance payments for advertisements in

prominent international newspapers. These ads were

strategically placed ahead of the G20 summit in Japan.

Payment records presented in court indicated

transactions made by these companies to newspapers

such as The Guardian and The Washington Post.

However, Li's testimony has been met with skepticism

due to allegations of torture during his detention in

China, prompting concerns about the reliability of the

evidence presented. However, these doubts will

probably have no effect on the Hong Kong court, which

is taking an increasingly tough line against government

opponents.

If, as expected, the testimony is accepted, it would

likely constitute strong evidence of collaboration with

foreign forces, an offense Lai is accused of, among

others, and which could be punishable by life

imprisonment.  [Hong Kong Free Press 1] [Hong Kong
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Free Press 2] [South China Morning Post] [The

Guardian]

China-Hong Kong: Court sentences 12 to

jail over 2019 legislative storming

(ms) A Hong Kong court has issued jail terms ranging

from four to seven years to 12 individuals involved in

the storming of the city's legislature during the 2019

anti-government protests. The incident, marked by

violence including the smashing of windows and

defacement of government property, represented a

significant escalation in the unrest that engulfed the

city that year.

The defendants, facing charges of rioting, criminal

damage, and unlawful entry into the legislative

chamber, were convicted following legal proceedings.

Actor Gregory Wong and political activists Ventus Lau

and Owen Chow were among those sentenced, with

Wong receiving six years and two months and Lau and

Chow receiving terms ranging from 54 to 61 months.

Deputy Judge Li Chi-ho underscored the symbolic

significance of the legislative storming, noting its

impact on undermining the governance of Hong Kong.

[Deutsche Welle] [Reuters] [The Guardian]

China-Hong Kong: Court rejects appeal of

prominent pro-democracy activists

(ms) In a ruling delivered on March 14, a Hong Kong

court has upheld the convictions of three prominent

activists for their refusal to comply with a national

security police request for information. Chow Hang-

tung, Tang Ngok-kwan, and Tsui Hon-kwong, members

of the Hong Kong Alliance in Support of Patriotic

Democratic Movements of China, which has gained

international fame for organizing the annual vigil of the

victims of the Tiananmen incident, stood before the

High Court seeking to appeal their convictions and

sentences.

The trio, sentenced to four and a half months in jail last

March, had declined to comply with a notice from

national security police issued in August 2021.

At the heart of their defense was the assertion that the

Alliance was not a foreign agent and thus not obliged

to comply with the data request. However, the High

Court ruled that their convictions should stand,
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emphasizing that the prosecution need not prove the

organization's foreign agent status.

The refusal to comply with the notice, the judge

responsible noted, was a clear defiance from the

outset, as evidenced by an open letter presented to

the police commissioner announcing their stance.

Consequently, she deemed an immediate custodial

sentence as inevitable for deterrence.

With the Alliance disbanded and its members facing

legal battles, the landscape of dissent in Hong Kong

continues to deteriorate under the shadow of

tightened national security laws. [Hong Kong Free

Press]

China: Police committed to technology

upgrade

(ms) Chinese police departments are ramping up

efforts to enhance their capabilities through the

adoption of advanced technology, as they commit to

building "new quality combat capacity" for preventive

policing and improved efficiency. Coined by China's

Minister of Public Security Wang Xiaohong, this phrase

indicates a shift towards modernization within law

enforcement, focusing on the integration of hi-tech

solutions.

Following Wang's directive for the modernization of

local policing, provincial and city security forces are

prioritizing the utilization of big data to strengthen

frontline operations. Their goal is to anticipate and

mitigate various potential threats, including phone

scams, online gambling, and political rumors, as well as

activities deemed subversive.

Provincial leaders, such as Jiangxi's deputy governor,

have stressed the importance of comprehensive risk

management systems. Police chiefs across different

regions highlight the transition towards proactive and

integrated policing approaches through data

integration. Cities like Lanzhou in Gansu province are

already implementing pilot projects, utilizing extensive

camera networks and centralized command centers to

monitor residential areas.

This commitment to technological advancement aligns

with broader efforts in China to combat telecom fraud,

drug-related crimes, and enhance government

coordination through specialized innovation centers.

At the same time, however, it also represents the next

step in the ongoing expansion of the nationwide

surveillance apparatus, which is estimated to consist of
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600 million surveillance cameras and will become even

more potent through further modernization. [South

China Morning Post]

China: Skynet 2.0 Chinese new lunar

surveillance

(ms) Recent reports unveil China's plans to erect a

surveillance network on the lunar surface, drawing

inspiration from its domestic counterpart, Skynet. The

project officially aims to fortify the security of China's

forthcoming lunar base and monitor foreign activities

on the celestial body.

Skynet, renowned as the world's largest video

surveillance network, encompasses over 600 million

cameras strategically positioned across China,

epitomizing omnipresent surveillance. Leveraging the

insights gleaned from Skynet, Chinese aerospace

agencies, including the Lunar Exploration and Space

Engineering Centre of the China National Space

Administration (CNSA), are spearheading the

establishment of a lunar surveillance system.

The envisaged lunar surveillance apparatus will

comprise high-performance security cameras

equipped with AI-driven chips, weighing only 100

grams each. These cameras will operate in both visible

light and infrared zones, capable of autonomously

identifying, tracking, and responding to suspicious

activities. In case of anomalies, the system will

promptly trigger alarm signals, although specific

response measures remain undisclosed.

While the prospects of such an ambitious endeavor are

tantalizing, challenges loom large on the lunar horizon.

Surveillance cameras, mandated to endure the rigors

of space for at least a decade, must withstand intense

radiation and extreme temperature fluctuations.

Furthermore, efficient management of the copious

data generated by the surveillance network poses a

formidable task, necessitating the application of

cutting-edge technologies honed through China's

terrestrial Skynet project.

With China and the United States vying for lunar

dominance, the deployment of a Skynet-inspired

surveillance network on the moon could redefine the

geopolitical landscape of space exploration, signaling a

new era of lunar governance and security protocols. As

the race to establish lunar bases intensifies, the

implementation of comprehensive surveillance

mechanisms underscores China's commitment to
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lunar exploration and security. [Eurasian Times] [South

China Morning Post] [WIO News]

Japan: Dates of three House of

Representatives by-elections set

(sh) On March 15, it was announced that three by-

elections to fill vacant seats in the House of

Representatives will take place on April 28.

The by-elections will be held for seats in three districts

in Tokyo, Shimane, and Nagasaki. Before becoming

vacant, all were held by the ruling Liberal Democratic

Party (LDP) lawmakers.

The by-elections mark the first national elections since

the political funds scandal was unveiled late last year

(see AiR No. 48, November/2023, 4) that have seen

approval ratings for the Cabinet of Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida plunging to their lowest levels since

taking office in October 2021.   

The scandal revolves around two LDP factions that

failed to report over JPY 600 million (USD 4 million) in

revenue from fundraising activities, leading to the

establishment of illegal slush funds. It is suspected that

82 lawmakers associated with these factions received

kickbacks from these funds. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Ruling party to amend party rules

after fund scandal

(sh) On March 17, Japan's ruling Liberal Democratic

Party (LDP), decided to tighten penalties for lawmakers

embroiled in a political funds scandal, as part of

amendments to internal rules adopted at the party’s

annual convention.

The scandal revolves around two LDP factions that

failed to report over JPY 600 million (USD 4 million) in

revenue from fundraising activities, leading to the

establishment of illegal slush funds. It is suspected that

82 lawmakers associated with these factions received

kickbacks from these funds. The scandal has led to

approval ratings for the Cabinet of Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida plunging to their lowest levels since

taking office in October 2021.  

The revisions of the rules foresee that a lawmaker can

be urged to leave the party if an accountant of their

political group is arrested or if the lawmaker is

prosecuted for violating the political funds control law.
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They align with efforts to move away from factions that

have thus far served as vehicles for securing funds and

allocating major government and party posts to

lawmakers, while allowing such intraparty entities to

continue as "policy groups."

The amendments come as plans to revise the political

funds control law, known for enabling loopholes in

fund management, are underway in the ongoing

parliamentary session. [Kyodo News]

They also come ahead of the three by-election for

seats in the House of Representatives which are seen

as referendum on the LDP.

Japan: Former justice state minister

sentenced over election bribery

(sh) On March 14, former Japanese State Minister of

Justice Kakizawa Mito received a suspended jail

sentence for vote-buying charges related to a Tokyo

mayoral election. The Tokyo District Court issued a

two-year sentence, suspended for five years, for

violating the public offices election law.

Kakizawa was found guilty of paying or offering

approximately JPY 2.8 million (about USD 19,000) to

ten individuals, including Koto Ward assembly

members, to support candidate Yayoi Kimura in last

April's Koto Ward election. The candidate subsequently

won the election and assumed the position of mayor.

Additionally, Kakizawa was convicted of instructing

Kimura's campaign team to utilize paid online

advertisements, which violated the law. [Kyodo News]

[NHK]

Japan: Foreign intern training program to

be replaced

(sh) On March 15, Prime Minister Fumio Kishida's

Cabinet endorsed a plan to replace the criticized

technical intern training program with a new residence

status for foreign workers. The proposal aims to

improve conditions for foreign workers in Japan.

A bill will be presented to the Diet to amend the

Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Law,

introducing a training work status. One notable feature

of this status is the flexibility for foreign workers to

change jobs after one to two years of employment. The
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transition period between jobs will be determined by

each industry employing such workers.

Additionally, the training work visa will be valid for up

to three years. Foreign workers who acquire necessary

Japanese language and other skills may transition to

the specified skilled worker visa. The proposed

legislation also includes a provision allowing the

government to revoke the training work visa if

individuals intentionally evade taxes or social welfare

insurance premiums.

This move signals efforts to shift towards a more

transparent and fair system for foreign workers,

addressing human rights concerns raised about the

previous training program. [Asahi Shimbun]

Under the current technical internship system,

trainees are restricted in principle from changing

employers, a practice that has been accused of

fostering dependency on the employer and ensuing

infringement on the human rights of foreign nationals,

including instances of wage nonpayment and

excessively long work hours.

Japan: Streptococcal disease with 30

percent fatality spreads at record level

(sh) Japan is grappling with a rapid surge in a rare but

highly dangerous bacterial infection, which carries a 30

percent fatality rate. Experts have observed a

concerning uptick in cases of streptococcal toxic shock

syndrome (STSS), the most severe manifestation of

group A streptococcal disease, compared to the

previous year.

The National Institute of Infectious Diseases (NIID) has

expressed uncertainty regarding the sudden and

severe nature of these streptococcus-related illnesses.

NIID data has revealed a significant increase in STSS

cases, with 378 reported in just the first two months of

2024, affecting nearly all prefectures in Japan.

Contrary to conventional wisdom suggesting higher

risk for older individuals, younger demographics have

experienced more fatalities, with approximately one-

third of patients under 50 succumbing to the infection

between July and December 2023.

To curb further spread, Japan's health ministry has

advocated for stringent hygiene measures akin to

those implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic.

[The Guardian]
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Japan: Amendment of sea areas to

generate more wind power

(sh) On March 13, the Japanese government amended

the "Act on Promoting the Utilization of Sea Areas,"

extending the zone for establishing offshore wind

farms to the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).

The move is in line with Japan's ambitious goals of

achieving 10 GW of offshore wind capacity by 2030 and

30-45 GW by 2040, including floating wind projects, as

part of its commitment to achieving net-zero emissions

by 2050.

The amended legislation allows wind farms to be

situated farther from the coast than previously

permitted, expanding beyond territorial and internal

waters. Successful bidders can now utilize sea areas

within Japan's territorial waters for up to 30 years.

While fixed-bottom offshore turbines are prevalent in

current installation sites, floating turbines are

anticipated to become more common in the EEZ.

According to estimates from the Japan Wind Power

Association (JWPA), the EEZ presents approximately 3.5

times more potential for offshore wind power

compared to onshore wind. [Offshore Wind]

Japan: Central bank scraps negative

negative interest rate policy

(sh) On March 19, the Bank of Japan (BOJ), the

country’s central made a historic decision to abandon

its negative interest rate policy, marking its first rate

hike in 17 years.

This move signals a significant shift from the central

bank's decade-long strategy to combat deflation.

Instead, the BOJ aims to maintain short-term interest

rates within a narrow range of zero to 0.1 percent, as it

believes achieving stable 2 percent inflation is within

reach. [Kyodo News]

The BOJ’s decision came a after Japan's largest

corporations agreed to elevate wages by 5.28 percent,

marking the most significant salary increase in more

than three decades, as revealed by Rengo, the

country's principal union coalition representing some

seven million workers.

Policymakers anticipate that substantial wage hikes will

invigorate household expenditure and foster sustained
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economic expansion. Notably, employees at prominent

enterprises had sought a 5.85 percent raise, crossing

the 5 percent threshold for the first time in three

decades. Analysts, anticipating a surge exceeding 4

percent, were surprised by the robust increase,

following last year's 3.6 percent spike, which itself

stood as a three-decade high. [Reuters]

Shortly ahead of Rengo’s announcement, Japan’s

central bank, amid considerations to end its eight-year-

long negative interest rate policy, had emphasized that

the timing of this transition hinges on the results of the

annual wage deliberations.

Since February 2016, the BOJ had maintained a -0.1

percent interest rate on specific deposits by financial

institutions to stimulate price growth. [Nikkei Asia]

[NHK]

Japan: New Yasukuni Shrine chief priest

appointed

(sh) On March 15, Japan's Yasukuni Shrine appointed

Umio Otsuka, a former military commander, as its

chief priest.

This decision marks the first time since 1978 that a

retired military figure assumed such a role. The last

chief priest from the military, Nagayoshi Matsudaira,

had enshrined 14 convicted war criminals alongside

the millions of war dead honored at the shrine.

Visits to the shrine by senior Japanese politician have

always drawn criticism from countries such as South

Korea, which was under Tokyo's colonial rule from

1910-1945, and China, which Japan invaded.

A move that is likely to anger Beijing and Seoul,

Otsuka's appointment coincided with Tokyo’s and

Seoul's efforts to strengthen security cooperation amid

rising tensions with China, Russia, and North Korea,

supported by their ally, the United States. [Reuters]

Japan: Aging nuclear reactor runs again

(sh) On March 15, a Japanese court ruled that a nuclear

reactor, operational for over 40 years in central Japan,

can continue running despite residents' safety

concerns.

The Osaka High Court upheld a previous decision

rejecting residents' calls to halt the No. 3 unit of Kansai
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Electric Power Co.'s Mihama power plant. The court

found no specific danger, denying an injunction sought

by seven residents from Fukui, Shiga, and Kyoto

prefectures.

They argued the reactor's ability to withstand

earthquakes was questionable due to its proximity to a

fault line. However, the court stated the facility met all

safety standards set by the Nuclear Regulation

Authority following the 2011 Fukushima crisis. [Kyodo

News]

Japan: Courts rule ban on same-sex

marriage unconstitutional

(sh) On March 14, the Sapporo High Court and the

Tokyo District Court ruled that Japan’s ban on same-

sex marriage was unconstitutional, bolstering the call

for legalizing same-sex marriage in the country.

While activists celebrated the rulings, they cautioned

that the crucial step of legalizing same-sex unions

ultimately rests with lawmakers, as the courts are not

vested with the power to overturn Japan current

marriage law which defines marriage as a union

between a man and a woman.

Presently, Japan stands as the sole G7 nation without

full recognition or legal protection for same-sex

couples. Prime Minister Fumio Kishida's administration

faces mounting pressure, with public support for

same-sex unions reaching up to 70 percent.

Nonetheless, Kishida has encountered resistance

within his own party, hindering efforts to enact

reforms. While his government has passed anti-

discrimination laws based on sexuality, critics argue

they fall short of acknowledging marriage equality. As

of now, the government has yet to unveil plans for

revising marriage legislation. [BBC]

Mongolia: Cabinet approves draft on anti-

corruption action plan

(fg) On March 14, the cabinet decided to submit a draft

of an action plan for a national anti-corruption

initiative to the parliament.

The aim of the program is to address corruption and

abuse of power through a set of clearly defined, long-

and medium-term measures, thereby restoring public

trust in the government. The program includes
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planned measures for the years 2023 to 2030 to

implement the corruption-fighting goals set by the

parliament last year.

The success of the program depends on cooperation

between the public and private sectors, civil society

organizations, international organizations, media, and

citizens. The implementation of the program is

expected to foster a culture of zero tolerance towards

corruption and a robust system for reporting

misconduct. [Montsame]

Already in May of the previous year, the Mongolian

government, particularly through the then Justice

Minister Khishgeegiin Nyambaatar, committed to

addressing widespread corruption in the country with

"great urgency." [Asiatimes]

This commitment followed the exposure of a major

corruption scandal related to coal exports to China and

the misuse of education loans, sparking anti-

corruption protests (see AiR No. 5, January/2023, 5).

[Guardian] [Global Voices]

Mongolia: Forum opened to discuss

challenges for Ulaanbaatar

(fg) On March 14, the "Ulaanbaatar-Regional

Development” Forum was opened at the State Palace.

Under the "Year of Supporting Regional Development"

proclaimed by the government for 2024, this forum will

discuss both the problems and solutions relating to the

capital and its development in the context of regional

development policy.

The aim was to draw up a development concept for

Ulaanbaatar for the next 30 years. The major

challenges are traffic congestion and environmental

pollution, energy security and urban planning in

general for the large urban population in relation to

the small area. Overall, almost half of the country's

population lives in Ulaanbaatar (47.6 percent), while

the city accounts for only 0.3 percent of Mongolia's

total territory.

In the four thematic areas, which include

infrastructure, housing, governance and regional

economic integration, there was an exchange between

government representatives, commercial sectors,

international organizations, and scholars to discuss the

problems and solutions in these areas.

In addition to the challenges facing the capital, the

government is also planning a concept for regional
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development to develop the rural regions economically

in such a way that there is less rural exodus towards

Ulaanbaatar.  [Montsame]

North Korea: Paratroop exercises carried

out

(dql) As reported by North Korea’s state media Korean

Central News Agency, the North Korean military

conducted paratroop drills last week, supervised by

leader Kim Jon-un.

The exercises came on the heels of the most recent

annual US-South Korean Freedom Shield drills military

exercise. [KCNA] [DW]

Meanwhile, a new North Korean warship has made its

first appearance at a naval base on the east coast,

indicative of Pyongyang finally deploying the corvette

after a lengthy development.

The new warship is said to be a 250-foot (77-meter)

naval corvette, assumed to have been deployed for use

in training or patrols. [NK News]

North Korea: Missiles launched

(dql) On March 18, North Korea fired short-range

ballistic missiles towards its eastern waters, known as

the Sea of Japan.

Pyongyang’s move came as US Secretary of State

Antony Blinken prepared to address the 3rd Summit

for Democracy hosted by South Korea from March 18-

20.

It also came only days after the US and South Korea

completed the 11-day annual Freedom Shield joint

military drills which saw twice as many troops as last

year involved (see AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1).

North Korea has persistently condemned joint US-

South Korea military exercises describing them as

rehearsals for an invasion. [Al Jazeera]

On the same day, North Korea also carried out salvo

tests of a “super-large” multiple launch rocket system

(MLRS), firing six 600mm rockets, which according to

North Korea state media, can be fitted with nuclear

warheads.
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The tests were overseen by North Korean leader Kim

Jong-un. [KNCA] [NK News]

South Korea: Parties withdraw

nomination of general election candidates

(oy) With the legislative elections two weeks away,

rivaling parties have scrapped candidate nominations

to increase their chances in the race for parliamentary

seats.

The ruling People Power Party (PPP) has withdrawn the

nomination of lawmaker Chung Woo-taik for the

upcoming April general elections due to allegations of

bribery.

On February 2024, a news outlet reported CCTV

footage showing Chung receiving an envelope,

allegedly containing cash, which he claimed to have

returned. However, the sender, a cafe owner, disputed

this claim. The PPP did not confirm whether Chung

received money, stating it is a matter for investigation.

Following Chung’s candidacy withdrawal, the PPP

recommended Seo Soung-woo, a former secretary to

President Yoon Suk Yeol, as a replacement candidate

for Chung’s district.

Additionally, the PPP also withdrew the nomination of

lawyer Do Tae-woo, for suggesting in a 2019 Youtube

video that North Korea might have influenced the 1980

Gwangju Uprising. The Gwangju Uprising was a

political demonstration in response to a coup d’etat on

May 17, 1980, which saw military dictator Chun Doo-

hwan taking power as South Korea’s President.

[Yonhap 1] [The Korea Times]

Meanwhile, the main opposition Democratic Party (DP)

has withdrawn the nomination of Chung Bong-ju, a

former DP lawmaker, over his past comments mocking

South Korean soldiers injured in a 2015 land mine

explosion.

On August 4, 2015, a land mine explosion occurred at

the the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) while eight South

Korean Army soldiers were on a scheduled scouting

mission. Two soldiers' legs were severed from the

explosion and investigation attributed the incident to

North Korea

Chung had been selected as the DP candidate for

Seoul’s Gangbuk-B constituency after winning the

party’s primary. However, the resurfacing of his
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remarks on a YouTube channel in 2017 mocking the

incident attracted public criticism. [Yonhap 2]

In addition, a satellite party linked to the Democratic

Party (DP) has excluded Lim Tae-hoon, a human rights

activist specializing in military issues, from its

candidate list for a proportional seat. This decision was

due to Lim’s refusal to fulfil his military service

obligation based on his religious beliefs, which caused

Lim to be convicted in 2004.

Lim argued that the party wrongfully equates

conscientious objection with evading military service.

Since a 2018 Supreme Court ruling, South Korea has

recognized religious and conscientious beliefs as valid

reasons for refusing mandatory military service and

offers alternative service options. [Korea JoongAng

Daily]

South Korea: PPP leader urged law

enforcement to summon back former

defense minister

(oy) On March 17, the ruling People Power Party leader

Han Dong-hoon has called for the immediate return of

former defense minister and current South Korea’s

Ambassador to Australia Lee Jong-sup.

Lee is currently under investigation for alleged

interference in a military probe into the death of a

Marine. Critics have argued that Lee’s appointment

and departure to Australia are attempts to help him

evade the investigation. Lee has stated he is willing to

return for questioning by the Corruption Investigation

Office for High-ranking Officials (CIO) and that criticism

of his ambassadorship appointment is politically

motivated and incorrect.

Earlier on March 14, President Yoon Suk-yeol's office

affirmed in a statement there were no plans to

withdraw Lee’s ambassadorship appointment. The

presidential office added that there were no issues

with Lee’s appointment. [Yonhap_1] [South Korea

Presidential Office]

In a separate comment, Han suggested that senior

presidential secretary Whang Sang-moo should resign

over intimidating remarks made to reporters, including

references to a 1988 journalist stabbing case and

allegations of North Korean involvement in the 1980

Gwangju uprising. The Gwangju Uprising was a political

demonstration in response to a coup d’etat on May 17,

1980, which saw military dictator Chun Doo-hwan

taking power as South Korea’s President. [Yonhap_2]
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South Korea: Concerns growing over

healthcare system collapse

(oy) There is growing concern in South Korea of a

healthcare system collapse after professors from at

least 16 medical schools agreed to resign en masse in

protest against the government’s decision to increase

medical school enrollment. Currently, over 90 percent

of South Korea’s 13,000 trainee doctors have been on

strike for nearly four weeks in protest of the

government’s plan. (see AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2)

Earlier on March 14, South Korean government

announced plans to increase the annual medical

school admission quota by 2,000 starting next year,

with 20 percent of the increase allocated to schools in

the capital area and 80 percent to those outside the

capital.

This plan, part of a broader medical reform initiative,

aims to address doctor shortages in rural areas and

essential medical fields, and reduce dependence on

Seoul’s top five hospitals for training doctors. President

Yoon Suk Yeol has called for swift implementation of

the reform and warned of a stern response to medical

school professors seeking resignation. The final plan

details are expected to be completed next month.

In response to the threat of medical professors

resigning en masse, Vice Health Minister Park Min-soo

accused them of blackmailing the public, reaffirming

the government’s plans to increase medical school

quota. [The Korea Times_1] [The Korea Times_2] [The

Korea Times_3] [Yonhap_2] [Yonhap_3]

South Korea: Government passes 2024

anti-terrorism plan

(oy) On March 14, the South Korean government, led

by Prime Minister Han Duck-soo, approved a series of

anti-terrorism plans for 2024.

The primary focus is on preparing for drone terrorism

aimed at major state facilities. The plans involve

improving the safety management of prevention

centers, setting up an information-sharing system, and

developing more infrastructure.

Han highlighted the political instability in regions like

the Middle East, especially with upcoming elections

worldwide. He also mentioned that domestic terror

threats, such as funding major terrorist groups and
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threatening important people, have been detected.

The South Korean government is analyzing potential

domestic terrorism patterns and conducting joint

training exercises with relevant agencies. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Military exercise held near

Yellow Sea border with North Korea

(dql) Large-scale military exercises were conducted on

March 15 around South Korea’s western border islands

near the Yellow Sea border with North Korean aimed

at practicing the deployment forces in the event of

North Korean provocations.

The Marines' quick maneuver force, the Navy landing

ship (LST-II), the MUH-1 Marineon helicopter, and the

Korean Assault Amphibious Vehicle (KAAV) as well as

Army helicopters were involved in the drills. [Yonhap]

Taiwan: Gathering on anniversary of

Sunflower Movement

(fg) On March 18, around 800 people gathered in front

of the Taiwanese parliament, the Legislative Yuan, to

commemorate the 10th anniversary of the Sunflower

Movement. The demonstration was organized by 30

NGOs.

The speakers, especially representatives of the Taiwan

Economic Democracy Union, continued to be critical of

close trade relations with China and demanded, for

example, that no negotiations should be entered into

with China that presuppose a "one-China principle".

[Taiwan News]

The Sunflower Movement was a large social movement

in Taiwan that erupted on March 18, 2014, in response

to the Cross-Strait Services in Trade Agreement (CSSTA)

with China, which the then ruling Kuomintang (KMT)

proposed for ratification in parliament. Student

activists occupied the Taiwan Legislative Yuan for 23

days, drawing attention to their concerns about

Taiwan's economic and political independence.

The movement was sparked by fears that the CSSTA

would increase China's influence on Taiwan, impact

political freedoms and lead to "mainlandization". At its

peak, it is estimated that up to 500,000 people

supported the student activists with rallies on the

streets.
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As a result of the protests, the KMT backed down on

April 6 and promised to suspend the ratification

process. On April 10, the student activists left

parliament. [The Diplomat]

The movement had a major impact on Taiwanese

politics and ushered in political change. Since then, the

KMT lost all presidential elections to the Democratic

Progressive Party, which supported the movement at

the time. Several student leaders were also elected to

political office.

Taiwan: Debate over absentee voting

after low voter turnout

(fg) In Taiwan, the introduction of mail-in voting is

being debated following the January 13 presidential

election that saw the second lowest voter turnouts

(71.68 percent) in history.

The opposition, predominantly the Kuomintang party

(KMT), has called for this change to allow citizens living

abroad or away from their registered residence to

vote, as Taiwan currently does not offer early voting,

drop-boxes, or mail-in voting.

In response, Prime Minister Chen Chien-jen and

Interior Minister Lin Yu-chang, however, stated that the

government currently has no plans to implement mail-

in voting. They argued that establishing such a system

would require significant enhancements to the

electoral framework and in-depth planning and

analysis to ensure the secrecy of votes and the

accuracy and fairness of election results. They see

mail-in voting as unsuitable under current conditions

for regular elections but mention its potential use in

referendums.

Critics, including KMT Chairman Eric Chu, argue that

the refusal to adopt mail-in voting denies millions their

right to vote, referring to over 100 countries that have

already introduced mail-in voting systems. [Taipei

Times] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Taipei City Councilor faces

corruption investigation

(fg) Taipei City Councilor Chen Chung-wen, a member

of the opposition party, Koumintang (KMT), was

arrested in a corruption scandal involving police

surveillance cameras. Prosecutors requested his
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detention, but the court refused and released him on

NTD 2 million (USD 63,250) bail.

It is alleged that Chen received up to NTD 10 million

(USD 316,000) from the Taiwan Intelligent Fiber Optic

Network Consortium (Taifo) to influence the price of a

CCTV system.

Investigators found that Chen pressured police officials

to agree to a higher budget for the camera deal.

The investigation involved several raids and

interrogations in which various people, including Chen

and Taifo CEO Lee Ching-huang, were questioned.

The court allowed Chen to leave the country once he

paid bail, a decision that is likely to be challenged by

prosecutors. [CNA, in Chinese] [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Inter-party communication

discussed between Tsai and TPP`s Ko

(fg) On March 15, Taiwan's President Tsai Ing-wen met

with the Chairman of the Taiwan People's Party (TPP),

Ko Wen-je, at the Presidential Office in Taipei.

At this meeting, they discussed the establishment of a

cross-party communication platform. The aim is to

reach a national consensus on important issues. Ko

supported the idea and emphasized the importance of

"social harmony" and "political reconciliation".

Pragmatic approaches to national defense and

Taiwan's pension reform are necessary fields for

interparty cooperation. Both spoke out in favor of a

gradual increase in the defense budget to 3 percent of

GDP.

They acknowledged that inter-party communication

and agreements should strengthen consensus within

society.

Tsai also expressed her wish to hold such an exchange

with Eric Chu, the chairman of the largest opposition

party, the Koumintang (KMT). [Presidential Office of

Taiwan, in Chinese] [Focus Taiwan].

The meeting between Tsai and Ko comes as the TPP

occupies a decisive role in political party landscape in

Taiwan.  In the parliamentary elections in January, it

received 8 seats in the parliament, making it the third

strongest party and the “king-maker” in legislation,

since neither the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
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(52 seats) nor the KMT (51 seats) could get the absolute

majority of seats in the 113-member legislature.

Last year, in the run-up to this year's presidential

elections, the KMT and TPP planned to put forward a

joint candidate to run against President-elect Lai

Chiang-te from DPP. However, this plan failed due to

disagreements (see AiR No. 48, November/2023, 4).

[BBC]

Taiwan: Proposal on allegiance oath for

Chinese spouses

(fg) Taiwan is currently discussing how to deal with the

naturalization of Chinese spouses. The main

opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT), has promised

to work towards facilitating the naturalization of

Chinese spouses in this legislative period by making it

possible to obtain a Taiwanese identity card after just

four years instead of the current six.

Critics, above all legislators from the ruling party

Democratic progressive party (DPP), see this as a risk

of more abuse in the Taiwanese health insurance

system.

Huang Jie, DDP legislator made another proposal in

this debate, according to which an examination and an

oath of allegiance should be required in a

naturalization procedure for spouses from China.

It is reported that Interior Minister Lin Yu-chang is not

averse to this proposal, pointing out that other

immigration countries such as the U.S., Canada or

Singapore require similar oaths in the naturalization

process. However, he also says that the realization of

this proposal also requires changes to the Nationality

Act. [Taiwan News]

The Minister for Mainland Affairs (MAC) Chui Tai-san

put the brakes on this proposal, stating that the

changes would result in unequal treatment of Chinese

spouses and spouses from other countries. [RTi, in

Chinese]

Taiwan: Court orders Kuomintang to

repay ill-gotten assets

(fg) Taiwan's Supreme Administrative Court has

rejected an appeal by the Kuomintang party (KMT) and

ordered the party to repay NTD 860 million (USD 27.2

million) (for ill-gotten assets.
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The Ill-gotten Party Assets Settlement Committee

(CIPAS) found that the KMT had illegally acquired

assets by trading up to 458 plots of land and real

estate. The majority of these were allegedly acquired

between 1957 and 1961 following the retreat to the

island of Taiwan after the lost civil war in 1949.

The case of Taipei's historic police building is

particularly prominent, as it was sold by the party

during the martial law period even though it belonged

to the public. Other buildings and land were

confiscated and resold cheaply, generating total

proceeds of NTD 860 million. A recently discovered

clerical error revealed that another state-owned

property was illegally sold by the KMT, which had

previously been overlooked.

In March 2017, CIPAS ruled that the land and

properties were "unlawful" and demanded that the

money be recovered for the state treasury. The party

protested this. The Supreme Administrative Court was

to decide in the last instance but ruled against the

party on March 14 this year. [Taiwan News] [Taipei

Times]
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Bangladesh: Government probe targets

opposition BNP amid concerns over rising

commodity prices

(ms) As Bangladesh grapples with soaring commodity

prices and concerns over market manipulation
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through hoarding or rouge trades, the government has

intensified its efforts to root out illicit activities, with a

particular focus on potential connections between the

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and market

syndicates.

The government's fight against illegal rice hoarding,

among other things, began immediately after the

election in January. In late January, Food Minister

Sadhan Chandra Majumder's highlighted that no

individual or entity would be exempt from prosecution

for engaging in illicit activities to manipulate food

prices. Prime Minister and Awami League President

Sheikh Hasina went even further and demanded "if

anyone hoards any goods from bad intention, we'll

have to take instant action against them through

mobile courts and if needed they will be sent to jail."

She also identified the BNP as a possible culprit, which

she said was conspiring against the government by

purposely trying to increase the prices of essential

goods.

The now announced investigation against the BNP is

the next step in this development, based on Awami

League General Secretary Obaidul Quader's

statements on March 14. During an exchange of views

at Awami League headquarters, Quader emphasized

the threat posed by syndicates linked to political

entities to the stability of the administration.

Therefore, in addition to direct action against the

syndicates, it is also necessary to investigate the BNP

as a potentially involved political actor and, if

necessary, to take action against them. [Daily

Observer] [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: BNP chairperson Khaleda Zia

to be taken to hospital after Ramadan

(ms) BNP Chairperson Khaleda Zia is set to undergo

medical evaluation once again, marking another

chapter in her ongoing health journey. Following her

recent discharge from Evercare Hospital after health

check-ups, Khaleda Zia will return for further

assessment after Ramadan, according to her press

wing officer Shamsuddin Didar.

The 78-year-old political figure has been grappling with

various health challenges, including liver cirrhosis,

arthritis, diabetes, and multiple organ-related issues.

Her medical saga has been a rollercoaster, punctuated

by hospitalizations, treatments, and occasional returns

home.
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Khaleda Zia's health issues date back to her

imprisonment in 2018. During the COVID-19 pandemic,

she was hospitalized temporarily and had to undergo

special treatments, which were also carried out by US

specialists. Despite her ailments, she remains an

important figure in Bangladesh's political landscape.

Her supporters are keeping a close eye on her medical

progress and hope that her health will improve and

she will recover. [Dhaka Tribune] [New Age]

Bangladesh: Jamaat Ameer Shafiqur

Rahman freed from jail

(lm) Bangladesh Jamaat-e-Islami Ameer Dr. Shafiqur

Rahman has been released from Kashimpur Central

Jail after serving approximately 15 months. Rahman,

who was imprisoned on various charges including

sabotage and anti-terrorism acts, was welcomed by

party members upon his release. His release came

after bail papers were processed and verified by jail

authorities. Rahman was arrested from his residence

in Dhaka in December 2022 and faced multiple charges

thereafter. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Local leader of ruling party’s

student wing hacked to death

(lm) An organizing secretary of the Chhatra League in a

sub-district of Bangladesh’s Tangail district was fatally

stabbed by unidentified assailants on March 18 while

returning home after offering prayers at a mosque.

The Chhatra League, formally known as the

Bangladesh Chhatra League (BCL), is the student wing

of Bangladesh’s ruling Awami League. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: ILO urges safety culture after

recent fires

(lm) The International Labour Organization (ILO) has

emphasized the critical need for stronger enforcement,

prevention, and safety culture in Bangladesh following

recent incidents revealed the consequences of

inadequate safety measures and lax oversight in

commercial buildings. [Dhaka Tribune]

Earlier this month, a massive fire in a multistory

building in the capital, Dhaka, claimed at least 46 lives

and injured dozens. The blaze started in a restaurant
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and spread rapidly, prompting a two-hour effort to

bring it under control. The cause is under investigation,

but safety lapses, including the absence of emergency

exits and gas cylinders stored unsafely, are suspected.

Bangladesh: LNG processing capacity to

outpace demand

(lm) According to a United Kingdom-based research

organization, Bangladesh is projected to have surplus

liquefied natural gas (LNG) regasification capacity by

the end of the decade, leading to increased fees similar

to capacity charges for power plants. [The Daily Star]

Regasification capacity refers to the capability of a

facility or unit to convert LNG back into its gaseous

form. Currently, Bangladesh has two floating storage

and regasification units (FSRUs) with a combined

annual capacity of 7.6 million tons (mtpa). The

government plans to add four more LNG terminal

projects, increasing capacity by an additional 21 mtpa.

However, despite signing long-term LNG purchase

agreements, Bangladesh faces challenges in utilizing its

regasification capacity due to issues such as

insufficient gas transmission pipelines and declining

natural gas production.

India: Elections to be held in seven phases

from April 19; results on June 4

(lm) India, the world's largest democracy, is gearing up

for its upcoming general election, scheduled to unfold

over a seven-phase period spanning 44 days, from

April 19 to June 1, with results expected on June 4.

Additionally, four states—Arunachal Pradesh, Andhra

Pradesh, Odisha, and Sikkim—will witness

simultaneous parliamentary and legislative assembly

elections, with results announced concurrently on June

4. Moreover, bypolls for 26 assembly constituencies

will complement the main electoral event. [Al Jazeera]

[TIME]

At the heart of this electoral saga lies Prime Minister

Narendra Modi, vying for an unprecedented third

consecutive term. Modi has set ambitious targets for

his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), aiming for 370 seats,

while envisioning 400-plus for the National Democratic

Alliance (NDA), which the BJP spearheads in the 543-

member lower house of parliament.
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Should Modi triumph, he would join the esteemed

ranks of India's independence hero, Jawaharlal Nehru,

as the only prime minister to secure a third

consecutive term. Ahead of the election dates'

revelation, Modi and the BJP have been in full-fledged

campaign mode, with the prime minister traversing the

nation extensively, inaugurating projects, engaging in

religious ceremonies, and addressing public

gatherings.

However, Modi faces a challenge from the Indian

National Developmental Inclusive Alliance (INDIA), a

coalition of two dozen opposition parties, led by the

Indian National Congress. Despite its formation last

year, the alliance grapples with internal discord and

seat-sharing dilemmas, impeding its ability to present

a unified front against the BJP.

India: Government moves to implement

controversial citizenship bill that excludes

Muslims

(lm) India has introduced rules to enforce a

contentious citizenship bill, which has sparked

widespread debate and protests. The Citizenship

(Amendment) Act (CAA), passed in 2019, facilitates

expedited citizenship for immigrants from neighboring

countries like Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan,

with the notable exception of Muslims. The law

specifically targets religious minorities such as Hindus,

Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis, and Christians, who face

persecution in these countries. [CNN] [Deutsche Welle]

The recent announcement of rules by the Indian

Ministry of Home Affairs sets the stage for the

implementation of this law. Prime Minister Narendra

Modi, known for his Hindu nationalist stance, has

expressed support for the bill, viewing it as a means to

fulfill a promise to safeguard persecuted minorities.

Home Minister Amit Shah commended Modi for

fulfilling this commitment, emphasizing the protection

provided to non-Muslim communities residing in

neighboring countries.

However, opposition parties, Muslim groups, and

rights activists argue that the CAA creates a two-tier

citizenship system, favoring non-Muslims and

marginalizing Muslims. Critics also express concerns

about the timing of the law's implementation, seeing it

as a tactic to polarize voters along religious lines ahead

of general elections.

On March 15, the Supreme Court announced that it

will hear a series of petitions challenging the CAA and
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the recently introduced rules that had been filed

following the government's official notification of the

rules. [JURIST]

Critics also accuse Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)

of promoting a Hindu nationalist agenda that

prioritizes the interests of Hindus over other religious

groups. The BJP's ideological roots lie in India's Hindu

right-wing movement, which envisions India as a Hindu

nation. Since Modi's ascension to power, there have

been increasing concerns about the erosion of

secularism and democratic values, with minorities

feeling marginalized and targeted under the BJP's

governance.

Recent events, such as the demolition of mosques and

the inauguration of a Hindu temple on a disputed site

in Ayodhya, further illustrate the deepening religious

divisions in India. While these actions are celebrated by

many Hindus, they exacerbate tensions and alienate

the Muslim minority, intensifying fears of religious

discrimination and sectarianism.

India: Election Commission publishes

election donation data after court order

(lm) On March 14, India's Election Commission

unveiled details of significant political donations,

shedding light on the considerable financial advantage

enjoyed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Bharatiya

Janata Party (BJP) in the lead-up to the national

elections. These disclosures highlighted the critical role

of electoral bonds, a method of political funding that

allowed donors to contribute anonymously through

certificates purchased from the State Bank of India

(SBI). [The Straits Times]

According to the revealed data, the BJP emerged as the

largest recipient of electoral bonds, garnering nearly

48 percent of all bonds cashed by political parties

between April 2019 and January 2024, totaling

approximately USD 730 million. In contrast, the main

opposition party, Congress, received significantly less,

around USD 171 million, representing only 11 percent

of the total. Notable donors included prominent Indian

companies such as ArcelorMittal, Vedanta, and Bharti

Airtel, further emphasizing the BJP's financial backing.

The legality of electoral bonds was called into question

in February when India's Supreme Court declared the

scheme unconstitutional, citing concerns that it

undermined voters' rights to transparency regarding

political funding sources. However, despite these

concerns, the released data did not provide clarity on
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which individual or corporate donors were financing

specific parties, leaving the source of funding

ambiguous.

India: Supreme Court refuses to stay

appointments of two new Election

Commissioners

(lm) India’s Supreme Court has declined to issue a stay

on the appointments of two Election Commissioners,

Sukhbir Singh Sandhu and Gyanesh Kumar, despite

objections raised by petitioners regarding the lack of

transparency and potential favoritism demonstrated

by the government. [The Hindu]

The appointments were made under the provisions of

the Chief Election Commissioner and other Election

Commissioners (Appointment, Conditions of Service

and Term of Office) Act of 2023. This Act grants

considerable authority to the government in the

selection process of Election Commissioners.

Petitioners argued that the appointments were rushed

and made while a challenge to the law was pending in

the Supreme Court. Petitioners highlighted various

irregularities in the appointment process, including the

alleged manipulation of the selection committee and

the violation of the 2023 Act's provisions regarding

transparency and opportunity for discussion among

committee members.

The court, however, was not persuaded, citing that

legislative enactments are not typically stayed. The

case was adjourned to March 22, coinciding with the

expected announcement of parliamentary election

dates by the Election Commission of India.

India: Court to examine allotment of

symbols to unrecognized parties on ‘first

come, first served’ basis

(lm) In India, the Supreme Court has decided to

examine the Election Commission of India's practice of

allotting symbols to unrecognized political parties on a

'first come, first served' basis. This decision came in

response to a plea filed by the Naam Tamilar Katchi

(NTK), which complained that its allotted symbol had

been given to another party. The court issued notices

to both the Election Commission and the party that

received the symbol originally assigned to the NTK.

[The Hindu]
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India: Samajwadi Party declares

candidates in six Uttar Pradesh seats

(lm) The Samajwadi Party (SP), a political party

primarily active in the state of Uttar Pradesh, has

announced its candidates for six parliamentary seats in

the state for the upcoming elections. Notably, the SP

allocated the Bhadohi constituency to the Trinamool

Congress, with Lalitesh Pati Tripathi likely to contest

from there. [The Hindu]

Founded in 1992 by Mulayam Singh Yadav, the SP has

been known for its focus on social justice, secularism,

and empowerment of the lower socio-economic strata.

Over the years, it has formed governments in Uttar

Pradesh multiple times and has been a key player in

the state's political landscape. Mulayam Singh Yadav

and his son, Akhilesh Yadav, have been prominent

leaders of the party, serving as Chief Ministers of Uttar

Pradesh at different times.

India: EV import tax with USD 500 million

investment to be lowered

(lm) India announced on March 15 that it will reduce

import taxes on certain electric vehicles (EVs) for

companies committing to significant investment and

establishing a manufacturing plant within three years,

potentially aiding Tesla's entry into the market. [South

China Morning Post]

Companies meeting these criteria will benefit from a

lower tax rate of 15 percent on imported EVs priced at

USD 35,000 and above, compared to the current tax

rate of 70 percent to 100 percent. Import of EVs at the

reduced rate will be allowed for up to five years, with a

cap of 8,000 vehicles per year. The government's

revenue loss from reduced duties will be limited to the

investment made by the company or approximately

USD 800 million, whichever is lower.

India: Government extends ban on Jammu

and Kashmir Liberation Front for five

years

(fd) The Indian government has extended the ban on

the Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) for

another five years under the Unlawful Activities

(Prevention) Act. According to the Union Home
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Minister Amit Shah, the JKLF continues to participate in

activities that foster terror in the union territory of

Jammu and Kashmir which had led the administration

to declare the party an “unlawful association”.

Additionally, four factions of the Jammu and Kashmir

Peoples League were also banned for similar reasons.

[Mint]

Founded in 1977, the JKLF is a political organization

that advocates for the independence of the region of

Jammu and Kashmir from both India and Pakistan. The

group renounced violence in 1994. In May 2022, JKLF

leader Yasin Malik was sent to life imprisonment after

being found guilty of “terrorist” acts, including illegally

raising funds, membership in a terrorist organisation,

criminal conspiracy, and sedition. The court prosecutor

had sought the death penalty for Malik, who had

pleaded guilty to all charges.

India: Jammu and Kashmir administration

increases 10 percent reservation for new

tribes and 8 percent for Other Backwards

Classes

(fd) The administration in Jammu and Kashmir has

given the four tribes Gadda Brahmin, Koli, Paddari

Tribe and Pahari Ethnic group 10 percent reservation

which increases the overall reservations for Scheduled

Tribes in the Union Territory to 20 percent. 15 new

castes have been classified under Other Backwards

Classes and their reservations have been increased to

eight percent.

The bills including these amendments had been

passed in February 2024. [The Hindu] [Economic

Times]

India: Army raises first Apache helicopter

squadron in Jodhpur

(lm) India is bolstering its defense capabilities along the

Pakistan border in western Rajasthan by deploying six

Boeing Apache AH-64E fighter helicopters. These

helicopters, equipped with advanced weaponry such

as AGM 114 Hellfire anti-tank missiles and Stinger

missiles, will join a new squadron in the Army Aviation

Corp. This move follows a previous agreement where

Boeing delivered 22 Apache AH-64Es to the Indian Air

Force in 2020. [Business Today]
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India: Defence ministry signs USD 34.68

million contract with HAL for Dornier

aircraft upgrade

(lm) India’s The Ministry of Defence (MoD) has signed a

contract worth USD 34.68 million with Hindustan

Aeronautics Limited (HAL) for the midlife upgrade of 25

Dornier patrol aircraft of the Indian Navy. This upgrade

will incorporate state-of-the-art avionics systems and

primary role sensors, enhancing the aircraft's

operational capability for maritime surveillance and

other roles. [The Hindu]

Additionally, the MoD recently signed a contract worth

USD 96.88 million with HAL for the acquisition of 34

Dhruv Advanced Light Helicopters (ALH) MkIII, with 25

for the Army and nine for the Coast Guard. These

helicopters are designed for various roles, including

search and rescue, troop transportation, maritime

surveillance, and pollution response.

India: Defence minister inaugurates new

Navy headquarters

(lm) Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh officially

inaugurated Nausena Bhawan, the new headquarters

of the Indian Navy, situated in Delhi Cantonment. This

inauguration signifies a pivotal moment for the Indian

Navy, as it transitions from operating out of 13

disparate locations to having a centralized and

purpose-built headquarters. [The Hindu]

India: Four properties attached to ISIS

module case in Pune

(fd) The National Investigation Agency (NIA) has

connected four properties in Mithanagar in the Pune

ISIS module case to terrorist activities. On March 17, a

raid way conducted by the NIA under the Unlawful

Activities Prevention Act (UAPA).

In July 2023 three wanted persons had been arrested

in connection with a heavy explosion case in Rajasthan

in 2022. [Hindustan Times]

The Maldives: Amendment proposed

allowing parliament to appoint members

of Election Commission
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(lm) The Maldives Democratic Party (MDP), which

currently controls a simple majority of seats in

Parliament, has proposed an amendment to the

Elections Commission Act, aiming to shift the authority

of appointing members of the Elections Commission

(EC) from the President to the legislator. The proposed

amendment seeks to empower the parliament to

select EC members after reviewing candidates who

apply for the position. [The edition]

This move comes after President Mohamed Muizzu

recently nominated Hassan Zakariyya, currently the

secretary general of the Maldivian poll body, for the

vacant position of Vice Chair of the EC.

The Maldives: Environmental Protection

Agency fines Construction Ministry

(lm) The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) of the

Maldives has fined the Ministry of Construction and

Infrastructure with nearly USD 13,000 USD for violating

the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report

during the execution of a road development project on

the Lhaviyani atoll. The agency stated that the ministry

allowed aspects of the project that were restricted by

the EPA in their EIA concept. [The Sun]

The Maldives: Extended reregistration

period results in three foreign polling

booths

(aa) After voter reregistration was opened for another

six days to adapt to the postponed elections, sufficient

registrations were attained in three different countries

outside of the Maldives. Enough voters applied in

India, Sri Lanka, and Malaysia inducing the

establishment of ballot boxes in each of these

countries for the upcoming parliamentary elections.

[Sun Online] [AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]

The Maldives: Independent Committee to

advise Ministry of Housing

(aa) An independent five-member Committee was set

up to offer guidance to the Ministry of Housing, Land,

and Urban Development on housing schemes for land

plots and flats. After the Anti-Corruption Commission

(ACC) shed light on ineligible flat holders under the flat

allocation scheme ‘Gedhoruveriya’ of the former
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administration, the project came to a halt. The new

committee was given a mandate by President

Mohamed Muizzu to review current application lists so

as to ensure objectivity and fairness in housing

allocation. [The edition]

The Maldives: Siraj elected President of

Bar Council

(lm) Hussain Siraj has been elected as the new

President of the Bar Council, filling the vacancy left by

the passing of former President Ismail Visham in

January. In the election for the Bar Council's executive

committee, Siraj secured 224 votes, defeating his

opponent Mohamed Faisal, who received 172 votes.

Siraj, a well-known lawyer, has represented high-

profile civil cases and advocated for some of the

country's largest companies. Additionally, Ahmed

Shifau was elected to the Bar Council's Executive

Committee, running unopposed, with 248 lawyers

voting in favor and 88 against him. A total of 991

lawyers were registered to vote in the elections.[The

edition]

The Maldives: Launch of Air Corps to

sustain surveillance operations

(aa) Maldives has launched the Maldives National

Defence Force (MNDF) Air Corps in charge of aerial

surveillance of space and ocean territories. The

inauguration at Maafaru International Airport was

supervised by President Mohamed Muizzu who

reiterated his pledge to monitor the Exclusive

Economic Zone (EEZ) 24/7. Recently acquired Turkish

drones introduce the deployment of Unmanned Aerial

Vehicles (UAV) into the service of the Defense Force.

Apart from surveillance operations, the Corps is

employed to secure national strategic installations and

critical infrastructures, as well as assist in search

operations for missing persons and vehicles during

domestic emergencies. [The President’s Office] [AiR No.

11, March/2024, 2]

UAV’s use in intelligence and surveillance missions is

regulated by the Civil Aviation Act and Rules.

Information gathered during their surveillance

activities remains confidential and will only be shared

with respective authorities under certain

circumstances such as in sea rescue operations or

disaster management. Despite Maafaru International
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Airport serving as the primary operational base, the

drones will be positioned nationwide. [PSM News]

The Maldives: Chief of Defence Force

Abdul Raheem to retire in April

(lm) In the Maldives, the Chief of Defence Force,

Lieutenant General Abdul Raheem Abdul Latheef, is set

to retire from the army next month as he reaches the

maximum age limit of 60 years prescribed by the Army

Act. Abdul Raheem was appointed as the Chief of

Defence Force in November 2023, coinciding with

President Mohamed Muizzu's assumption of office.

[The edition]

Nepal: Prime Minister Dahal wins third

no-confidence vote in three months

(lm) Nepal's Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal

secured a vote of confidence in the lower House of

Parliament on March 13, marking his third consecutive

victory in 14 months. This came after his Communist

Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre) ended its alliance with

the Nepali Congress and formed a new partnership

with the opposition Communist Party of Nepal (Unified

Marxist–Leninist) (UML). [The Kathmandu Post]

[Reuters]

The new coalition controls 161 seats in the 275-

member House. However, despite obtaining a majority,

Dahal's success was tempered by a significant decline

in support compared to previous confidence votes. In

January 2023, Dahal garnered 268 votes of confidence,

followed by 172 in March of the same year. However,

during last week's vote, he only managed to secure 157

votes, a significant decline that underscores the

growing skepticism surrounding his leadership. 110

lawmakers voted against him.

Nepal: Authorities take action on gold

smuggling; officials arrested, CIB chief

reassigned

(lm) In Nepal, swift action has been taken by the

government following a report by a high-level probe

commission led by a former High Court judge on gold

smuggling. This action includes the arrest of the vice-

chairman of the ruling party and the son of a former

vice president, as well as the reassignment of Kiran
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Bajracharya, the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB)

chief.

The report highlighted serious negligence by the CIB in

investigating two significant gold smuggling cases and

recommended the prosecution of seven individuals,

including former Lower House Speaker Krishna

Bahadur Mahara, in connection with the smuggling.

Furthermore, the commission advised action against

Kiran Bajracharya for his failure to probe Mahara,

then-director general of the Department of

Immigration Jhalak Ram Adhikari, and former Nepal

Police chief Sarbendra Khanal. [The Himalayan Times]

In response to the government's decision to act upon

the report's findings, police arrested Dipesh Pun, who

had been evading arrest despite suspicions of his

involvement in a major gold smuggling case last year.

Pun, serving as the General Secretary of the All Nepal

National Independent Students’ Union (Revolutionary),

a sister organization of the ruling CPN (Maoist center),

was taken into custody. [myRepublica]

Additionally, ex-Speaker Mahara, also the vice-chair of

the ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre),

was arrested on March 18 in connection with the gold

smuggling case. The Kathmandu District Court

remanded him to four days in custody, but due to

health concerns, the court permitted him to stay at a

hospital during this period. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, legal proceedings have been initiated

against Jivan Kumar Gurung, an advisor to former Vice

President Pun, for his alleged involvement in

smuggling 138 kilograms of gold through the

Tribhuvan International Airport (TIA) in 2022 and 2023.

Gurung has been released on bail of roughly USD

11,200 by the Kathmandu District Court. [The

Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Prime minister’s brother, Narayan

Prasad Dahal, elected upper House chair

(lm) Narayan Prasad Dahal, the younger brother of

Nepal’s Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal, has been

elected as new chair of Parliament’s upper House,

securing 39 votes in the 59-member chamber to win

the position. [The Kathmandu Post]

With a political background dating back to the 1980s,

Dahal has served in various capacities, including as

central committee member of the Maoist party in

1997. He entered Parliament after the reinstatement of

the House of Representatives following the 2006
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People’s Movement, which marked the end of the

autocratic monarchy and the establishment of a

democratic republic in Nepal. Dahal was elected to the

first Constituent Assembly in 2008.

Of note, while the support of the ruling coalition

parties secured Dahal's victory, his prior nomination

had resulted in brewing discontent within the Maoist

Centre, precisely because Prime Minister Dahal

unilaterally decided to nominate his brother for the

upper house chair. Party members had expressed

frustration over the choice, which they perceived as

nepotistic. [AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]

Nepal: Coalition taskforce submits draft

of common minimum programme

(lm) In Nepal, A crossparty taskforce within the ruling

coalition has submitted a draft of the common

minimum programme (CMP), a guideline for governing

the coalition government, to the top leaders of the

ruling parties. The draft emphasizes safeguarding the

constitution, economic development, and prosperity,

addressing the country's economic crises, instilling

hope and trust in the people, and protecting

sovereignty and territorial integrity. It also focuses on

economic growth, social justice, good governance, and

the promotion of a digital economy. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Three new provincial heads sworn

in

(lm) Nepal’s President Ramchandra Paudel has

appointed and sworn in new heads for three provinces

in Nepal: Sumitra Bhandari for Madhesh Province, Dilli

Raj Bhatta for Gandaki Province, and Najir Miya for

Sudurpaschim Province. This decision came after the

government recommended the removal of the

previous heads to ensure alignment with the federal

government's decisions, following changes in the

federal government's composition. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court orders parties not

to abuse proportional representation

system
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(lm) The Supreme Court of Nepal has instructed the

government and political parties to nominate

lawmakers under the proportional representation

system in accordance with the constitution's principles.

This decision follows a petition filed last year by a

senior advocate who alleged that political parties are

misusing the system by selecting individuals who are

closely aligned with party leadership rather than

representing marginalized communities as intended by

the constitution. [The Kathmandu Post]

Although the court dismissed the petition, it

emphasized the importance of adhering to Article 42 of

the constitution, which mandates inclusive

representation in state bodies for a wide range of

groups, including socially backward women, Dalits,

indigenous people, minorities, persons with

disabilities, marginalized communities, Muslims,

backward classes, gender and sexual minorities,

youths, farmers, laborers, oppressed citizens, and

indigenous Khas-Arya members.

Nepal: Supreme Court orders government

to appoint leaderships at transitional

justice bodies

(lm) In Nepal, the Supreme Court has instructed the

government to initiate the selection process for

leadership positions in the long-defunct transitional

justice commissions, the Truth and Reconciliation

Commission (TRC) and the Commission of Investigation

on Enforced Disappeared Persons (CIEDP), within a

month. This directive, issued in response to a writ

petition mandates the formation of a five-member

selection team led by a retired justice to appoint

chairpersons and members to the TRC and the CIEDP.

[The Kathmandu Post]

The two commissions were established in Nepal in

2015 with the aim of addressing the human rights

violations and crimes committed during the country's

decade-long civil war, which lasted from 1996 to 2006.

However, both commissions have been inactive since

July 2022 due to a lack of leadership appointments.

Despite assurances of progress, the government has

failed to pass an amendment bill necessary for

appointing new office bearers.

While the TRC has registered 63,718 complaints, there

are around 2,400 cases registered with the CIEDP.
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Nepal: Opposition Nepali Congress seeks

probe into home minister over

cooperative scam

(lm) In Nepal, several opposition lawmakers, including

from the main opposition Nepali Congress, are

demanding an investigation into Deputy Prime Minister

and Home Affairs Minister Rabi Lamichhane over his

alleged involvement in a cooperative fund misuse in

Pokhara. [The Kathmandu Post]

Lamichhane stands accused of embezzling hundreds

of millions of rupees from various cooperatives,

allegedly in collusion with Gitendra Babu Rai, the

former chairman of the Gorkha Media Network, the

parent company of a television channel where

Lamichhane served as a managing director.

The Nepali Congress has expressed concerns about

Lamichhane's appointment, citing a conflict of interest,

as Nepal Police, under the ministry's jurisdiction, is

investigating his involvement in the embezzlement

case. Despite opposition, the Rastriya Swatantra Party,

a junior partner in the ruling coalition, has urged the

Congress to accept Lamichhane as home minister,

while the Rastriya Janamorcha, a minor opposition

party, has demanded his dismissal to ensure a fair

investigation into the cooperative fraud.

Nepal: Madhesh Chief Minister Yadav

removes Congress ministers, inducts one

from UML

(lm) The chief minister of Nepal’s Madhesh province,

Saroj Kumar Yadav, has reshuffled his Cabinet by

removing three ministers of the Nepali Congress and

appointing a minister from the Communist Party of

Nepal (Unified Marxist–Leninist) (CPN-UML). Saroj

Kumar Yadav, a CPN-UML provincial assembly

member, was sworn in as Minister for Physical

Infrastructure and Development. [The Kathmandu

Post]

The changes were prompted by recent shifts in the

coalition at the central level, which saw the the

Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre) of Prime

Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal breaking ties with the

Nepali Congress and realigning with the hitherto

opposition CPN-UML. [AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1]
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Nepal: Bringing back citizens serving in

Russian army difficult, foreign minister

says

(lm) In Nepal, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for

Foreign Affairs Narayan Kaji Shrestha acknowledged

challenges in repatriating Nepali citizens serving in the

Russian army amid the ongoing war in Ukraine.

Complications persist as both Russia and Ukraine have

not shared details with Nepal, while efforts to bring

back Nepali nationals remain hindered by the ongoing

war. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

On a more positive note, the minister recently

announced that Russia has agreed in principle to

terminate the contracts of Nepali citizens serving in the

Russian Army. Shrestha stated that the Nepali Embassy

in Russia is coordinating with Russian authorities to

finalize the modalities. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Kathmandu says about 200 of its citizens are fighting

for the Russian army, but lawmakers and rights’

campaigners say those official estimates vastly

underestimate the real numbers, with some

suggesting figures as high as 14,000 to 15,000 Nepalis

involved [see AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1]. As per the

latest official data, a total of 33 Nepalis serving in the

Russian army have lost their lives in clashes with

Ukrainian forces thus far. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Pakistan: Prime Minister Sharif holds

icebreaker meeting with opposition PTI

leader

(lm) Pakistan's newly elected Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif on March 13 met with Ali Amin Gandapur, a

senior leader of former Prime Minister Imran Khan's

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party and the chief

minister of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province, marking

the first attempt at reconciliation between the political

rivals after February's contested elections. [Al Jazeera]

Despite Gandapur's previous reluctance to attend

Sharif's oath-taking ceremony, both leaders

demonstrated a conciliatory stance during their

encounter. Prime Minister Sharif assured Gandapur

that his government would address the legitimate

demands of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, a province that

shares a border with Afghanistan. Additionally, Sharif

expressed openness to engaging with Imran Khan,

who has been imprisoned since August last year.
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Speaking against this backdrop, Pakistan's President

Asif Ali Zardari praised the meeting between Sharif and

Gandapur, calling it a positive step towards political

reconciliation. Zardari emphasized the need to bridge

political divides and restore faith in the democratic

process. [ThePrint]

At the same time, underlying tensions persist,

particularly regarding the PTI's allegations of electoral

irregularities favoring Sharif's Pakistan Muslim League-

Nawaz (PML-N). The PTI has lodged legal challenges

against the election results, contending that the polls –

which led to the coalition comprising the PML-N and

the PPP – were rigged to disadvantage their party. In

fact, the lead-up to the polls saw PTI facing crackdowns

and restrictions, while other parties campaigned freely.

Additionally, prison authorities on March 12 issued a

sudden two-week ban on all meetings and visits to

Khan, citing security concerns, a move that the PTI

condemned as unconstitutional and aimed at isolating

their leader. The ban was prompted by unspecified

security threats to the prison complex. [Voice of

America]

Pakistan: Court cancels arrest warrants of

Prime Minister Sharif’s nephews in graft

references

(lm) An anti-corruption court in Pakistan canceled the

arrest warrants for Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif’s

nephews on March 14 in three corruption cases linked

to the Panama Papers scandal. Hassan and Hussain

Nawaz, the two brothers, returned to Pakistan two

days before the court’s decision, following the

suspension of the arrest warrants against them. This

cleared the final obstacle for their safe return to the

South Asian nation. [Arab News] [Business Recorder]

[The Times of India]

The Panama Papers were a massive leak of documents

from a Panamanian law firm in 2016, which revealed

how wealthy individuals, including politicians and

public officials, used offshore accounts to evade taxes

and launder money. Hassan and Hussain Nawaz were

named in three corruption cases related to their

offshore assets uncovered in the Panama Papers. They

left Pakistan in 2016 and lived in self-imposed exile in

the United Kingdom after being named in these cases.

Their father, former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif,

returned to Pakistan last year after nearly four years of

self-imposed exile, and his previous convictions were

overturned.
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Pakistan: Brother of former ISI chief sent

to jail in corruption case

(lm) Naib Tehsildar Najaf Hamid, the brother of the

former chief of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence,

retired Lieutenant General Faiz Hamid, was sent to

Adiala Jail in Rawalpindi on a 14-day judicial remand in

a corruption case. The court rejected his pre-arrest bail

plea and ordered his detention after allegations of

accumulating assets beyond his known source of

income, corruption, and misconduct. [Geo News]

Pakistan: PML-N supremo Nawaz chairs

three administrative meeting of Punjab

government

(lm) Former three-time Prime Minister of Pakistan and

leader of the ruling Pakistan Muslim League (PML-N),

Nawaz Sharif, recently surprised many by chairing

three administrative sessions of the Punjab provincial

government – despite not holding any official position

in either the provincial or federal government. Sharif

issued directives on various infrastructure projects and

relief packages, raising questions about his role.

[DAWN]

The PML-N secured 220 votes in the Punjab Assembly

out of 371 during the elections in February [see AiR No.

9, February/2024, 4]. Previously, Sharif chaired

provincial meetings during his tenure as prime

minister and when his brother Shehbaz Sharif was the

chief minister of Punjab. In light of this, his daughter,

incumbent Punjab Chief Minister Maryam Nawaz

Sharif affirmed her father’s authority by stating,

"Because it is Nawaz Sharif’s government."

Pakistan: Teachers in Quetta hold protest

against non-payment of salaries

(lm) Faculty members, academic staff, and other

employees of Balochistan University staged a protest

against the university administration due to the non-

payment of salaries for three months. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Prime Minister Sharif reviews

five-year roadmap for economic progress
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(nw/lm) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

recently chaired a high-level review meeting to discuss

a five-tear roadmap aimed at enhancing the country's

economic progress. The overarching objective of this

roadmap is to tackle pressing economic challenges,

including inflation reduction, poverty alleviation, and

the generation of employment opportunities across

the nation. [The Express Tribune]

During the meeting, the prime minister emphasized

the imperative need for widespread consultation with

stakeholders representing various sectors of the

economy to ensure that the plan is robust and

inclusive. Of particular importance to the Sharif was

the swift implementation of initiatives designed to

accelerate growth in key sectors such as agriculture,

livestock, information technology, foreign investment,

and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

Pakistan: Government sets up committee

to trim pensions, development

expenditure

(nw) In Pakistan, the government has formed a new

committee aimed at reducing its size and streamlining

spending on pensions and the Public Sector

Development Programme. This move, however, has

drawn criticism as it only addresses around 16 percent

of this year's budget. Notably, Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif has excluded the defense budget and interest

payments, which together constitute nearly two-thirds

of the USD 82 billion federal budget, from the

committee's purview. [The Express Tribune]

Additionally, the finance ministry has recently revised

the budget deficit target to USD 30.6 billion due to

increased estimates for interest payments in the fiscal

year. Interest expenses are now projected to reach

USD 30.0 billion, surpassing the allocated USD 26.3

billion. During the initial seven months of the fiscal

year, the government has already spent USD 16.78

billion on interest payments, exceeding its net income

for that period.

Pakistan: Central bank keeps interest rate

on hold at 22 percent

(lm) The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) maintained its

key interest rate at 22 percent in its latest policy

meeting, consistent with expectations, due to ongoing

inflation risks. Despite a slight easing of inflation in
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February, the rate remained high, prompting the SBP

to continue its cautious monetary stance. [Reuters]

The government's inflation forecast for the fiscal year

ending in June has been raised to 23-25 percent due to

increasing gas and electricity prices. Inflation reached a

record high of 38 percent in Pakistan last May but

eased to 23.1 percent in February, still on the higher

side mostly due to high food and energy costs. Though

newly elected Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has

announced a USD 40 million Ramadan relief package,

there is a history of heightened food inflation during

Ramadan in Pakistan. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Biggest IT Park to be set up in

Islamabad

(nw) The Capital Development Authority (CDA), a civic

organization responsible for the development and

management of the federal capital territory of

Islamabad, plans to develop Pakistan's largest

Information Technology Park (IT Park) through a

public-private partnership, following Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif's push to boost IT exports. [Nation]

[Geo News]

The project allows international IT and telecom

companies and universities to rent the building

premises as well as offering various facilities, including

workspaces for freelancers and startups. Private IT

companies will finance the construction of the IT Park

and rent office space.

Pakistan: Two cops killed, one injured in

targeted attack

(lm) Two police officers were killed and another injured

in a terrorist attack in Peshawar, Pakistan, when

militants opened fire on a police vehicle in the Machni

Gate area. [Arab News]

Pakistan has seen an increase in militant violence,

particularly in its western provinces of Khyber

Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan bordering Afghanistan.

Recent security operations in North Waziristan

resulted in the killing and injury of several militants.

Sri Lanka: SLPP expresses concerns over

President’s direct dealing with individual
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MPs

(aa/lm) Sri Lanka’s main ruling coalition party, the Sri

Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP), has expressed

concerns to President Ranil Wickremesinghe about his

direct engagement with individuals within the party,

bypassing its established hierarchy. [Daily Mirror]

President Wickremesinghe, who leads the United

National Party controlling only two seats in the 225-

member parliament, relied on the SLPP's support,

which currently holds 106 seats, to secure his

presidency. The historic alliance between the two

parties before the early 2023 polls marked a significant

development, bringing together the island's main

political factions in the Sinhala polity, which have

historically vied for power for over seven decades.

However, the SLPP has faced growing unpopularity,

particularly due to the economic crisis leading to the

ousting of then-President Gotabaya Rajapaksa in 2022.

As Sri Lanka approaches presidential elections

scheduled between September and October this year,

the SLPP has yet to formally decide on its support for

President Wickremesinghe. Simultaneously, the

president himself, who won the parliamentary vote but

lacks a popular mandate, has not confirmed his

candidacy.

Despite this, several SLPP MPs occupying ministerial

positions in the government continue to back the

President, with Chief Government Whip Prasanna

Ranatunga openly endorsing Wickremesinghe's

candidacy. However, recent discussions between the

president and SLPP leaders Mahinda and Basil

Rajapaksa concluded inconclusively, with the SLPP

leaders seeking clarity on two crucial policy matters:

the alienation of national assets and power devolution

[see AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2].

In a noteworthy interview, Basil Rajapaksa suggested

that holding parliamentary elections before

presidential ones could prevent any single party from

monopolizing political power, thereby fostering a more

balanced parliament. Rajapaksa expressed concerns

about the potential for excessive power accumulation

if the presidential election were to result in victory,

citing the SLPP's landslide win in the 2019 presidential

election and subsequent acquisition of a two-thirds

majority in the 2020 parliamentary elections. He

emphasized that concentrating both the presidency

and a two-thirds majority in one party is not ideal.

[EconomyNext]
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Sri Lanka: New political alliance in the

making

(lm) Dayasiri Jayasekera, a former general secretary of

the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) has announced the

formation of a new political alliance named the

Humanitarian People's Alliance (Maanushika Janatha

Sandanaya). The alliance comprises 18 political parties

and civil society organizations. Jayasekera stated that

several SLFP MPs would join the alliance, emphasizing

the need for a left-of-center alternative within the

country's political landscape. [The Island Online]

The SLFP is one of the major political parties in Sri

Lanka. It was founded in 1951 by S.W.R.D.

Bandaranaike, who later became the country's Prime

Minister and was assassinated in 1959. The party led

the country to independence from British colonial rule

in 1948 and has been a dominant force in Sri Lankan

politics for much of the country's post-independence

period.

In April 2022, amid street demonstrations against the

Rajapaksa administration and a looming political

turmoil, the SLFP announced its intention to adopt

political neutrality and to independently participate in

future elections, distinct from the Sri Lanka Podujana

Peramuna, the largest party in Sri Lanka’s parliament.

Sri Lanka: Three-day debate on no-

confidence against House Speaker

(lm) In Sri Lanka, party leaders on March 19 decided to

debate a no-confidence motion against Speaker

Mahinda Yapa Abeywardena for three days. [Daily

News]

This development comes after Sri Lanka's opposition

earlier this month declared its intention to present a

motion of no-confidence against Speaker

Abeywardena during the upcoming parliamentary

session, marking an unprecedented event in the

country's parliamentary history.

The motion revolves around allegations of the

Speaker's misconduct during the passage of the Online

Safety Act, with opposition groups accusing him of

neglecting his duties. With the Anti-Terrorism Bill

looming, there are concerns that similar conduct from

the Speaker could harm the country's international

standing.
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Sri Lanka: Former Health Minister seeks

bail before High Court

(aa) Keheliya Rambukwella, Sri Lanka’s former Health

Minister, has filed a bail application with the Colombo

High Court seeking release from custody during the

ongoing legal proceedings. In an effort to secure

compensation for his arrest, Rambukwella also filed a

Fundamental Rights petition against the Criminal

Investigations Department (CID). [News First] [The

Island]

Rambukwella is currently in remand custody along

with seven other suspects for their alleged

involvement in the counterfeit human immunoglobulin

scandal. The procurement of fake immunoglobulin

consignments by the Health Ministry resulted in

adverse reactions among patients in various hospitals

across Sri Lanka. [AiR No. 52, December/2023, 4]

Sri Lanka: Lawmaker moves Supreme

Court to seek equal treatment of

Employees Provident Fund members

(lm) A lawmaker of Sri Lanka’s main ruling Sri Lanka

Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party has filed a petition

with the Supreme Court seeking equal treatment for all

members of the Employees Provident Fund (EPF). The

petition highlights discrepancies in interest payments,

citing that EPF members received 9 percent interest in

2022, whereas members of the Central Bank Provident

Fund received 29.27 percent – despite similar

contributions. The petition requests the SC to rectify

the situation by transferring funds and recalculating

interest rates to ensure equitable treatment for EPF

members. [The Island]

Sri Lanka: Cardinal alleges 1,500 pages

missing from presidential commission

report on Easter Sunday attacks

(aa) In Sri Lanka, Archbishop Malcolm Cardinal Ranjith

has claimed that over 1,500 pages of evidence are

missing from the soft copy of the report of the

Presidential Commission of Inquiry (PCoI) on the Easter

Sunday attacks, provided to the Church by the

government. He accused the government of

withholding information provided by key witnesses

and deliberately transfiguring public perception of

investigations. Government authorities repudiate all
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accusations stating that the Church received the

entirety of the PCoI report. [The Island]

The PCoI on the Easter Sunday attacks was established

in Sri Lanka to investigate the series of coordinated

bombings that occurred on April 21, 2019. These

attacks targeted churches and luxury hotels, resulting

in the deaths of over 250 people and injuring hundreds

more. The PoCI’s report, released in early 2021,

detailed numerous failures within the security

establishment, including lapses in intelligence sharing

and coordination among relevant authorities. [AiR No.

10, March/2024, 1]

Archbishop Ranjith alleges that the missing pages

contain key witness testimonies, including those of the

wife of Zahran Hashim, a radical Islamist preacher and

the mastermind behind the Easter Sunday attacks.

Hashim was the leader of the National Thowheed

Jamaath (NTJ), a local extremist group with ties to the

global jihadist movement. The archbishop also

criticizes that other findings, in particular Hashim’s

dealings with the Directorate of Military Intelligence

(DMI) are not taken into account by the PCoI.

Sri Lanka: Environmentalists protest

against Adani Group wind farm project

(lm) Environmental groups in Sri Lanka are increasing

their opposition to a proposed renewable energy

project in Mannar, accusing political parties of

disregarding its detrimental environmental, social, and

economic consequences. Of note, the project, a 250

MW onshore wind power project is being developed

and currently owned by a subsidiary of the Adani

Group, India's ports-to-power conglomerate. Post

completion of the construction, the project is expected

to get commissioned in December 2024. [The Island]
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Brunei: Shortage in technical talent

confirmed

(dql) During a parliamentary hearing Brunei’s Minister

at the Prime Minister’s Office and Minister of Finance

and Economy II conceded that the country will face a

shortage of graduates with technical and vocational

education training and national higher diploma

qualifications in case Brunei is successful with planned

foreign direct investment.

The minister’s statement was made in response to a

query in the Legislative Council, Brunei’s unicameral

legislature, whether local workforce numbers were

adequate to meet the demands of future industries.

During the parliamentary hearing, it was noted that an

unemployment rate of 5.2 per cent is quite high for

Brunei’s population of nearly half a million. [The Star]

Cambodia: Senate approves waterway,

maritime bills

(lvw) On March 12, the Cambodia Senate approved a

draft law on waterway transport as well as an

amendment to the t.

While the amendment to the Marrakesh Agreement of

the World Trade Organisation includes a Fisheries

Subsidy Agreement that seeks to ensure the

sustainability of marine resources, the draft law on

water transport is supposed to pave the way for the

development of the water transportation and

navigation sector. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Land dispute in Preah Vihear

province leads to clashes and arrests
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(lw) In northwestern Preah Vihear province a long-

standing land dispute reached a head as police, forest

officials and security forces arrested 29 people,

including farmers, activists and 12 women. A

Cambodian court has charged them with illegally

occupying state land and clearing forest land and

claiming it for ownership.

During clashes between authorities and activists,

authorities are reported to have used tear gas to

disperse the crowds. After the violent clash, the

provincial governor promised that a portion of the

disputed land would go to villagers, with land being

divided amongst 100 local families.

This crackdown, as with a series of other land rights

disputes in Cambodia concerns an economic land

concession site. In 2011 the plot of land in question

was given to Seila Damex, a Phnom Penh based private

rubber company. Formalized in 2001, the economic

land concessions allow recipients, often private

companies, to clear land for “industrial agricultural

exploitation”. 

With economic land concessions affecting thousands

of people and worries that they can lead to

deforestation and dispossession, Am Sam Ath of the

rights group Licadho emphasizes “Land disputes

remain an issue of concern”, particularly given the fact

that a significant portion of the country’s land records

were destroyed in the 1970s by the Khmer Rouge, Pol

Pot’s communist regime. As a result of recollection and

displacement in the wake of the genocide, people

often settled and farmed land without title. [Free Radio

Asia][The Cambodian Daily] [The Star]

Cambodia: Senior military officers

demoted after accepting bribes

(lvw) Cambodia’s Ministry of National Defense has

demoted three senior commanding officers Royal

Cambodian Armed Forces for accepting bribes. The

three officers in question are deputy commanders of

Svay Chrum district military police.

The bribes were given by a group of drug users who

had been arrested in early March and were paid to

ensure their release. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Military police launch anti-

deforestation campaign
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(lvw) Launched on March 12 Cambodia’ National

Military Police are conducting an intensive month-long

campaign against illegal encroachment of state land

and deforestation. The operation is being conducted in

Pursat province by 300 military police officers.  [Phnom

Penh Post]

Indonesia: Protesters in Jakarta demand

president’s resignation amid election

controversy

(jb) Hundreds of Indonesians flooded the streets of

Jakarta on March 18, demanding President Joko

Widodo ouster, accusing him of electoral fraud and

interference. The protest, organized by the National

Coalition to Save Democracy, took place outside the

elections commission headquarters, coinciding with

the impending release of official results from last

month's national polls.

Critics allege that Jokowi manipulated the February 14

presidential election in favor of his son Gibran

Rakabuming Raka, running mate of Defense Minister

Prabowo Subianto. Despite the contentious

atmosphere, the demonstration remained largely

peaceful, with participants voicing their grievances

through banners and chants.

Fawwaz Ihza Mahenda, a prominent student leader,

emphasized the erosion of democratic principles

under Jokowi's leadership, citing concerns over

institutional integrity and electoral transparency.

Authorities are on high alert as tensions simmer, with

fears of further unrest mounting ahead of the

anticipated election results announcement later this

week. [Benar News]

Indonesia: Baswedan to challenge

election results

(jb) Anies Baswedan, a contender in Indonesia's recent

presidential election, has announced plans to

challenge the election results in the Constitutional

Court. Baswedan, who came in second, alleges state

interference and lack of neutrality during the February

14 election. 

While unofficial counts indicate Defense Minister

Prabowo Subianto's victory with 58 percent of the vote,

Baswedan asserts irregularities must be addressed.
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His move follows the Indonesian Democratic Party of

Struggle's decision to seek a parliamentary

investigation and legal action. Watchdogs corroborate

concerns, citing alleged fraud and misuse of state

resources.

The national election commission is expected to

announce official results by March 20. [The Diplomat]

Indonesia: Misleading video circulating

online alleging politician's allegiance

(jb) A video circulating on social media purportedly

showing Indonesian politician Surya Paloh aligning with

presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto after the

2024 elections has been debunked. The footage

actually dates back to 2019 and doesn't reflect recent

events accurately.

The misleading clip falsely portrays Surya cozying up to

Prabowo, fueling speculation amid ongoing political

shifts. Surya, chairman of the NasDem Party, remains

in Anies Baswedan's coalition, countering claims of his

defection to Prabowo's camp.

As of March 12, Surya Paloh and his party NasDem

maintain their stance within their current coalition,

amid ongoing speculation and misinformation. [AFP]

Indonesia: Finance regulator unveils new

regulations to bolster tech innovation in

financial sector

(jb) Indonesia's finance regulator, the Financial Services

Authority (OJK), has unveiled new regulations aimed at

bolstering technological innovation in the financial

sector, set to encompass cryptocurrencies by January

2025. The guidelines provide a roadmap for banks,

insurance firms, and other financial entities to navigate

advancements in technology, emphasizing digital

innovation's impact on various financial products and

services.

Crucially, the regulations encompass activities

involving digital financial assets, including

cryptocurrencies, marking a proactive step in

preparing for the transition of crypto oversight to OJK

by 2025. Collaborations with current regulators, Badan

Pengawas Perdagangan Berjangka Komoditi (Bappebti)

and Bank Indonesia, are underway to facilitate this

shift smoothly.
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Furthermore, OJK's international engagements with

financial authorities from Malaysia, Singapore, and

Dubai underscore efforts to develop a robust

framework for crypto policy, fostering collaboration

and setting the stage for a coordinated approach to

digital asset regulation on a global scale. [CoinDesk]

Indonesia: Methane emissions from coal

mines significantly underreported

(jb) A recent report by Ember, a London-based think-

tank, has highlighted significant underreporting of

methane emissions from coal mines in Indonesia. The

findings suggest that the country's official estimates

are nearly seven times lower than independent

analyses indicate.

Indonesia, as Southeast Asia's largest country, employs

outdated measurement methods and excludes

emissions from underground mines, the report

reveals. This discrepancy not only jeopardizes

Indonesia's international commitments to reduce

methane emissions but also poses serious

environmental risks due to the explosive nature of

methane leaks.

The report indicates that while Indonesia officially

reported 128 kilotons of coal mine methane emissions

in 2019, independent analyses suggest emissions could

be as high as 875 kilotons. Furthermore, Indonesia's

participation in the Global Methane Pledge, aiming to

reduce methane emissions by 30 percent by 2030,

could face scrutiny due to this underreporting.

Experts stress the importance of accurate monitoring

and data accessibility to achieve global climate goals.

With Indonesia being the world's largest thermal coal

exporter, addressing methane emissions from coal

mining is crucial for mitigating climate change. [Benar

News]

Indonesia: Controversy surrounds new

capital project, eviction notices spark

backlash, Benar News reports

(jb) Indonesia's plan to relocate its capital to Borneo

has ignited fresh controversy, with civil society groups

decrying authorities' actions regarding recent eviction

notices, Benar News reports.
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Dozens of families residing in the vicinity of the

proposed Nusantara National Capital were abruptly

ordered to demolish their homes within seven days,

drawing comparisons to past displacements under the

Suharto regime.

Critics argue that the rushed eviction process

threatens the indigenous population's cultural heritage

and violates their rights. Activists demand amicable

solutions, emphasizing the importance of not

constructing the new capital at the expense of local

communities' well-being.

Despite hurdles, the project has seen renewed investor

interest following the recent general election. With an

expected surge in investments, authorities aim to

expedite development while addressing concerns over

displacement and ensuring equitable compensation

for affected residents. [Benar News]

Indonesia:  Tax incentives to drive electric

vehicle growth introduced

(jb) In a bid to accelerate the development and

adoption of electric vehicles (EVs), Indonesia's Ministry

of Finance has unveiled a series of tax incentives.

These measures aim to bolster domestic production

and sales of EVs, capitalizing on the nation's vast nickel

reserves, essential for EV battery production.

The incentives include a removal of luxury tax on EVs

for 2024, import tax waiver until 2025, and a reduction

in value-added tax (VAT) on EV sales. Additionally,

consumers purchasing EVs with over 40 percent locally

sourced components will enjoy a significant VAT

reduction. By 2027, the local content requirement will

increase to 60 percent.

Businesses investing in EV manufacturing facilities or

transitioning existing facilities to EV production stand

to benefit from luxury sales tax exemptions.

Indonesia's ambitious targets include becoming the

third-largest producer of electric batteries by 2027 and

producing 600,000 EVs by 2030, signalling a concerted

effort to position the nation as a major player in the

global EV market. [ASEAN Briefing]

Indonesia: Floods and landslides displace

over 15,000 children and 40,000 families

(jb) Recent floods and landslides in Sumatra have

displaced over 15,000 children and 40,000 families,
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Save the Children reports. Save the Children warns of

Indonesia's susceptibility to climate change, citing

extreme weather events like droughts and floods.

With heavy rains persisting and more expected, the

situation remains dire. At least 263 people have died,

with over 11 still missing, prompting evacuation of

77,000 individuals. Coastal regions face heightened

risks due to rising sea levels. Damage to infrastructure

has compounded rescue efforts, underscoring the

urgent need for aid.

Save the Children, alongside local partner Yayasan

Jamari Sakato, has mobilized supplies including food,

water, and shelter. Fadli Usman of Save the Children

has noted the necessity of immediate action to

mitigate climate impacts and stressed the importance

of working to limit global warming. [Save the Children]

Laos: Special court in Golden Triangle

region to be established

(wn) Laos' highest court is establishing a special court

in the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone to tackle

scam-related businesses and human trafficking. An

agreement has been reached to establish a local

People's Court office within the zone, with officials in

the nearby Bokeo province collaborating to set up the

new court.

The Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone,

established in 2007, has turned into a hub for

gambling and tourism in the northern province of

Bokeo, Laos. It has become a popular spot for Chinese

citizens, with investors building hotels, casinos, and

factories. However, it has also gained notoriety for

criminal activities like drug trafficking and prostitution.

The Golden Triangle SEZ management board granted

Bokeo provincial police oversight of a detention centre

in the zone. Officials from the Office of People's

Supreme Prosecutor visited the zone to discuss

establishing a prosecutor's office. The People's

Supreme Court would directly oversee the planned

court.

Some believe that the special court could speed up

criminal cases, while others suggest enhancing the

existing system of transferring criminal cases to the

local People's Court in Bokeo province. [RFA]
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Laos: Action to restore education funding

urgently needed

(wn) According to a World Bank report, Laos must

urgently equip children and young people with the

necessary economic growth and poverty reduction

skills. Despite improved education access, substantial

gaps remain, and COVID-19, financial difficulties, and

budgetary decisions have undermined progress. Public

financing for education has halved as a share of GDP

from its peak in 2013 to around 2 percent of GDP in

2022, and unemployment has reduced incentives for

households to demand quality education.

Alex Kremer, the World Bank Lao PDR Country

Manager, suggests that education's share of the state

budget should be increased to strengthen education in

Laos. The sector needs to use the available resources

effectively to promote learning.

Urgent attention is required in three areas to avoid a

lost decade of education in Laos. These areas include

comprehensive economic and fiscal reforms, efficient

allocation of educational resources, and better

teaching methods, learning materials, school financing,

and infrastructure. [Lao News Agency]

Laos: Savannakhet Province faces

backlash after ban on production and use

of coal

(wn) Savannakhet Province has stopped all coal

production and use, causing controversy and

discontent among residents, especially those in rural

areas. A March 14 announcement of the provincial

office prohibits wood cutting, burning, selling, and

transporting coal within the province, with violators

facing penalties.

The decision has faced criticism, with residents in rural

areas arguing that alternative cooking methods must

be provided. Social media platforms have been flooded

with complaints, highlighting the importance of coal

for rural livelihoods. [The Laotian Times]

Laos: Last year's extreme weather calls

for building disaster resilience

(lvw) Laos’ Deputy Prime Minister General

Chansamone Chanyalath chaired a recent meeting to
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review the devastation of the Laos 2023 bout of

extreme storms, floods, landslides and wildfires.

The 76 extreme weather and fire events of last year

had a devastating effect on the people and the

environment of Laos, affecting 125 districts across 16

provinces and over 100,000 households. The damage

and havoc extended to hit numerous schools,

hospitals, road infrastructure and agricultural

farmland.

Poor and rural and agricultural workers were hardest

hit, particularly in Vientiane Province where large fires

burned large swathes of land and forest. The

aftermath of these disasters and the scale of

destruction is illustrating the extent of damage,

estimated at over LAK 1.114 billion (approximately USD

53.5 million). [Laotian Times] 

Given the country’s location along the Mekong delta it

experiences high climate vulnerability which has the

potential to cut across social, economic and

geographic lines.  New government commitments aim

to enhance crisis response capabilities at both local

and regional levels, increase aid delivery programs and

facilitate land restoration projects of flooded

agricultural lands. Expanding and fortifying natural

disaster resilience and ensuring post‐disaster recovery

will define 2024 for both the Lao leadership and the

hundreds of thousands of citizens who were affected

by last year's combined disasters. The government

plans to expand earthquake monitoring systems,

hydrological stations and centralize information about

national water resources. Such commitment to

strategic improvement highlights a step towards

safeguarding lives and livelihoods when crisis hits.

Malaysia: Disbursements for troubled

littoral combat ship (LCS) project

disclosed

(ba) Defense Minister Datuk Seri Mohamed Khaled

Nordin disclosed in parliament on March 13 that the

government has disbursed a total of USD 1.5 billion for

the troubled littoral combat ship (LCS) project thus far.

This amount represents 62.49 percent of the overall

project cost, which stands at USD 2.4 billion. Khaled

clarified in a written parliamentary reply to Ikmal

Hisham Abdul Aziz, a Member of Parliament from

Tanah Merah, that these payments were made in

accordance with the contract terms.

Ikmal inquired about the latest expenses for the LCS

project and whether they encompassed the debt of
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Boustead Naval Shipyard Sdn Bhd (BNS), now renamed

Lumut Naval Shipyard (Lunas). In response, Khaled

stated that the debt of BNS falls outside the

jurisdiction of the Ministry of Defense and is under the

purview of the new company set to take over BNS. He

also mentioned that construction on the LCS resumed

following the signing of the sixth additional contract on

May 26, 2023. As of January 2024, progress on the

project, including design, construction, equipment, and

testing, has reached 67.57 percent.

The LCS project has faced scrutiny in recent years due

to delays and cost escalations, with the initial budget of

USD 1.28 billion ballooning first to USD 1.96 billion and

eventually reaching USD 2.4 billion. Additionally, the

delivery target of six ships was revised down to five,

with a new delivery schedule set for August 2026, April

2027, December 2027, August 2028, and April 2029.

The prolonged delay prompted government

intervention, resulting in the acquisition of BNS at a

cost of USD 2.4 billion through the Ministry of Finance's

special purpose vehicle, Ocean Sunshine Bhd.

In a separate written parliamentary response to Ikmal,

Khaled announced that the Ministry of Defense is in

the process of procuring Littoral Mission Ship Batch 2

(LMSB2) for the Royal Malaysian Navy through direct

negotiations with a Turkish government-linked

company, Savunma Teknolojieri Muhendislik (STM),

using a government-to-government approach (G2G).

Khaled noted that approval from the Ministry of

Finance was secured on January 18. Subsequently, the

Ministry of Defense issued a letter of intent to STM on

February 5, with STM expressing readiness to engage

in negotiations on February 8. The ministry is presently

engaged in detailed discussions regarding the

specifications offered and will proceed with price

negotiations before finalizing the procurement. [Astro

Awani]

Malaysia: Syed Saddiq caught off guard by

Muhyiddin's Perikatan roadshow

announcement

(ba) Syed Saddiq Abdul Rahman, co-founder of the

Malaysian United Democratic Alliance (Muda), along

with acting president Amira Aisya Abd Aziz, were taken

aback by the announcement of the latter's

participation in an upcoming Perikatan Nasional (PN)

roadshow. Muda is part of the opposition in the

Malaysian Parliament even though they did not join

the PN which is the opposition coalition
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Amira Aisya clarified that she was unaware and had no

prior knowledge of the PN roadshow, despite

attending an anti-graft forum held on March 13.

Responding to media inquiries regarding the Muar

MP's involvement in the PN roadshow, which had

sparked criticism among Muda's grassroots, Amira

Aisya also expressed concern over the dissatisfaction

among Muda supporters. She mentioned that Muda's

leadership had promptly clarified with its members,

refuting any talks with PN regarding the roadshow.

Amira Aisya, who also serves as the Puteri Wangsa

assemblywoman, stated that Muda's leadership would

convene with Syed Saddiq later to address the issue.

Earlier, on March 11, Syed Saddiq had stated his

intention to discuss the matter with his party before

committing to any such event, following

communication from party leadership subsequent to

PN Chairman Muhyiddin Yassin's announcement. Prior

to this, Muda had asserted its non-participation in PN's

nationwide tour, as confirmed by party secretary-

general Amir Hariri Abd Hadi, emphasizing that no

decisions or discussions had been made regarding the

matter.

Muhyiddin had announced on March 9 that the

opposition would undertake a nationwide roadshow

called "Jelajah PN" following the fasting month of

Ramadan, revealing Syed Saddiq's involvement due to

his purported support for PN. Despite being part of the

federal opposition, Muda has generally regarded PN

and its component parties as political adversaries.

Previously advocating for Pakatan Harapan (PH), Muda

withdrew its support for the ruling coalition, which

formed the unity government in September the

previous year. In November, Syed Saddiq stepped

down as Muda president following his conviction on

corruption charges. Formerly the Youth chief for

Muhyiddin's Parti Pribumi Bersatu Malaysia (Bersatu),

Syed Saddiq had served as the Minister of Youth and

Sports. [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Draft of Digital Security Bill

prepared

(ba) Minister in the Prime Minister's Department (Legal

and Institutional Reform) Azalina Othman Said

announced that the Legal Affairs Division has crafted a

preliminary version of the Digital Security Bill 2023.

This draft signifies the initial step towards expediting

the enactment of the Digital Security Bill 2023, aligning

with the directives of Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim.
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Azalina conveyed this during the Working Committee

Meeting on the Drafting of New Laws Related to the

Harm of Online Crime Bill 2/2024, which she chaired

alongside Communications Minister Fahmi Fadzil on

March 13.

Also attending the meeting were Deputy Minister of

Communications Teo Nie Ching and Deputy Minister in

the Prime Minister's Department (Legal and

Institutional Reform) M. Kulasegaran. On June 15, 2023,

Anwar emphasized during the National Cyber Security

Committee Meeting the necessity of promptly enacting

the Cyber Security Bill to ensure comprehensive

legislative coverage of relevant aspects. [Malay Mail]

[Astro Awani]

Malaysia: Tense courtroom confrontation

unfolds at 1MDB trial

(ba) The tense exchange between Muhammad Shafee

Abdullah, the defence counsel for former Prime

Minister Najib Razak, and Jasmine Loo Ai Swan, the

former general counsel of 1Malaysia Development

Berhad (1MDB), occurred in the High Court on March

15. Shafee accused Loo of trying to defend herself and

shifting blame onto Najib for the financial scandal that

gained global attention due to its massive corruption

revelations. 1MDB is the ongoing scandal involves

corruption, bribery, and money laundering, where

assets of the Malaysian sovereign wealth fund were

systematically misappropriated and diverted globally

by those involved. Beginning in Malaysia in 2009, the

scandal's impact extended worldwide, implicating

entities and individuals across politics, banking, and

entertainment industries. Consequently, numerous

nations initiated criminal investigations. Dubbed as

"one of the world's greatest financial scandals," the

1MDB debacle was officially recognized by the United

States Department of Justice in 2016 as the "largest

kleptocracy case to date."

Shafee further questioned Loo about whether she had

been involved in any dealings with the prosecution or

the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC) to

testify against Najib, which Loo denied.

This confrontation reflects the intensity and complexity

of the legal proceedings surrounding the 1MDB

scandal, which has been a focal point of Malaysian

politics and international scrutiny. [New Straits Times]
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Malaysia: "Pig Butchering Scam"

spreading throughout Southeast Asia

(ba) The Malaysian police are actively monitoring

international fraud syndicates engaged in various

cheating tactics, including through questionable

cryptocurrency investment schemes.  Ramli Mohamed

Yoosuf, the head of the Commercial Crime

Investigation Department (CCID) at the federal police

headquarters in Bukit Aman, disclosed that a syndicate

known for the "Pig Butchering Scam" has been

identified, with victims reporting losses totaling USD 75

billion. The "Pig Butchering Scam" operates as a form

of confidence trick and investment fraud, enticing

victims to progressively invest more cryptocurrency

into what appears to be a legitimate venture, only for

the scammer to vanish once a substantial contribution

is made. The term draws parallels to the process of

fattening a pig before slaughter. This fraudulent

scheme has become a significant global issue, resulting

in substantial financial losses for victims across the

globe.

When contacted by Harian Metro, Ramli revealed that

this syndicate operates in Southeast Asia, utilizing

former casino sites as their operational hubs.

Malaysian authorities are collaborating with

international agencies such as the United Nations

Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Interpol, and

counterparts in Southeast Asian nations to thwart the

syndicate's expansion into Malaysia.

Ramli outlined plans for periodic meetings between

UNODC, CCID representatives, and law enforcement

officers from Southeast Asian countries, scheduled for

May, July, and October of this year, as well as January

2025. [New Straits Times]

Malaysia: Failure to address racism

(ba) Malaysia faces a significant obstacle to the nation’s

progress due to its reluctance to address the escalating

issue of racism, as highlighted in a recent report by

Pusat Komas released on March 15. Pusat KOMAS is a

non-governmental human rights organization set up in

August 1993 that advocates for democracy and non-

discrimination. Specifically, the NGO advocates against

racism and racial discrimination in Malaysia and

supports the advocacy of the rights of the Peninsular

Malaysia indigenous peoples.

Pusat Komas’ Malaysia Racism Report notes a decrease

in reported cases from 82 to 50 between 2022 and

2023, though it highlighted the likelihood of many
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incidents going unreported. Pusat Komas criticizes the

lack of consequences for politicians making racially

charged remarks, citing examples such as the

Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS) president Abdul Hadi

Awang and former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad.

The report also mentiona incidents involving other

politicians like former Prime Minister Muhyiddin

Yassin, Selangor Perikatan Nasional (PN) chairman

Azmin Ali, Bersatu MP Wan Ahmad Fayshal Wan

Ahmad Kamal, and Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim

engaging in racist behavior without facing

repercussions.

Despite the decrease in reported cases, the report

highlighted persistent issues such as race and religion

politics, expressions of prejudice, discrimination in

education and sports sectors, xenophobia, and racial

discrimination in various other sectors.

Jerald Joseph, director of Pusat Komas, expressed

concern over the rising trend of overt racism in

political speeches, noting the lack of repercussions for

derogatory remarks. While acknowledging the role of

the police in handling such incidents, Joseph

emphasized the necessity of a dedicated authority to

address racial and religious grievances separately.

In response to these concerns, Pusat Komas proposed

several recommendations, including the establishment

of a National Harmony Reconciliation Commission

(NHRC) aimed at managing issues related to racial

harmony. Ryan Chua, programme director at Pusat

Komas, stressed the importance of government

commitment to international declarations like the

Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (VDPA)

and the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action

(DDPA), urging more decisive action against racism,

racial discrimination, and xenophobia. Chua called for

an end to divisive rhetoric from politicians centered on

race and religion, advocating instead for extensive

awareness campaigns and training for officials to

promote understanding and respect among

communities. [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Sarawak minister demands

automatic Malaysian citizenship to

abandoned children

(ba) Sarawak state’s Minister of Women, Childhood,

and Community Wellbeing Development Fatimah

Abdullah has urged the federal government to grant

automatic Malaysian citizenship to abandoned children

under the proposed amendments to the Federal

Constitution.
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Highlighting the challenges in identifying their

biological parents due to abandonment by members of

the public, she emphasized the complexities faced by

adopted parents in registering these children as

Malaysian citizens.

Citing the genuine intentions of childless couples

willing to adopt these children, she stressed the

importance of granting citizenship to prevent denial of

access to education, which she considers a

fundamental human right. Additionally, she highlighted

the risk of future generations also facing statelessness

if this issue remains unresolved.

Previously, Home Minister Datuk Seri Saifuddin

Nasution Ismail announced the Cabinet's approval for

the proposal to amend the Federal Constitution

regarding citizenship. The proposed amendment

includes the term "mother" in subsection (b) of article

14 to facilitate the legal acquisition of the child's

citizenship. [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Malaysian Chinese Association

(MCA) expresses disapproval toward

Umno Youth and DAP in ‘Allah’ socks

controversy

(ba) The Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA) has

condemned both the UMNO Youth Movement (Umno

Youth), the youth wing of the United Malays National

Organisation, and the Democratic Action Party (DAP)

for their handling of the controversy surrounding the

sale of socks featuring the word "Allah" at KK Mart.

Lu Yen Tung, MCA's chief of ethnic relations and

religious affairs bureau, expressed disappointment in

Umno Youth chief Dr. Muhammad Akmal Saleh for his

confrontational approach, urging for more diplomatic

resolution, especially after KK Mart's apology and

proposed solution. Tung also criticized DAP for their

silence on the matter and failure to address tensions,

emphasizing the need for proactive steps in managing

such issues within the multicultural fabric of society.

He cautioned against exaggerating the situation,

highlighting the potential consequences such as the

closure of numerous stores and the impact on

workers' livelihoods. Tung also voiced discomfort with

leaders exploiting the issue for personal gain. He called

upon the government and relevant authorities to

enforce stricter oversight, curb extreme rhetoric, and

maintain societal peace and stability. Tung advocated

for the Education Ministry to enhance multicultural
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education to promote understanding and respect for

diversity among students.

The controversy stemmed from viral photos of the

socks sold at a KK Supermart, prompting public outcry

and calls for boycott. KK Mart issued a public apology,

with founder Datuk Seri Dr. KK Chai taking full

responsibility and expressing regret over the incident.

Dr. Akmal lodged a report against KK Mart's

management and demanded a nationwide apology

within two days, threatening a stronger boycott if his

demands were not met. [New Straits Times]

Malaysia: Selangor police apprehend six

individuals for involvement in drug

trafficking

(ba) Two Thai couples were apprehended in Selangor

on suspicion of drug trafficking, as announced by

Selangor police chief Comm Datuk Hussein Omar Khan

during a press briefing at the police headquarters on

March 15.

A total of six individuals were detained following raids

conducted in Subang Jaya, Ampang Jaya, and Balakong.

The initial operation, carried out on March 13, resulted

in the arrest of two local men in Subang Jaya after their

vehicle was intercepted by the police. Upon inspection,

authorities discovered 40.1 kilograms of compressed

ganja in the car.

Comm Hussein disclosed that investigations revealed

the couples' involvement in drug distribution. They

were responsible for procuring narcotics from

neighboring countries, while other accomplices

handled the smuggling operations into Malaysia.

Reportedly, the four foreign nationals had made three

visits to Malaysia since the previous year. The seized

drugs amounted to approximately USD 59,800.

In an unrelated incident, a significant seizure of nearly

9,000 Erimin 5 pills occurred during the arrest of a man

in Sabak Bernam on March 10. The 44-year-old suspect

was also wanted for two outstanding warrants related

to drug offenses. [The Star]

Myanmar: Rebels seize control of strategic

town near China border

(jb) In a significant development along Myanmar's

volatile northern frontier, a rebel coalition, known as
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the Three Brotherhood Alliance, has successfully

captured Laukkai town after intense clashes with junta

forces. The alliance, comprising the Myanmar National

Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA), the Ta'ang

National Liberation Army, and the Arakan Army,

announced the takeover, stating that the military's

regional headquarters in the area had surrendered.

The fall of Laukkai marks a substantial victory for the

rebels, escalating their offensive against the military

government since the 2021 coup. Backed by the

People's Defence Force and Myanmar's parallel

National Unity Government, the rebels' coordinated

efforts underscore a growing challenge to the junta's

authority.

With armed conflict escalating in northern Myanmar

since October, neighboring China, a key ally of the

junta, has called for a ceasefire. Laukkai's capture, a

hub for illicit activities including gambling and online

scams, signifies a significant blow to the military's

control in the region. This development also reflects

the rebels' determination to fulfill their objectives,

including shutting down scam centers, as part of their

offensive strategy. [AOL]

Myanmar: Military regime blocks flow of

exports along China border

(jw) On March 11, the Myanmar National Democratic

Alliance Army reopened the Myanmar-China border

crossing in Chin Shwe Haw after seizing it from the

military regime during Operation 1027. However, the

military regime has blocked trade routes near Lashio

Town, preventing any cross-border trade.

As a result, exporters are forced to use the Taunggyi-

Kengtung-Mongla route and the border trade gate in

Kachin State’s Kanpiketi to trade with China. This route

is under junta control.

In the previous round of China-mediated talks between

the ethnic resistance forces and the military junta,

both sides agreed to resume border trade. Custom

tariffs would be shared between the regime and the

rebel forces on a 30-70 basis.

Neither the military regime nor China have

commented on the reopening of Chin Shwe Haw. [The

Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Emerging governance dynamics
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(dm) With ethnic resistance organizations (EROs) and

People's Defense Forces (PDFs) in Myanmar continuing

to take villages, towns, and even states from the

military junta's rule, the issue of controlling these

territories arises, as efforts are made to form

democratic and inclusive local governments.

Governance arrangements frequently replicate the

customary act of local tribes, with a bottom-up

approach used. Different armed groups are

establishing similar government structures in

Myanmar's various states.

The establishment of autonomous interim state

governments has implications for the future formation

of Myanmar's federal republic. Most EROs and PDFs

reject the legitimacy of the Federal Democracy Charter

and the National Unity Government (NUG), as

proclaimed by the Committee Representing the

Pyidaungsu Hluttaw on 31 March 2021.

Some armed groups have declined to participate in

coordinated announcements on the foundation of a

new federal republic, indicating probable divides. On

January 31, the Chin National Front (CNF), the Karenni

National Progressive Party (KNPP), the Karen National

Union (KNU), and the NUG released a united statement

recognizing this new reality. The declaration tacitly

rejects the Federal Democracy Charter, declaring that

"all relevant parties" will develop and adopt "a new

constitution that embodies federalism and democratic

values."

The United States' engagement in assisting these

nascent governments might boost its reputation and

support for Myanmar's democratic aspirations. [Asia

Time]

Myanmar: Junta begins to draft residents

of Yangon and Naypyitaw

(jw) The military regime has begun collecting personal

details of residents eligible for the draft. Detailed data

collection has already started in Yangon and

Naypyitaw.

In Yangon, the junta began this process on March 11

and 12. Junta staff and administrators have also held

meetings with residents in townships on the outskirts

of the city. Residents of Shwepyithar, South Dagon,

Hlaing Tharyar, Dagon, Seikkan, Twante, Kungyangon

and Kawhmu have all confirmed that the draft data

collection process has started in their respective

townships. [The Irrawaddy]
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The February decision to enforce the conscription law

resulted in a mass exodus from the country. Others

have been incentivized to join the resistance forces

(see AiR No. 7, February/2024, 2). [BBC]

Myanmar: 900 villages set to be electrified

by 2024

(jb) Under Myanmar's National Electrification Project

(NEP), 900 villages are set to be electrified by 2024

using solar home systems and mini grids, according to

the rural development department and The Star.

Launched in the 2016-17 fiscal year, the NEP aims for

nationwide electrification by 2030.

U Myo Myo, director of the Rural Electrification

Division, outlined selection criteria for villages,

including distance from the national grid and eligibility

for public funding.

With over 27,000 villages distant from the grid, the

project has already provided electricity to more than

10,000. The initiative marks a significant step toward

enhancing access to electricity in rural Myanmar. [The

Star]

Meanwhile, a small-scale solar power project was

inaugurated in Mygho Gone-Talyt-Wha Dhang Su

Village. The launch of the project reflects efforts of the

government to bridge the urban-rural development

gap in Myanmar. [Solar Quarter]

Myanmar: Indiscriminate shelling kills five

civilians

(jb) Indiscriminate shelling around March 12 killed five

civilians, including two women in their 30s and three

children, in Myanmar's Kachin state's Bhamo township.

Residents reported the attack originated from the

junta's operational headquarters, leading to immediate

casualties in Kan Ni village. This follows heightened

conflict in the region since the Kachin Independence

Army seized 14 junta camps the previous week,

resulting in casualties and damage across the Chinese

border. [Radio Free Asia]

Myanmar: Junta troops bomb villages

near ancient town of Tagaung
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(jb) Following clashes with local resistance groups on

March 4, Myanmar's junta troops have been bombing

villages near the ancient town of Tagaung in Mandalay

Region. Over 5,000 people from nine villages have

been forced to flee their homes, seeking refuge in

nearby villages and forests.

According to volunteers assisting the displaced,

military tensions remain high in Tagaung Town. The

regime conducted airstrikes and artillery attacks during

the fighting, causing significant damage to homes and

infrastructure. Residents report that junta troops

stationed in the town suffered casualties, prompting

retaliation in the form of airstrikes and ground raids on

surrounding villages.

The situation remains volatile, with residents cut off

from communication due to the regime's internet

blackout in Tagaung.

The town, located in Thabeikkyin Township, sits on the

eastern bank of the Ayeyarwady River, bordering

Sagaing Region, about 200 km north of Mandalay city

[The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Intensified battle grips Shan

State

(dm) Fighting between the military junta and ethnic

armed groups, mostly with the Pao National Liberation

Army (PNLA), is intensifying in northeastern SeSai town

and neighboring cities, including Pin Laung and Hobon

Township.

Many homes have been destroyed by fire, and locals

are fleeing for safety. Reportedly, over 10,000 Sesai

Township residents have been forced to escape due to

fight.

The military troops used heavy weapons like tanks and

armored cars attempting to control the area. The use

of these weapons has caused extensive damage to the

city and nearby areas. The PNLA has accused the

military junta forces of starting fires in locations where

there is no fighting ongoing, causing more damage and

displacement.

Since the February 2021 military coup over 2.7 million

people have been displaced in Myanmar caused by

political crises and armed fighting, according to the

United Nations Office for the Coordination of

Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA). [Voice of America

Burmese]
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Myanmar: Airstrike in Myawaddy-

Thingunnyinaung township

(dm) The week between March 7 and 13 saw intense

fighting between Military Council forces and Karen

National Liberation Army (KNLA)/People's Defence

Force (PDF) joint forces in southeastern Myawaddy

township that is the sixth consecutive day of battle.

Military Council troops fired airstrikes in the region,

triggering fear and displacement among locals. A local

reported hearing huge explosions and saw smoke

coming from Lakhat Mountain.

Almost 4,000 residents have been forced to evacuate

to safety due to the airstrikes in Myawaddy by the

military. Refugees fleeing the war are having difficulty

crossing into Thailand to find refuge since Thailand

authorities are not accepting people fleeing from war.

Many people are seeking safety in monasteries, while

others are hiding in the bushes along the Myanmar-

Thailand border. [Voice of America Burmese]

Myanmar: Nine civilians killed in

Mandalay after junta raids

(jw) After four days of raids beginning in March 11,

nine civilians were killed by the military regime in

Myingyan Township in Mandalay.

According to the Myingyan People's Strike Committee,

junta troops raided at least six villages and set houses

ablaze. They furthered that these raids were in

retaliation for earlier attacks by rebel forces.

Resistance forces had previously ambushed a junta

vehicle at the entrance of Myingyan and killed all six

troops on board. In addition, the Myingyan District

Drone Strike Team attacked troops stationed at

Chaung Sone village in Taung Tha Township, killing

seven soldiers. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Communications severed in

around 80 townships

(jw) According to Athan, an organization advocating for

the freedom of expression, Myanmar’s military junta

has cut off internet and phone lines in around 80

townships.
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Communication blackouts were present in all 17

Rakhine townships, 27 out of 34 Sagaing townships,

and five out of seven Kayah State townships. Various

townships in Shan, Chin, Kachin and Mon states, as

well as Tanintharyi, Magwe, Bago and Ayeyarwady

regions were also hit by the blackout.

The blackouts are not uniform. Most townships lost

both internet and phone lines, but some townships

were only blocked from internet access.

Athan said that the communication blackouts are a

junta strategy to suppress anti-regime forces. They

wrote, "It is clear that the junta is deliberately

suppressing people to conceal the flow of information

and to cut off links with revolutionary activities." [The

Irrawaddy]

The Philippines: Vice President Duterte

attends prayer rally critical of President

Marcos Jr.

(lb) In the Philippines, Vice President Duterte's

attendance at a prayer rally organized by supporters of

Apollo Quiboloy, a controversial preacher, has stirred

speculation about her political stance and alliances. At

the Liwasang Bonifacio prayer rally on March 12,

attendees displayed placards urging to "Protect VP

Inday Sara." While Duterte didn't address the crowd,

former Biliran representative Glenn Chong spoke in

favor of her leadership and suggested that President

Marcos Jr. should not return to the Philippines after his

trip to Europe. [Rappler]

Crucially, a day prior to the rally, Vice President Duterte

released a statement in which she defended Quiboloy,

a close friend of Sara Duterte’s father, former

President Rodrigo Duterte. The pastor has been the

subject of Congress’ marathon hearings over his

alleged human rights abuses. He is facing a contempt

order before the Senate and the House for snubbing

inquiries of both chambers. In her statement, Vice

President Duterte said that Quiboloy was being treated

unfairly.

Against the backdrop of these allegations, lawmakers

have criticized Vice President Duterte for attending the

prayer rally, saying it contradicts her role as education

secretary and her association with President Ferdinand

Marcos Jr. There are concerns that her presence at

rallies supporting Apollo Quiboloy may be

misinterpreted, given the strong anti-administration

sentiment expressed at these gatherings. [PhilStar]

[Inquirer.net]
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The Philippines: Two chambers of

Parliament reach ‘consensus’ on

constitutional amendment

(lb/lm) In the Philippines, President Ferdinand Marcos

Jr. Has announced that both Houses of Parliament are

aligned in their efforts to amend the economic

provisions of the 1987 Constitution, indicating a

significant step towards consensus on the matter.

[Philippine News Agency]

Marcos Jr., who assumed the presidency in 2022, has

been advocating for revisions aimed at

accommodating greater foreign investment to foster

the development of one of Asia’s fastest-growing

economies. The Philippines has gained a reputation for

imposing stringent policies on foreign investment,

including limitations on foreign ownership across

various industries, typically capped at 40 percent, and

the prohibition of foreign equity in mass media.

Constitutional amendments, commonly referred to as

“Cha-Cha” for charter change, have historically been a

sensitive and contentious topic in the country of 110

million. This sensitivity stems from the memory of

President Marcos Jr.’s father, who amended the

constitution to extend his rule beyond the supposed

limit of two terms, ruling for two decades from 1965 to

1986.

In this context, House leaders recently dismissed

persistent claims by Marcos Jr.’s predecessor, Rodrigo

Duterte, that the ongoing push to amend the 1987

Constitution is geared towards term extension.

[Philippine News Agency 2]

Lawmakers have introduced several bills aimed at

relaxing these restrictions to attract more foreign

investors. However, these proposals have sparked

debate regarding their constitutionality. Additionally,

the process of amending the Philippine constitution is

complex. While there are avenues to propose

amendments, any changes must ultimately be

approved by a public referendum, requiring a simple

majority. Recently, President Marcos Jr. has floated the

idea of conducting a national vote on constitutional

amendments concurrently with the upcoming midterm

elections in 2025.

The Philippines: President Marcos Jr. signs

new passport law, enabling online
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applications, mobile services

(lb) In the Philippines, President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.

Has signed a new passport law, replacing the Passport

Act of 1996. The law mandates online passport

applications, mobile services, and accommodations for

specific groups. It imposes strict penalties for passport-

related offenses and addresses discriminatory

practices. [Philippine Information Agency]

The Philippines: Human rights groups

refute president’s claim of ‘progress’ in

ending drug war abuses

(lb) Human rights groups, including Human Rights

Watch (HRW) and the Philippine Alliance of Human Rights

Advocates (PAHRA), have criticized Philippine President

Marcos Jr. for his recent claim of progress in curbing

police abuses in the country's "war on drugs." They

point out that since Marcos Jr. took office in mid-2022,

illegal drug operations have resulted in the deaths of

an average of one person every day, with at least 572

people killed by law enforcement officers or

unidentified gunmen as of March 7. Both groups

emphasized the need for genuine efforts to address

human rights violations and ensure accountability for

past and ongoing crimes. [PhilStar Global]

The Philippines: Activists call on human

rights commission to assert authority in

Negros Islands probe

(lb) In the Phillipines, activists have urged the country’s

Commission on Human Rights (CHR) to assert its

authority in investigating human rights violations in

Negros Island, the fourth-largest island in the country,

allegedly committed by state forces. These violations

include extrajudicial killings, encounters resulting in

the deaths of farmers and other vulnerable community

members, and the withholding of public documents

necessary for investigations by the CHR. Local activists

documented 94 extrajudicial killings in Negros Island

since July 2016, including cases of farmers allegedly

killed by soldiers. [Rappler]

The Philippines: DOJ and human rights

commission collaborate to expedite aid

for human rights victims
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(lb) In the Philippines, the Department of Justice (DOJ)

and the Commission on Human Rights (CHR) have

signed a memorandum of agreement aimed at

facilitating assistance to victims of human rights

abuses, summary executions, torture, and enforced

disappearances, among other violations. Under this

partnership, the CHR will guide individuals with

ongoing human rights abuse cases to the DOJ's Board

of Claims (DOJ BOC), facilitating claims for victims of

unjust imprisonment or detention, as well as victims of

violent crimes. [Philippine News Agency]

Since 1992, the DOJ BOC has approved over 52,000

claims, totaling more than USD 9.2 million. Legislation

to increase compensation is pending in Congress.

Singapore: New bill grants central bank

broader authority over financial sector

(lb) Singapore's Monetary Authority (MAS) is set to gain

expanded authority over the financial sector through

the proposed Financial Institutions (Miscellaneous

Amendments) Bill (FIMA Bill), aiming to address the

industry's increasing complexity. The bill seeks to

enhance MAS's investigative and supervisory powers

across various legislations, including the Financial

Advisers Act, Securities and Futures Act, and Insurance

Act. Key amendments include strengthening MAS's

evidence-gathering capabilities, empowering MAS to

issue legally binding directions to capital market

services (CMS) license holders, and enhancing MAS's

supervisory powers. The bill also aims to harmonize

requirements and align MAS's powers with other

regulatory frameworks. Once passed, financial

institutions regulated by MAS in Singapore can expect

a more vigilant regulatory environment, potentially

leading to increased compliance costs as they adapt to

the enhanced regulatory framework. [Morgan Lewis]

Thailand: Prime Minister Srettha gives

first interview with Western media

(bk) Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin graced the cover

of the March 25 issue of TIME Magazine. In the

exclusive interview conducted in mid-February, the

Thai premier touches upon various topics. Below are

four key takeaways. [TIME]

Leadership amid political speculation
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On the domestic front, despite speculation

surrounding his appointment as Prime Minister and

the influence of former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra, Thavisin asserts his authority and

leadership, declaring, "I am in control." While

acknowledging Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's

daughter and current leader of the ruling Pheu Thai

Party, as a formidable candidate for prime minister, he

makes it clear that the decision for the future rests

with her. He confidently states, "[D]uring the next four

years, the premiership is mine."

Defense of Thailand’s royal defamation law

Moreover, he stands firm in support of Thailand’s royal

defamation law, commonly referred to as lèse-majesté

or Section 112 of the Criminal Code, which can lead to

imprisonment for up to 15 years. He emphasizes that,

as Prime Minister, he neither has the role nor the

authority to meddle in the judicial proceedings. He

underlines the law's significance in preserving the

dignity and reverence for the monarchy within Thai

society. Nonetheless, he affirms that everyone is

entitled to due process under the law.

Commitment to peace in neighboring Myanmar

Thavisin expresses his commitment to leading efforts

to achieve peace in neighboring Myanmar. Given

Thailand's shared border with Myanmar and its

implications for regional stability, Thavisin views

Thailand as a primary stakeholder in resolving

Myanmar's internal conflicts. He highlights the

humanitarian concerns arising from the situation and

stresses the need for international cooperation to

address the crisis.

Neutrality in Russia-Ukraine war

Prime Minister Thavisin emphasizes Thailand's stance

of neutrality amidst the conflict between Russia and

Ukraine. He underscores the importance of

maintaining peace and adhering to international laws.

Thavisin believes that taking a neutral position is

crucial to prevent Thailand from being drawn into the

conflict and to foster stability in the region.

Thailand: Election Commission asks

Constitutional Court to dissolve

opposition Move Forward Party

(msz/lm) Thailand’s Election Commission (EC) on March

18 submitted a petition to the Constitutional Court

asking it to dissolve the main opposition Move Forward



Party (MFP), two days prior to the court’s weekly

meeting on Wednesdays. [Bangkok Post]

This development comes less than a week after the EC

on March 12 resolved unanimously to ask the

Constitutional Court to disband the MFP after following

a Constitutional Court ruling deeming the party's

proposal to amend the royal anti-defamation law an

attempt to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

[AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]

Moreover, forty-four MPs of the party, among them its

chief adviser and former prime ministerial candidate

Pita Limjaroenrat, are under investigation regarding

their adherence to ethical standards regarding the

royal defamation law. They could potentially be

banned from political activities for life. Additionally, the

court reserves the authority to suspend their voting

rights for a period of up to 10 years, depending on its

discretion.

This move by the EC echoes the dissolution of the

MFP's predecessor, the Future Forward Party, which

was dissolved by the Constitutional Court in 2020. The

dissolution came after the court found the party's co-

founder, Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit, guilty of

violating election laws by loaning money to the party.

This decision led to widespread protests by pro-

democracy activists who saw it as a move to suppress

opposition voices.

Thailand: Election Commission reviews

petition seeking dissolution of

Bhumjaithai Party

(msz) Thailand's Election Commission (EC) is currently

in the process of reviewing a petition seeking the

dissolution of the Bhumjaithai Party, the second-

largest party in the country's ruling coalition

government. The EC will proceed with the case only if

there is adequate evidence to substantiate the

allegations. [Bangkok Post]

At its core, the party faces allegations of having

unlawfully accepted donations from a construction

company, Burijarearn Construction Limited

Partnership, allegedly owned by former transport

minister and ex- party secretary-general Saksayam

Chidchob. In January, Saksayam was found guilty by

the Constitutional Court of concealing assets and using

a nominee to obscure ownership of Burijarearn

Construction Limited Partnership, which had won

government construction projects during his tenure as

minister. Allegedly, Saksayam's nominee made
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multiple donations to the Bhumjaithai Party [see AiR

No. 4, January/2024, 4].

Thailand: General debate set for early

April; issues concerning ex-Premier

Thaksin contentious

(msz) A general debate, set for April 3-4 without a

censure vote, is initiated by the opposition, led by the

Move Forward Party (MFP), to hold the government

accountable for unmet core policies declared in

parliament six months ago. [Bangkok Post 1]

However, a contentious topic arises as opposition

lawmakers are expected to address the parole and

health conditions of former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra during the debate. Thaksin's health, which

has been subject to speculation since his admission to

the Police General Hospital following his return to

Thailand last August after 15 years of self-imposed

exile, became a point of scrutiny. Despite claims of

serious illness, Thaksin appeared healthy during a

recent trip to his home province of Chiang Mai,

prompting criticism from many Thais who perceive

preferential treatment for the wealthy and powerful.

At the same time, the ruling Pheu Thai Party – lead by

Thaksin’s daughter Paetongtarn Shinawatra – has

explicitly stated its stance against discussing issues

related to Thaksin during the upcoming general

debate. The party asserts that Thaksin is an external

figure, and raising personal matters concerning him

during the debate would violate House meeting

regulations. Additionally, the party has warned that

any false allegations made during the debate will result

in defamation lawsuits filed by the affected individuals.

[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Ex-Premier Thaksin visits

hometown Chiang Mai, meets with Prime

Minister Srettha

(bk) Thailand’s former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra stepped into the public eye for the first

time since being released on parole. His packed

schedule ranged from a meeting with the Supreme

Patriarch in Bangkok to a dinner with the current

prime minister in his hometown Chiang Mai.

On March 13, Thaksin was photographed arriving on a

private temple visit for an audience with the Supreme
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Patriarch, the head of the order of Buddhist monks

and the highest-ranking monk in Thailand. [Thai PBS

World 1]

The following day, the former premier, accompanied

by his daughter and Pheu Thai Party leader

Paetongtarn Shinawatra, landed in Chiang Mai, where

he was greeted by ministers and civil servants,

including Agriculture Minister Cap Thamanat Prompow

and Deputy National Police Chief Pol Gen Surachate

Hakparn. [Bangkok Post 1]

During his visit, Thaksin toured various locations,

including the notable stop at the botanical garden

Royal Park Rajapruek. This site holds significance not

only as a testament to the former premier's past

successes but also as a tribute to the royal family. In

2006, during Thaksin's tenure, the government

organized the International Horticultural Exposition at

the Royal Agricultural Research Centre within the park

to commemorate His Majesty King Bhumibol

Adulyadej's 60th Anniversary of Accession to the

Throne and His 80th Birthday Anniversary. [Bangkok

Post 2]

On March 15, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin, who

freshly arrived in Chiang Mai to oversee government

initiatives, joined two former premiers, Thaksin

Shinawatra and Somchai Wongsawat, for a dinner.

Somchai Wongsawat, Thaksin's brother-in-law, served

as the 26th Prime Minister of Thailand in 2008, taking

over the premiership from Samak Sundaravej after

Samak had been ruled disqualified by the

Constitutional Court and thereby removed from the

post. Both Somchai and Samak belonged to the

People's Power Party (PPP), the predecessor of the

ruling Pheu Thai Party. [Thai PBS World 2]

Thailand: Deputy police chief to face

gambling-related money-laundering

charge

(lm) Thai police have summoned Deputy National

Police Chief Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn for March 21

regarding a money-laundering charge linked to

purported online gambling operations. This action is

part of an ongoing inquiry by the Royal Thai Police into

potential connections between police officials and an

online gambling syndicate. Failure to comply with the

summons will result in an arrest warrant and

suspension for the deputy chief. [Bangkok Post 1]

[Bangkok Post 2]
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The primary case involves 14 individuals, including

eight police officers, accused of involvement in

unauthorized online gambling and money laundering

linked to a gambling network allegedly run by the

daughter of a prominent figure in Thailand's Loei

province. These officers were recently transferred to

the police's central office after reportedly intimidating

senior prosecutors handling the case. [AiR No. 8,

February/2024, 3]

An offshoot of this primary investigation implicates Pol

Gen Surachate and five subordinates in breaching

sections 157 and 149 of the Penal Code, related to

abuse of authority and bribery. This case stems from a

complaint filed with the National Anti-Corruption

Commission by the deputy commissioner of the

Central Investigation Bureau, Pol Maj-General

Jaroonkiat Pankaew. [AiR No. 9, February/2024, 4]

On March 13, two police sergeants acknowledged and

denied money-laundering charges related to an online

gambling website called BNKMaster. They were each

released on bail of THB 100,000. Additionally, a police

colonel and a civilian named in arrest warrants have

yet to surrender. [Bangkok Post]

Pol Gen Surachate refuted allegations of involvement

with any online gambling network, citing a court's

refusal to issue a warrant for his arrest. His lawyer

asserted that attempts to discredit Surachate were

motivated by his candidacy for the position of national

police chief, as the current chief, Pol Gen Torsak

Sukvimol, is set to retire in September. Surachate's

involvement in this controversy has been ongoing, with

his house raided just days before Pol Gen Torsak's

appointment last September following a crackdown on

illegal online gambling operations [see AiR No. 39,

September/2023, 4].

Against this backdrop, it is noteworthy that Surachate's

career has faced uncertainty before. In 2019, he was

ousted from his position as Immigration Bureau Chief

and reassigned to the Prime Minister's Office. Although

the public was not provided with a comprehensive

explanation, he was eventually reinstated at the Royal

Thai Police headquarters in April 2021.

Thailand: Court orders sacked lawmaker

Pereena to pay cost of by-election

(lm) A court in Thailand’s province Ratchaburi has

ordered former lawmaker Pareena Kraikupt to pay the

THB 7.6 million (roughly USD 211,000) cost of the by-

election to find her replacement after she was
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disqualified two years ago, along with accrued

interests. [Bangkok Post]

The National Anti-Corruption Commission initiated an

investigation into allegations of land encroachment

against Pareena during her tenure as a member of

parliament for the then-ruling Palang Pracharath Party

(PPRP). The case progressed to the Supreme Court,

which ruled that Pareena be stripped of her

parliamentary status due to significant encroachment

of a state-owned forest reserve by her poultry farm in

Chom Bueng district. Additionally, the court imposed a

lifetime ban on Pareena holding political office at any

level and barred her from voting in elections for a

decade.

Thailand: Former opposition party leader

visits Chiang Mai amidst pollution crisis

(bk) Thailand’s northern city of Chiang Mai emerged as

a political battleground last week, with the former

prime ministerial candidate of the main opposition

Move Forward Party, Pita Limjaroenrat, visiting on

March 16, making him the latest prominent political

figure in town, in addition to Prime Minister Srettha

Thavisin and former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra.

Pita emphasized his focus on resolving people's issues

rather than engaging in political activities. Recognizing

Chiang Mai's status as one of the most polluted cities

globally, the MFP, whose MP leads the House

committee on the environment, is dedicated to

addressing this issue. Pita personally participated in

operations with the local firefighter team in affected

areas to gain firsthand understanding of the

challenges faced on the frontline. [Thai PBS World]

On the same day, Prime Minister Srettha met with

officials including Natural Resources and Environment

Minister Phatcharavat Wongsuwan. The premier

commended the decline in forest fires, a key pollution

source, and urged sustained efforts. He announced

plans to establish a task force to collaborate with

neighboring countries on controlling agricultural waste

burning and also mentioned potential measures like

import bans on corn for animal feed from countries

permitting outdoor burning. [The Nation]

Thailand: Amnesty bill panel to set up

subcommittee to study royal defamation
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cases

(lm) In Thailand, a special committee established by

Parliament's lower House to review an amnesty bill is

preparing to establish a subcommittee to assess

whether royal defamation cases should be

incorporated into the proposed legislation. [Bangkok

Post]

Last October, the main opposition Move Forward Party

(MFP) submitted a bill to parliament aiming to address

all political demonstrations since 2006. However, the

inclusion of royal defamation offenses in the proposal

encountered resistance from several parties. Apart

from the opposition-sponsored bill, Parliament is

expected to consider three additional amnesty bills

proposed by various parties.

Against this backdrop, the committee, which convened

for the first time in early February with an expected 60-

day timeline to produce its findings, is facing criticism

for potential delays in the process. At the same time,

the decision to form a subcommittee specifically for

royal defamation cases underscores the complexity

and sensitivity of the issue.

In this context, it is worth remembering that the

Election Commission recently announced its intention

to seek the dissolution of the MFP following a

Constitutional Court ruling that deemed the party's

proposed amendments to the royal anti-defamation

law as undermining the constitutional monarchy. The

EC has also called on the Constitutional Court to ban

MFP executives from contesting future elections. [AiR

No. 11, March/2024, 2].

Thailand: Marriage equality bill advances

towards second reading

(lm) In Thailand, a committee formed by Parliament’s

lower House on March 14 gave approval to a draft

amendment to the country’s Civil and Commercial

Code, marking a significant step toward establishing

equal marital rights and potentially making Thailand

the first country in Southeast Asia to do so. [Bangkok

Post]

This initiative, dubbed the “marriage equality bill,” is a

key pledge of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin’s

administration, which came into power in September

last year. The proposal was endorsed by Srettha’s

cabinet in December and subsequently approved by

parliament in its initial reading shortly thereafter.
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The bill proposes a fundamental alteration in the

definition of marriage, replacing “a man and a woman”

with “two individuals,” and transitioning the legal status

from “husband and wife” to a gender-neutral “married

couple.” Consequently, it would permit individuals of

the same sex, aged 18 and above, to marry, granting

them various rights such as inheritance, tax benefits,

and the ability to adopt children, among other

entitlements.

Lawmakers are scheduled to deliberate the revised bill

on March 27 for its second and third readings.

Following its passage in the lower House, the bill will

require final approval from the upper House and

subsequently a royal endorsement before it can be

enacted into law. The entire process is anticipated to

be finalized by the end of the year.

Thailand: Woman sentenced to 25 years

for royal defamation

(lm) A young woman has been sentenced to 25 years in

prison for royal defamation and related computer

crimes due to 18 social media messages concerning

Thailand’s royal institution posted between December

2022 and October 2023. Originally facing 50 years, the

sentence was halved after the defendant confessed.

[Bangkok Post]

Notably, the woman, held in custody since October last

year, had her mobile phone confiscated, hindering

contact with others, and was initially interrogated

without legal representation. Furthermore, she

reportedly confessed out of fear upon seeing the

charges against her, according to her lawyers.

Thailand: RTN warship accidentally fires

artillery shell; Sukhothai salvage

concludes

(bk) During a live firing exercise in the Gulf of Thailand

on March 13, a 76-mm artillery shell became jammed

in a cannon on the HTMS Chonburi frigate. Upon

docking near the HTMS Khirirat at Sattahip naval base,

the shell was accidentally discharged, striking the

frigate and causing a fire that was later extinguished.

Fourteen crew members were injured, primarily from

smoke inhalation. [Thai PBS World 1] [Thai PBS World

2] [The Nation]
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This is not the first time the Royal Thai Navy (RTN)

encountered a naval mishap. In December 2022, the

US-built Sukhothai Rattanakosin-class corvette vessel

went down amid severe weather conditions. The crew

lost control due to water intrusion, leading to the ship

sinking approximately 20 nautical miles off the coast

from Bang Saphan port in Prachuap Khiri Khan

province [see AiR No. 51, December/2022, 3]. Over a

year later, the RTN agreed to let the United States

military investigate the cause of the sinking. The US

team arrived in Thailand with troops participating in

the Cobra Gold military exercise and commenced the

salvage operation in February 2024 [see AiR No. 5,

January/2024, 5].

Earlier this month, the RTN announced that the

operation to retrieve the sunken HTMS Sukhothai had

been concluded, with 58 pieces of evidence

successfully retrieved which will be transferred to the

Juk Samet Port of Sattahip Naval Base for further

investigation. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Two suspected insurgents killed,

one officer injured in Pattani

(bk) On March 14, a clash between security forces and

suspected insurgents in Thailand’s southern Pattani

province resulted in the death of two suspects and one

officer being injured. Pattani, along with neighboring

provinces like Narathiwat and Yala, has experienced a

long-standing separatist insurgency primarily driven by

ethnic Malay Muslims seeking autonomy from the Thai

government. [Thai PBS World]

In early February, representatives from the Thai

government and the Barisan Revolusi Nasional Melayu

Patani (BRN), a separatist movement in Thailand's

southern Malay-speaking region, resumed a peace

dialogue in Kuala Lumpur, after a year-long hiatus due

to elections in Thailand in May [see AiR No. 6,

February/2024, 1]. The two-day talks concluded with a

comprehensive peace roadmap – the Joint

Comprehensive Plan toward Peace (JCPP), covering

violence cessation, public consultation, and a political

solution [see AiR No. 7, February/2024, 2].

Later the same month, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin

led a team of Cabinet members and government

officials for a visit to Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat

provinces to discuss halal food promotion, tourism,

and local goods marketing with local officials, aimed at

advocating for Thailand’s Deep South to emerge as a

prominent global tourism destination.
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Thailand: Royal Thai Air Force to pitch

new jet procurement plan

(lm) Thailand's Royal Thai Air Force (RTAF) plans to

initiate a new jet procurement program later this year,

aiming to acquire either Swedish Gripen E-series or US-

made F-16 Block 70 fighter jets, as stated by its chief,

ACM Phanpakdkee Pattankul. A committee has been

convened to assess which option offers better value

for money. [Bangkok Post]

The RTAF intends to decommission three fighter

squadrons, each comprising 12 aircraft, due to aging

jets, while maintaining the same number of fighters to

support training, operations, and regional parity with

neighboring countries. With a requested budget of 19

billion baht for fiscal year 2025, the RTAF aims to

procure the first four new fighter jets. Pending cabinet

approval, the procurement process is slated to

commence between May and June this year.

In May last year, the US decided to refuse to sell F-35

stealth fighter jets to Thailand due to concerns

regarding training and technical requirements.

Thailand, despite being designated as a Major Non-

NATO Ally by Washington, had allocated a budget to

replace its aging F-5 and F-16 fighters with up to eight

Lockheed Martin F-35A jets, which are typically only

sold to the US' closest allies in the Indo-Pacific region.

Timor-Leste: Country prepares to

welcome Pope Francis

(dm) Timor-Leste is getting ready to welcome Pope

Francis this year, with the government and the Church

working closely together on preparations. The

Archbishop of Dili, Dom Virgílio Cardinal do Carmo da

Silva, met with government officials to discuss spiritual

preparation, including catechesis. The meeting was

held on 15 March. [SUARA TIMOR LOROSAE]

Vietnam: Parliament to meet on March 21

amid speculation President Vo Van

Thuong may quit

(lm) Vietnam's parliament is set to convene an

extraordinary session on March 21 to discuss

"personnel issues," potentially including the

resignation of President Vo Van Thuong. This session
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follows the cancellation of a state visit by the Dutch

King and Queen due to "internal circumstances."

[Radio Free Asia] [Reuters]

President Thuong, who assumed office just a year ago,

succeeded Nguyen Xuan Phuc after his sudden

resignation in 2023 amid COVID-19 scandals. Thuong is

closely associated with Nguyen Phu Trong, the General

Secretary of the Communist Party and Vietnam's

influential figure. Although the president's role is

primarily ceremonial, it holds significance in Vietnam's

political hierarchy.

Vietnam: Prosecutors seek death penalty

for tycoon in USD 12 billion fraud case

(lm) Prosecutors in Vietnam called on March 19 for the

death penalty to be handed to Truong My Lan, the

mastermind the country’s largest financial fraud on

record. Lan, the chairwoman of real estate developer

Van Thinh Phat Holdings Group, faces a trial in Ho Chi

Minh City on accusations of leading a scam that caused

damages of USD 20 billion, a sum equivalent to nearly

3 percent of Vietnam's GDP in 2022. [Bangkok Post]

The crux of the operation allegedly involved her illicit

control of the Saigon Joint Stock Commercial Bank

(SCB) between 2012 and 2022, during which she

allegedly embezzled the aforementioned funds. As a

result, SCB bondholders found themselves unable to

access their investments, deprived of both interest

payments and the return of their principal since Lan's

arrest in October 2022.

The scope of the fraud extends beyond Lan herself,

with 85 other individuals also facing prosecution in

connection with the case. Among them is a former

official from the State Bank of Vietnam who stands

accused of accepting bribes amounting to USD 5.2

million.

The scandal has sent shockwaves through Vietnam,

with approximately 42,000 individuals identified as

victims of the fraudulent scheme. This widespread

impact has led to rare public protests in both Hanoi

and Ho Chi Minh City, marking a significant departure

from the usual political climate of the one-party

communist state.

The arrests and subsequent trial are part of a broader

anti-corruption campaign that has swept across

Vietnam in recent years, targeting high-profile figures

in both the public and private sectors. Notable among

these are Truong Quy Thanh, head of the Tan Hiep
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Phat Group, and Do Anh Dung, chairman of the Tan

Hoang Minh Group, both accused of orchestrating

substantial financial frauds of their own.

Vietnam: Political prisoner held in solitary

confinement for 18 months

(lm) Nguyen Duc Hung, a political prisoner in Vietnam,

has reportedly been held in solitary confinement in

Nam Ha Prison for 18 months, despite regulations

stating that such disciplinary measures should last no

longer than 10 days. Hung was involved in activism

against the Formosa Plastics Group steel factory, which

caused water pollution in 2016. He was arrested in

2022 on charges of "conducting anti-state propaganda"

and received a sentence of five years and six months in

a trial without legal representation. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Police summon political

prisoners’ wives

(lm) Vietnamese police have recently summoned the

wives and family members of political prisoners for

questioning, primarily regarding their social media

activities. The prisoners they are associated with are

serving sentences of 5 to 10 years for "propaganda

against the state." Questions directed at them involve

their Facebook usage and sharing of content related to

prisoners of conscience. Some refused to comply with

the summonses, while others attended reluctantly.

[Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: UNESCO stresses need for equal

education opportunities for all minority

students

(wn) At a conference in Hanoi, the Chief Representative

of UNESCO Vietnam has stressed the need for equal

education opportunities for all minority students in

Vietnam. While progress has been made, more needs

to be done to address gender disparities and ensure

that minority girls face no obstacles to schooling.

[Vietnam Plus]

During the conference, Deputy Minister of Education

and Training Nguyen Van Phuc discussed the current

educational landscape in Vietnam and the challenges

faced in implementing policies to ensure equal

education opportunities. Phuc called for international
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organizations and experts to support Vietnamese

scientists in building education strategies and plans

and promote cooperation between countries.

Vietnam: Corporate bond market sees

limited activity; GDP forecast shows

promising growth

(wn) Vietnam's corporate bond market saw limited

activity in February, with only three issuances totaling

USD 47 million, marking a 68 percent decrease from

January. Tightened regulations, particularly on investor

criteria and credit ratings, contributed to the subdued

market. Over USD 10 billion worth of bonds are

expected to mature by year-end, with the real estate

sector accounting for 38.4 percent. [Xinhua]

Meanwhile, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has

forecasted that Vietnam's gross domestic product

(GDP) will reach roughly USD 469.7 billion by the end of

2024, ranking fifth in Southeast Asia. Indonesia,

Thailand, Singapore, and the Philippines are leading in

the forecast. [IMF-Vietnam]

In a similar vein, The Uk-based Center for Economics

and Business Research predicts a rapid increase in

Vietnam's economic ranking, forecasting it to rise to

the 24th position globally by 2033 with an economy of

USD 1.05 trillion. By 2038, Vietnam's GDP is expected

to reach USD 1.56 trillion, propelling it to the 21st

position globally and surpassing other economies in

the ASEAN region. [Xinhua]

At the same time, Vietnam's economic growth is closely

tied to credit growth, with the central bank targeting 15

percent credit growth this year. As of February, banks'

outstanding loans had fallen by 0.72 percent from the

previous year's end. Against this backdrop, Vietnam's

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh recently held a

meeting with top businesses to address economic

concerns due to sluggish bank lending. [Channel News

Asia]

Vietnam: Arms imports drop to a trickle

(lm) Vietnam's arms imports significantly decreased

last year as it sought to diversify away from Russia, its

main supplier. Despite an annual budget of over USD 1

billion for arms imports, no major orders were placed

in 2023, except for a donated naval corvette from

India. Additionally, negotiations with potential new
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suppliers have not yielded significant results, with talks

ongoing with countries like India, the United States,

and South Korea. [Reuters]
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in Asia

 

 

United Nations General Assembly adopts

resolution on measures against

Islamophobia

(tj/lm) The United Nations General Assembly has

adopted a resolution to combat Islamophobia,

condemning religious hatred inciting discrimination,

hostility, or violence against Muslims. It urges member

states to take necessary measures to combat

intolerance, stereotypes, and violence against Muslims,

promoting interreligious dialogue and rejecting hate

speech. The resolution requests the appointment of a

UN special envoy to combat Islamophobia and calls for

a report on its implementation. The draft resolution,

initiated by Pakistan, received 115 votes in favor, none

against, with 44 abstentions. Two proposed

amendments were rejected, coinciding with the

International Day to Combat Islamophobia. [The

Express Tribune] [United Nations] [Xinhua]

China and EU hold 14th Defense and

Security Policy Dialogue

(ms/vs) China and the European Union held the 14th

Defense and Security Policy Dialogue in Beijing on

March 11. Co-chaired by the Office for International

Military Cooperation of China's Central Military

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ykj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ykt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ykt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-yki/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ykd/


Commission (CMC) and the European External Action

Service's (EEAS) department for peace, security, and

defense, the dialogue’s objective was to exchange

views on issues of common concern, such as China-EU

relations, China-EU defense cooperation, and the

international and regional situation.

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi recently stressed the

lack of fundamental conflict of interest or geostrategic

contradictions between the concerned parties, and

that their common interests far exceed their

differences. [China Military] [China News] [Prensa

Latina]

While Wang Yi thereby continues to repeat China’s call

for win-win cooperation, the EU remains ambivalent

with the need of access to the Chinese market on the

one hand but the call for “de-risking” and the fighting

against alleged unfair economic practices on the part

of China on the other hand.

Examples for the later one would be the initiation of

anti-subsidy investigations against Chinese electric

vehicle imports in September (see AiR No. 38,

September/2023, 3) and bio diesel in December of last

year (see AiR No. 51, December/2023, 3) by the EU.

Brazil envisions Chinese-controlled

Chancay Port in Peru as alternative trade

link to China

(ms) Brazil is working on a strategic partnership with

Peru's China-controlled Chancay port, aiming to

leverage it as a key conduit for exporting agricultural

commodities like soy, corn, and more. The Peruvian

Economy Minister, Jose Arista, revealed Brazil's interest

in utilizing the port, a move that could deeply change

trade dynamics in the region.

Situated near Peru's capital, Lima, the Chancay port

holds immense potential as an alternative to the

congested Panama Canal. Recent years saw the canal

grappling with traffic snarls and delays due to

dwindling water levels spurred by adverse climate

conditions. In contrast, Chancay presents a viable

solution, offering expedited transit times by

approximately two weeks for Brazilian exports

destined for the Indo-Pacific region, particularly China.

Brazilian Planning Minister Simone Tebet's recent visit

to the port underscores the seriousness of Brazil's

intent. Discussions with Minister Arista highlighted the

prospect of integrating Chancay into Brazil's export
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infrastructure, potentially streamlining logistics and

enhancing trade efficiency.

This move also aligns with broader geopolitical shifts,

as Chancay emerges as South America's first terminal

under Beijing's control. For China, the port represents

a critical gateway to deepen its regional foothold and

strengthen ties with Latin American nations.

As the port nears completion, with 70 percent of

construction already done, attention turns towards its

operationalization. The initial USD 1.3 billion

investment, predominantly spearheaded by majority

owner Cosco Shipping Ports, sets the stage for

significant economic pay out, directly and indirectly

through potentialstronger and faster trade to and with

China. [Reuters]

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi

embarks on diplomatic tour to New

Zealand and Australia

(ms) In a two-stop diplomatic venture, Chinese Foreign

Minister Wang Yi commenced his journey in New

Zealand on March 18, followed by a scheduled meeting

in Australia on March 20.

New Zealand

In Wellington, Wang engaged in talks with his New

Zealand counterpart, Winston Peters, aiming to

reinforce economic cooperation and address pressing

global challenges such as climate change. Wang

expressed China's readiness to enhance trade

relations and explore avenues for mutual growth,

particularly in digital innovation and economic

diversification. Notably, this visit coincides with the

tenth anniversary of the comprehensive strategic

partnership between China and New Zealand. While

the trade volume between the two countries doubled

since their partnership agreement to close to USD 13

billion.

Besides trade also the South China Sea and the Indo-

Pacific are said to be discussed during the meeting.

New Zealand is traditionally regarded as a moderate

voice within the Five Eyes alliance, emphasizing New

Zealand's commitment to a secure Indo-Pacific region

while conveying apprehensions about regional

instability.

Furthermore, discussions touched upon human rights

issues, including the situation in Xinjiang, Hong Kong,

and Tibet.
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Although at least not publicly discussed, New Zealand's

contemplation of joining AUKUS' second pillar also

hovered over the meeting and could also have been

one of the reasons for the visit in the first place. China

views AUKUS, a trilateral security pact between

Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States,

with apprehension, perceiving it as a challenge to its

strategic interests. However, it is not clear from the

subsequent press reports whether and to what extent

this was addressed. [ABC News] [FMPRC] [New Zealand

Government] [Reuters] [The Diplomat]

Australia

In Australia, Wang is slated to meet with Foreign

Minister Penny Wong to address bilateral trade issues

and regional security concerns. The focal point of

discussions will likely revolve around the case of

detained Australian Yang Hengjun.

Yang, a well-known writer and pro-democracy activist,

was sentenced to death with a two-year good behavior

reprieve after which it can be converted to a life

sentence in early February on charges of spying. Wong

described the court's decision as "shocking" and

"appalling" and emphasized that the Australian

government is working tirelessly to secure Yang's

release, which is why it is expected to be a topic in the

meeting with Wang (see AiR No. 6, February/2024, 1).

In addition, the economic relations between the two

countries are likely to play an important role, which

have improved significantly under the Albanese

government, but certain tariffs, such as on Australian

wine, are still in place, although these could soon be

lifted following recent developments. [The Guardian]

In addition, the ASEAN-Australia Special Summit held in

Melbourne at the beginning of March (see AiR No. 10,

March/2024, 1) could also be part of the talks, as

ASEAN is an important partner in the region for both

Australia and China.

Chinese envoy engages in talks with

Hamas leader on Gaza conflict

(ms) In a significant diplomatic move, Wang Kejian,

representing China's foreign ministry, held discussions

with Ismail Haniyeh, the leader of terror organization

Hamas' political bureau, in Qatar. This marks the first

reported meeting between a Chinese official and

Hamas since the outbreak of the Gaza conflict last

year.
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During the meeting, Haniyeh reportedly emphasized

the necessity of swiftly ending the attacks by Israel,

calling for them to withdraw its forces from Gaza and

advocating for the establishment of an independent

Palestinian state.

China conveyed its interest in fostering relations with

Hamas, recognizing the group as a significant

component of the Palestinian national fabric. This

meeting follows Wang's recent visit to the West Bank,

where he engaged with Palestinian Authority officials

and reiterated China's support for a ceasefire and a

two-state solution.

Since the onset of the Gaza conflict, China has sought

to engage diplomatically, issuing a five-point position

paper urging the UN Security Council to outline a

concrete roadmap for a two-state solution. [Middle

East Monitor] [South China Morning Post]

China's active and open position in the conflict, which

clearly shows solidarity with the Palestinian people,

can be seen as a further step in China's charm

offensive in the Arab world, in which China is

increasingly trying to establish itself as a reliable and

major partner.

China criticizes South Korea for including

Taiwan in Democracy summit

(ms) China has voiced strong opposition to South

Korea's decision to include Taiwan in the US

introduced Summit for Democracy, labeling it as

interference in China's internal affairs. The rebuke

comes as Taiwan's Digital Minister, Audrey Tang,

participated in the summit in Seoul, delivering an

unannounced video message.

The Summit for Democracy, initiated by U.S. President

Joe Biden, aims to address challenges to democratic

governance worldwide. However, China contends that

Taiwan's involvement undermines the principle of "one

China," emphasizing Taiwan's status as an integral part

of Chinese territory. Chinese foreign ministry

condemned South Korea's invitation to Taiwan,

asserting that it provides a platform for Taiwan

independence forces.

Tang's participation in the summit was not publicly

announced in advance, indicating sensitivity

surrounding Taiwan's involvement. Taiwan's foreign

ministry clarified that Tang's remarks were pre-

recorded and focused on Taiwan's cybersecurity

capabilities rather than political matters. The Summit
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for Democracy in Seoul marked the third edition of the

conference, with Taiwan participating in all three

summits. [FMPRC] [Reuters] [South China Morning

Post]

Japan initiates dialogue to ban product of

nuclear materials

(sh) On March 18, Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko

Kamikawa initiated a new dialogue framework, aiming

to kickstart negotiations for a multinational treaty

prohibiting the production of nuclear materials

suitable for weapons.

With Japan holding the U.N. Security Council's chair for

March, Kamikawa disclosed at a U.N. Security Council

ministerial meeting on nuclear disarmament and

nonproliferation on March 18 plans for a "Friends"

meeting involving like-minded nations to bolster

attention on the proposed Fissile Material Cut-off

Treaty. Expressing concern over global divisions on

nuclear disarmament, Kamikawa stressed the

necessity for pragmatic steps towards a nuclear-free

world.

The move coincides with rising tensions, including

China's military expansion and apprehensions

regarding Russia's actions in Ukraine and North

Korea's potential nuclear test. Kamikawa warned

against a nuclear arms race triggered by rapid

militarization in certain countries.

Furthermore, she condemned Russia's nuclear threats

in the Ukrainian conflict as "unacceptable" and

criticized Pyongyang's nuclear pursuits for destabilizing

regional and international peace. [Kyodo News]

Japan: UN nuclear watchdog director

visits to Japan over nuclear water

discharge

(sh) On March 14, the Director General of the

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), Rafael

Mariano Grossi, visited Japan continuing his

commitment to oversee the discharge of treated water

from the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant.

This marked Grossi's first trip to Japan since the water

discharge began in August last year (see AiR No. 36,

September/2023, 1). He reiterated the IAEA's

dedication to monitoring the controlled discharge
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process, emphasizing their presence before, during,

and after the operation. He affirmed that the IAEA

would remain committed until the discharge is

completed.

During his time in Tokyo, Grossi met with various

Japanese officials, including Prime Minister Fumio

Kishida, Foreign Minister Yoko Kamikawa, and other

key ministers and discussed with Japanese officials not

only the ongoing water discharge but also measures to

remediate contaminated soil surrounding the plant.

[IAEA]

In this meeting with Kishida, Grossi he confirmed

during his trip to Fukushima Prefecture that the water

release is being carried out in a safe and planned way

in compliance with international standards. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, Japan]

The Japanese, for its part, government announced to

provide the IAEA USD 20 million, affirming to uphold its

commitment to continue working together with the

nuclear watchdog in the release of treated radioactive

water into the sea. [Kyodo News 1]

Meanwhile, Tokyo Electric Power Company Holdings

Inc, the operator of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear

power plant, announced on March 17 that it has

completed the fourth batch of treated radioactive

water, adding that the next round will possibly start in

April.

While low levels of tritium have been detected in

samples collected near the outlet into the sea, they

were far below the limit of 10,000 becquerels for

drinking water set by the World Health Organization.

[Kyodo News 2]

Mongolia and Eurasia Economic Union to

sign trade agreement

(fg) The Eurasian Economic Union and Mongolia will

sign a temporary trade agreement, as decided at the

meeting of the Eurasian Economic Commission on

March 13 to 14.

This agreement offers the opportunity to enhance the

competitiveness of national industrial productions and

deepen bilateral trade.

The Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Economy

and Development of Mongolia, Chimediyn

Khurelbaatar, stated that Mongolia has considered

EAEU countries as priority trade partners since the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jlk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jlu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jlu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jrl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jrr/


Soviet era, although Mongolia's share in the trade is

currently not very large, he hopes that the future

agreement will bring about a positive change.

Between 2017 and 2021, trade between the Eurasian

Economic Union and Mongolia grew by 34 percent to

USD 1.96 billion. [Akipress] [EAEU 1]

In July 2015 a Memorandum of cooperation was signed

between Mongolia and the EAEU. In 2020, the EAEU

started research group to studies the prospects for

concluding a free trade Agreement between Mongolia

and the Union. [EAEU 2]

The EAEU is an international economic union in Eurasia

that its aim is to bring closer economic and political

integration of its member states. It was officially

established on January 1, 2015. The member states are

Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Russia.

South Korea, US and Japan hold trilateral

economic dialogue

(oy) On March 13, officials from South Korea, the US,

and Japan held the 3rd Korea-US-Japan Economic and

Security Dialogue in Busan, South Korea. The meeting,

led by Wang Yun-jong (Third Deputy Director of the

National Security Office, South Korea), Tarun Chhabra

(Senior Advisor for Technology and National Security

Affairs of the National Security Council, US), and Yasuo

Takamura (Cabinet Counselor of the National Security

Bureau, Japan), focused on enhancing cooperation in

supply chains, emerging technologies, and digital

areas.

The three officials discussed strengthening supply

chain cooperation in critical minerals through

initiatives like the Minerals Security Partnership and

Indo-Pacific Economic Framework. They also agreed to

facilitate joint research on core and emerging

technologies and to collaborate on artificial intelligence

governance, cybersecurity threats, and data security.

[Yonhap] [South Korea Presidential Office]

Taiwan's parliament launches friendship

groups with European parliaments

(fg) On March 16, members of the Legislative Yuan,

Taiwan's parliament, held a ceremony to inaugurate six

parliamentary friendship groups to promote

exchanges with European countries.
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These groups include the parliamentary friendship

societies for Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands,

Belgium and Luxembourg. There is also a

parliamentary group "to promote Taiwan's

participation in the World Trade Organization (WTO).

These groups are to strengthen parliamentary

cooperation and Taiwan's international participation.

One of the reasons given by parliamentarians for the

introduction of the friendship groups was that

parliaments of European countries had shown their

support for Taiwan in recent years, such as the

resolution passed by the Swiss Federal Council to

"strengthen cooperation with the Taiwanese Legislative

Yuan" last year in May (see AiR 19, May/2023, 2).

The MPs, including Lin I-chin via Facebook, emphasize

the importance of democratic values and human rights

in international relations and seek closer cooperation

with democratic countries. [Lin I-chin via Facebook, in

Chinese] [Focus Taiwan 1]

On March 18, two more parliamentary friendship

groups for Austria and Czechia were launched. [Focus

Taiwan 2]

Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Hasina calls

on UNDP to raise more funds for Rohingya

(lm) Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina hosted

a meeting with Crown Princess Victoria of Sweden, who

serves as the United Nations Development Program

(UNDP) goodwill ambassador. During their discussions,

Prime Minister Hasina emphasized the urgent need for

increased international support, particularly from the

UNDP, to address the ongoing Rohingya refugee crisis.

She highlighted the improved facilities and

accommodations available on the island of

Bhashanchar, expressing a desire to relocate more

Rohingyas there with the assistance of the UNDP.

[Dhaka Tribune 1]

Princess Victoria's visit to Bangladesh included broader

discussions on bilateral relations and global

challenges, notably climate change. Prime Minister

Hasina encouraged Swedish businesses to explore

investment opportunities in Bangladesh, emphasizing

the country's vulnerability to climate change impacts

such as floods and cyclones. She highlighted

Bangladesh's proactive measures in climate adaptation

and mitigation, including the establishment of a

climate trust fund and the construction of cyclone-

resistant shelters.
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Furthermore, Prime Minister Hasina reiterated her

government's commitment to poverty alleviation, citing

significant reductions in poverty rates achieved

through various social welfare programs. She

emphasized ongoing efforts to provide cyclone-

resistant housing and shelters to vulnerable

communities, aiming to eliminate homelessness across

the country.

Meanwhile, a newly published report has revealed that

over 3.4 million children live on the streets in

Bangladesh. The study, which was launched as part of

a collaborative project between Bangladesh’s

Department of Social Services, Ministry of Social

Welfare, UNICEF Bangladesh, the European Union, and

the Swedish International Development Cooperation

Agency, highlights factors such as poverty and

migration contributing to this issue. [Dhaka Tribune 2]

Indian navy captures ship from Somali

pirates, rescuing 17 crew members

(fd) On March 15, the Indian Navy successfully

captured a Maltese-flagged bulk cargo vessel, MV

Ruen, off the Indian coast, rescuing 17 crew members

from Somali pirates who had hijacked the ship three

months prior. The operation involved special

commandos, leading to the surrender of all 35 pirates

onboard. [Times of India] [Al Jazeera]

This marks the first successful hijacking by Somali

pirates since 2017, signaling a resurgence in pirate

activity. India has increased its maritime security

efforts in response to the recent spate of attacks,

deploying warships in the Red Sea and intensifying

surveillance in the Arabian Sea. At least 17 incidents of

hijacking, attempted hijacking, and suspicious

approaches have been recorded by the Indian Navy

since December 1, indicating a growing concern over

piracy in the region.

Two Indian firms offer lowest prices for

building MCC-funded substations in Nepal

(lm) Two Indian companies have submitted the lowest

prices for the construction of three 400kV substations

in Nepal, funded by the Millennium Challenge

Corporation (MCC), a United States foreign aid agency

that provides USD 500 million for electricity

transmission and road infrastructure projects in Nepal.

[The Kathmandu Post]
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This move comes after a recent meeting of the board

overseeing the Millennium Challenge Account Nepal

(MCA-Nepal), decided to prioritize the construction of

an 18-kilometers segment of the Butwal-Gorakhpur

power transmission line. The separation of this

segment from the larger transmission line network

aims to expedite the procurement process and ensure

timely completion by May 2026, connecting with the

lines under construction on the Indian side of the

border. [AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]

Meanwhile, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) will

provide a $580 million loan for Nepal's 635MW

Dudhkoshi Storage Hydroelectric Project. The project,

along with the 1,061MW Upper Arun Project, will also

receive funding from the World Bank. The Dudhkoshi

project is anticipated to get $150 million from the

World Bank, with a total project cost estimated at $2.2

billion. Funding will come from various sources

including loans, equity, and grants. Located in three

districts of Koshi Province, the project aims for

financial closure by 2024 and construction to

commence in 2025. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

IMF concludes final review of Pakistan’s

USD 3 billion loan program

(lm) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) was set to

conclude its review of Pakistan's USD 3 billion short-

term bailout program on March 19, following an

extension of the deadline due to incomplete agenda

discussions. The review, initially due on March 18,

aimed to assess Islamabad's progress in meeting

structural benchmarks and targets. [Arab News]

The completion of the first review in January led to the

immediate disbursement of approximately USD 700

million, with total disbursements reaching USD 1.9

billion. The program is slated to conclude in April, with

the remaining funds of approximately USD 1.1 billion

expected to be disbursed upon successful completion.

Discussions during the IMF visit focused on taxation

targets, subsidy elimination, tax system digitization,

and expanding the tax net. During the talks, the IMF

reportedly urged Pakistan to implement stricter

taxation measures on cryptocurrency gains and real

estate transactions. [yahoo!finance]

Notably, Islamabad is also eyeing a new loan under the

Extended Fund Facility (EFF) program, as it continues

reforms to bolster its debt-ridden economy. [AiR No.

11, March/2024, 2]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jyd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jyh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jyk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jyu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jjl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jjl/


World Bank approves additional USD 35

million credit to Cambodia for improving

climate-resilient roads

(lvw) The World Bank’s latest grant of 35 million U.S.

dollars to Cambodia seeks to expand climate resilience

in rural Cambodia by improving rural road

infrastructure in three provinces.

Kratie, Kampong Cham and Tboung Khmum provinces

are the beneficiaries of the credit, which will support

projects by the Cambodia Road Connectivity

Improvement Project (RCIP). These three provinces are

home to over two million people with 80 percent living

in rural areas.

The projects prioritize roads which ensure climate

secure access to critical social and health

infrastructure like markets, school and health services.

Ensuring safe rural road access and connectivity is

particularly important for rural populations during the

rainy season which are becoming more extreme as a

result of climate change.

Approved in mid 2020, the RCIP received an initial USD

100 million in credit from the World Bank for its work.

 This increased 35-million-dollar credit has been

granted to expand the budget and meet the higher-

than-expected construction costs, which has exceeded

initial projections due to roadwork contracts, inflation

and high prices of construction materials.

Current road rehabilitation works occur across

selected national provincial and rural roads and are

being carried out by the Ministry of Rural Development

and the Ministry of Public works and Transport.

[Khmer Times]

Indonesia advocates inclusive

participation in Indo-Pacific Economic

Framework

(jb) Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs

Airlangga Hartarto underscored Indonesia's

commitment to promoting active and equitable

involvement of all partner countries in the

implementation of the Indo-Pacific Economic

Framework for Prosperity (IPEF). Hartarto emphasized

the importance of operationalizing IPEF agreements by

ensuring fair participation among all involved nations.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jjr/


Speaking at the IPEF Virtual Ministerial Meeting,

cohosted by Thai Foreign Minister Parnpree Bahiddha-

Nukara and US Secretary of Commerce Gina M.

Raimondo on March 14, Hartarto affirmed that

Indonesia welcomed plans for the agreement signing,

scheduled for June 2024 in Singapore, focusing on

clean energy and fair economy aspects.

Raimondo commended partner countries for swiftly

concluding IPEF negotiations and highlighted the

significance of sustaining commitments across all

pillars, including supply chains.

Singapore's Minister of Trade and Industry Gan Kim

Yong invited governments and private representatives

to the Clean Economy Investor Forum, scheduled for

June 5-6 in Singapore and aiming to enhance

investment cooperation within the clean economy

sector among IPEF partners. [Antara News]

Launched as an economic initiative launched by U.S.

President Joe Biden in May 2022, the framework

consists current of fourteen participating founding

member nations in the Indo-Pacific region, including

Australia, Brunei, Fiji, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia,

New Zealand, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea,

Thailand, the U.S., and Vietnam.

The meeting reviewed progress made under the IPEF,

highlighting the entry into force of the IPEF Pillar II

Agreement on Supply Chain Resilience on 24 February

2024 as well as the recent conclusion of the

negotiations of draft Agreements on Pillar III (Clean

Economy) and Pillar IV (Fair Economy), along with the

draft Overarching IPEF Agreement to establish

mechanisms to oversee IPEF cooperation across all

Pillars.

The participants also discussed the work plans for IPEF

cooperation in each Pillar as well as the progress with

regards to the establishment and grant funding of IPEF

Catalytic Capital Fund and the preparation for the

Clean Economy Investor Forum that will mobilize

funding for clean economy infrastructure projects.

[Pattaya Mail]

Laos, UNICEF discuss efforts to improve

children’s well-being

(wn) The Lao government and UNICEF have come

together to evaluate progress and plan future

strategies to address the emerging challenges children

in Laos face on March 13.
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The meeting aimed to align the country’s program with

national priorities and sustainable development goals,

with UNICEF reiterating their commitment to

supporting Laos' inclusive growth and development.

Stakeholders also discussed strategic shifts needed to

address challenges facing Southeast Asian children,

including nutrition, environment, climate change,

learning, and gender. [Xinhua]

United States Secretary of State Blinken

visits Philippines as South China Sea

tensions rise

(lb/lm) On March 19, United States Secretary of State

Antony Blinken has arrived in the Philippines, a key ally

of Washington, amid heightened regional tensions with

China. The American top diplomat was expected to

discuss trade and reiterate Washington’s "ironclad"

security commitments to the country. [BBC 1]

In the lead-up to Blinken’s visit to Manila, China's

defense ministry accused the Philippines of deception

and playing the victim in a recent clash near the

disputed Second Thomas Shoal in the South China Sea.

[South China Morning Post]

On March 5, PRC ships employed dangerous

maneuvers and water cannons against Philippine

vessels allegedly carrying provisions to Filipino service

members stationed at the BRP Sierra Madre, a

Philippine Navy ship that was deliberately grounded on

the Second Thomas Shoal, also known as Ayungin

Shoal, in 1999. The actions caused multiple collisions,

damaging at least one Philippine vessel and injuring

Filipino service members [see AiR No. 11, March/2024,

2].

The incident was the latest in a series of confrontations

between the two countries in the strategic waterway.

While the disputes are not new, tense encounters

between the Philippine and Chinese Coast Guard have

increased in recent months, raising fears of a conflict.

Of note, Beijing recently accused the Philippines of

ignoring proposals to manage the conflict. The

proposal, which involved Filipino resupply missions to

the Second Thomas Shoal, was reportedly met with

inaction by the Marcos Jr. administration, according to

an unnamed senior Chinese official. However,

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. clarified that while they

did not reject the proposals outright, they questioned

the premise, particularly China's expansive territorial
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claims based on the controversial "10-dash line" map.

[BBC 2]

United States President Biden to host

leaders of Japan, The Philippines for first

trilateral summit on April 11

(lb) United States President Joe Biden will convene a

first-ever trilateral summit with President Ferdinand R.

Marcos Jr. of the Philippines and Prime Minister

Kishida Fumio of Japan on April 11 in Washington DC.

The summit aims to enhance trilateral cooperation on

economic growth, emerging technologies, clean

energy, and climate action, while also addressing

security issues in the Indo-Pacific, including the South

China Sea tensions. [The White House] [The Japan

Times] [South China Morning Post]

Of note, the announcement of the summit coincided

with a visit by United States Secretary of State Antony

Blinken to Manila on March 19, emphasizing

Washington's support amid tensions with China. [see

article above]

The summit will follow Kishida’s state visit to

Washington on April 10, during which bilateral

discussions will focus on strengthening U.S.-Japan ties.

While security relations remain robust, concerns about

a potential second Trump administration have

emerged, given Trump's transactional approach to

alliances.

Additionally, President Biden will host President

Marcos Jr. for a separate meeting to review U.S.-

Philippines relations and expand cooperation on

various fronts, including economic security, clean

energy, people-to-people ties, and human rights and

democracy, emphasizing the commitment to a free

and open Indo-Pacific.

Furthermore, discussions might encompass a

prospective agreement for Japanese shipyards to

upkeep U.S. Navy warships. However, this topic could

become intricate in light of the heightened scrutiny

surrounding the USD 14.9 billion acquisition deal of the

renowned US steelmaker, U.S. Steel, by the Japanese

firm Nippon Steel, prompted by national security

apprehensions. President Joe Biden has openly

opposed the acquisition, stressing the significance of

retaining U.S. Steel under American ownership. [The

Japan Times]
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The Philippines President Marcos Jr. visits

Germany, Czech Republic

(lb) Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. last week

completed a two-stop visit to Europe, visiting Germany

and the Czech Republic for high-level talks. [Rappler]

In Germany, President Marcos Jr.'s visit marked the

first time in a decade that a Philippine president had

visited the country. The previous visit was by the late

Benigno Aquino III in 2014. Furthermore, Marcos Jr.

became only the second Philippine president, following

the late Fidel V. Ramos, to visit the Czech Republic. His

predecessor, Rodrigo Duterte, refrained from visiting

Europe during his six-year term, partly due to his

stance against European Union criticisms of his drug

war, which included threats of expelling EU diplomats

from the Philippines.

Germany

In Berlin, discussions between President Marcos Jr. and

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz centered on enhanced

military cooperation between their countries, focusing

on training Philippine armed forces, defense against

cyberattacks, and coastal protection. Manila seeks to

strengthen its military capabilities, particularly in

maritime security, amid disputes in the South China

Sea. Both countries also aim to collaborate on raw

material development, climate action, and labor

migration.[Yahoo News]

Notably, Marcos Jr. also asserted that the International

Criminal Court lacks authority to investigate the

country's deadly war on drugs, citing ongoing

investigations by Philippine law enforcement. Marcos

emphasized the Philippines' commitment to its own

judicial processes and raised concerns about external

interference in domestic policing matters. [Reuters]

Czech Republic

During his two-day visit to Czech Republic from March

14-15, Marcos Jr. met with numerous – President Petr

Pavel, Prime Minister Petr Fiala, Senate President Miloš

Vystrčil, and President of the Chamber of Deputies

Markéta Pekarová Adamová.

Key achievements include the signing of agreements

on labor and trade. A joint communique between the

Department of Migrant Workers and the Czech labor

ministry was signed to establish a labor consultation

mechanism. Additionally, an agreement among

Philippine and Czech business leaders was signed to

promote trade and investment.
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United States commerce secretary visits

Thailand, The Philippines

(lb) Last week, U.S. Commerce Secretary Gina

Raimondo spearheaded a trade mission to the

Philippines and Thailand, highlighting the prospects for

heightened investment and economic collaboration

between the United States and these Southeast Asian

nations. Moreover, conversations during both trips

underscored the need to diversify semiconductor

manufacturing and fortify supply chains, especially

amidst prevailing global economic uncertainties and

geopolitical shifts.

The Philippines

During her visit to Manila, Raimondo announced that

American companies have committed investments

exceeding USD 1 billion in the Philippines, covering

sectors such as solar energy, electric vehicles, and

digitization. Raimondo led a two-day trade and

investment mission involving executives from 22 firms,

including United Airlines, Google, Visa, KKR Asia Pacific,

and Microsoft. [Voice of America]

While emphasizing the enduring alliance between the

U.S. and the Philippines as "ironclad," Raimondo also

addressed concerns regarding China's access to

advanced American technology, stating that while

there is no intention to "decouple" from Beijing,

measures will be taken to safeguard sensitive

technologies from Chinese military utilization.

[Malaysia Sun]

Thailand

From March 13-14, Raimondo led members of the

President’s Export Council to Bangkok, where she

emphasized Thailand's potential to benefit from

Washington’s efforts to diversify semiconductor

production, stating that American firms are prepared

to significantly increase investments in the country.

Raimondo highlighted the concentration of

semiconductor production in only a few countries

worldwide and underscored the importance of

diversifying the supply chain. [The Nation] [Reuters]

In this context, Raimondo participated in a virtual

ministerial meeting of the Indo-Pacific Economic

Framework for Prosperity (IPEF). Initiated by the US in

May 2022, the IPEF aims to foster economic

cooperation among its 14 member countries, including

major economies like Australia, Japan, South Korea,

and Thailand. Discussions centered on proposed
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guidelines for advancing four key pillars: supply chains,

clean economy, fair economy, and trade. The next

high-level meeting of the IPEF is scheduled to take

place in Singapore on June 6, where ministers from

participating countries will convene to discuss further

steps in advancing economic cooperation within the

region. [Associated Press]

The Philippines wants more women in UN

peacekeeping operations

(lb) During the 9,574th Security Council meeting on

March 13, the Philippines expressed its intention to

enhance its involvement in United Nations (UN)

peacekeeping operations, with a particular focus on

deploying more Filipino women to contribute to

international peace and security efforts. [Philippine

News Agency]

New Zealand’s deputy prime minister

visits India, Indonesia, Singapore

(lm/lb) New Zealand’s Minister for Foreign Affairs and

Deputy Prime Minister Winston Peters has concluded a

whirlwind trip across several countries in South and

Southeast Asia that included visits to India, Indonesia,

and Singapore. This trip underscored New Zealand's

commitment to engaging with South and Southeast

Asia as a pivotal region in its foreign policy agenda,

with further high-level visits planned in the coming

months.

India

During his visit to India, Peters held discussions with

key ministers in Delhi and underscored the importance

of India to his country and the significance of his

meetings for strengthening bilateral relations. In

return, India’s External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar

also expressed anticipation for productive talks during

their meeting. This visit, from March 10-13, marked

Peters' first since the new New Zealand government

took office in November last year. [Business World]

Interestingly, Peters sparked controversy in India by

questioning Canada's allegation that a Sikh leader was

killed at the behest of the Indian government. Peters,

in an interview with the Indian Express, expressed

doubt about the evidence supporting Canada's claim

and emphasized the need for concrete evidence. His

remarks, considered the first time a Five Eyes partner
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questioned Canada's allegations, garnered significant

attention in the Indian press. Despite the stir, Peters'

office clarified that New Zealand's stance remains

unchanged, awaiting conclusive evidence from the

ongoing criminal investigation. [The Post]

Indonesia

On March 14, Peters met with his Indonesian

counterpart Retno Marsudi to discuss a potential

partnership to recognize each other's halal certificates,

aiming to bolster bilateral trade. Peters also met with

Defense Minister and successful presidential candidate

Prabowo Subianto. [VOI] [Tempo.co]

Of note, Peter’s visit built on other high-level

engagement between Indonesia and New Zealand,

following Vice-President Ma'Aruf Amin's visit to

Wellington and Prime Minister Luxon's meeting with

President Joko Widodo on the sidelines of the ASEAN-

Australia Summit in Melbourne last month. Minister

Marsudi will make a return visit to New Zealand in

May.

Singapore

During his visit to Singapore, Peters met with various

officials to discuss enhancing the New Zealand-

Singapore relationship and addressing regional and

global challenges. Of note, he described the city-state

as New Zealand's "most important defence partner in

South East Asia" and its fourth-largest trading partner.

[RNZ]

Indian External Affairs Minister

Jaishankar to visit Singapore, The

Philippines, Malaysia

(lb) External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar is set to

embark on a five-day official visit to Singapore,

Philippines, and Malaysia starting March 23, aiming to

bolster bilateral relations and address regional issues.

[Hindustan Times]

The visit to Singapore holds particular significance as it

is one of India's closest partners in the Association of

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), with strong ties

spanning trade, defense, and security. Last year, India

and Singapore established a real-time link between

their digital payment systems, showcasing their

commitment to enhancing cooperation. The trip

underscores India's strategic engagement with

Singapore and its broader commitment to deepening

ties with key partners in the region.
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Singapore in agreement with Jordan,

Qatar on need for immediate

humanitarian ceasefire in Gaza

(lb) Singapore’s Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan

embarked on a diplomatic mission to Jordan and

Qatar, focusing on humanitarian concerns in Gaza and

enhancing bilateral ties. In Jordan, he engaged with

Deputy Prime Minister Ayman Safadi and King

Abdullah II, emphasizing the imperative of a ceasefire

in Gaza and the urgency of delivering aid to the

embattled region. Discussions also centered on

bolstering Singapore-Jordan relations, with plans for

expanded cooperation across various sectors.

Additionally, Balakrishnan visited Qatar, where he held

talks with Prime Minister Mohammed Abdulrahman Al

Thani on regional dynamics, particularly the Gaza

situation.[Jordan News] [The Straits Times]

In related developments, Singapore's third tranche of

humanitarian aid for Gaza has arrived in Jordan, with

plans for the Republic of Singapore Air Force (RSAF) to

conduct airdrops soon. [ChannelNews Asia]

Thai House committee suggests ‘Myanmar

Troika Plus’ format to include India, China

in mechanism

(lm) In Thailand, the lower House committee on foreign

affairs has put forward a four-point action plan to help

solve the crisis in neighboring Myanmar. The foremost

recommendation suggests that the Thai government

establish the "Myanmar Troika Plus," an informal

consultation mechanism comprising Thailand, the

current chair of ASEAN, China, and India, aimed at

promoting sustainable peace in Myanmar. [Bangkok

Post]

In September of last year, ASEAN leaders agreed to

address political unrest in Myanmar by tasking three

member countries - the current, previous, and next

chairs of the regional bloc - with collaborating to

engage with the military regime [see AiR No. 37,

September/2023, 2]. Previously, this responsibility

solely rested with the country holding the annual

chairmanship since the Myanmar military takeover in

2021. Consequently, the proposed composition of the

Myanmar Troika Plus mechanism would include

Thailand, China, and India, along with Indonesia, Laos,

and Malaysia.
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Furthermore, the Thai House committee has proposed

to the government the establishment of a special panel

comprising security and foreign affairs officials to

monitor the situation in Myanmar and develop a

comprehensive response. Additionally, it urged the

government to formulate a contingency plan to

address potential escalation in fighting following the

initiation of conscription under the newly enforced law

in Myanmar, which is scheduled to commence after

the April festival marking the country's traditional New

Year. The committee is particularly concerned about

the possibility of an influx of refugees into border

provinces due to heightened conflict potential in the

aftermath of the conscription drive [see AiR No. 9,

February/2024, 4].

Moreover, the government is encouraged to broaden

the distribution of humanitarian aid to encompass all

individuals affected by the conflict, rather than limiting

assistance to 10,000 individuals sheltering in three

villages. Previously, the government had agreed to

establish a humanitarian corridor along the border

with Myanmar to assist internally displaced persons.

This initiative, supported by ASEAN foreign ministers

and a representative from Myanmar's junta, will enable

the Thai and Myanmar Red Cross to deliver supplies

under the supervision of ASEAN's humanitarian aid

body. The first convoy of humanitarian aid is scheduled

to enter Myanmar on March 25.

Timor-Leste launches TL IMPACT initiative

to speed up ASEAN accession process

(dm) Timor-Leste has launched TL IMPACT (Timor-Leste

Integrated Measurement of Progress and

Transformation for Development), an initiative

designed to assess the country’s readiness and

progress in meeting the requirements for full

membership in ASEAN. The initiative, which is

conducted in collaboration with the Asian

Development Bank, is part of Timor-Leste's

commitment to joining ASEAN and leveraging the

benefits of regional economic integration.

[Government of Timor-Leste]

ASEAN member states agreed in principle to admit the

island nation as its eleventh member in 2022 but

without a specific timeframe. Timor-Leste has to follow

the roadmap adopted by the regional bloc before it

can join. Timor Leste has been an observer to ASEAN

since 2022 following its official request to be a member

in 2021.
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UNDP, Timor-Leste launch support for

women, children in rural communities

(dm) The UNDP and the government of Timor-Leste,

with funding from Japan, have launched the

"Promoting Green Transformation in the Pacific Region

towards Net-Zero and Climate-resilient Development"

project. This initiative aims to provide clean energy

solutions to rural communities in Timor-Leste. As part

of the project, solar panel kits and improved cooking

stoves will be distributed to 1000 households in

Ainaro, Manatuto, and Manufahi municipalities. [Tatoli]

[UNDP]

The project, with a total funding of USD 37.5 million,

targets several Small Island Developing States,

including Timor-Leste, to provide renewable energy

access to rural communities and enhance resilience to

climate risks.

Vietnam-Asian Development Bank

partnership marks 30th anniversary with

USD 3 billion pledge

(wn) Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh and

Asian Development Bank (ADB) President Masatsugu

Asakawa met to celebrate the 30th anniversary of the

Vietnam-ADB partnership. Asakawa announced the

ADB's pledge to mobilize resources totaling USD 3

billion for roughly 23 projects in Vietnam from 2023 to

2026. The ADB's cumulative assistance to Vietnam

currently stands at approximately USD 18 billion.

[Vietnam News]

Bangladesh’s foreign minister requests

visiting Irish minister to make visa

processing easier

(lm) During a recent visit by Irish Minister for

Enterprise, Trade, and Employment Simon Coveney to

Dhaka, Bangladesh's Foreign Minister Hasan Mahmud

urged Ireland to ease visa processing to facilitate

Bangladeshi students and IT professionals interested

in higher studies and work opportunities in Ireland.

[Dhaka Tribune]

Coveney's visit aimed at enhancing bilateral trade and

investment, with discussions focusing on

strengthening economic ties, particularly in agro-

processing, pharmaceuticals, and IT sectors. Both

ministers discussed extending trade preferences,
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supporting Rohingya refugees, and finding solutions to

global conflicts like the situation in Gaza. Coveney

announced an additional EUR 1.5 million in

humanitarian aid for Rohingyas in Bangladesh.

Bhutan, India prime minister meet in New

Delhi

(lm) Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay of Bhutan met

with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in New

Delhi during his five-day official visit to India. A joint

statement from their bilateral meetings is expected

today. [Kuensel]

This trip marks Tobgay's first foreign visit since

assuming office as Bhutan's fourth democratically

elected Prime Minister. During his visit, Tobgay will

meet with various Indian government leaders and

business figures to bolster bilateral ties. He is

scheduled to meet with Indian President Droupadi

Murmu. Tobgay is accompanied by high-level officials

from the Royal Government of Bhutan, including the

Foreign Minister and other senior officials.

Brunei delivers aid to Gaza via airdrops

(dql) Brunei has allocated over USD 1 million for the

delivery of nearly 6,000 ready-to-eat meal packages to

Gaza.

On March 13, the initial delivery of the packages was

provided via airdrops from aircraft from the Jordanian

air force, targeting the northern coastal region of Gaza.

More deliveries were scheduled for March 14 and 15.

[Xinhua]

China-Russia: President Putin set to visit

China in May

(ms) Russian President Vladimir Putin is set to embark

on a trip to China in May, marking what could be his

inaugural overseas trip since commencing his new

presidential term, according to Reuters.

While there has been great outrage, particularly from

Western countries, over the lack of legitimacy of the

presidential election held in Russia, China's President

Xi Jinping was one of the first heads of state to

congratulate Putin on his re-election. 
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Regardless of whether the visit to China will be Putin's

first foreign visit or not, a visit would once again

underline the importance of the two countries'

bilateral relationship, which has been under the motto

of "no limits" since February 2022, despite the ongoing

war of aggression against Ukraine (see AiR No. 7,

February/2022, 3). [Reuters] [Xinhua]

U.S. House passes bill threatening TikTok

ban in the US

(ms) On March 13, the U.S. House of Representatives

approved a bill with a significant majority, signaling a

potential threat to TikTok's presence in the country.

The legislation, passed by a vote of 352-65, demands

that TikTok's Chinese parent company, ByteDance,

divest its U.S. operations within six months or face a

ban.

The bill's proponents cite concerns over national

security, pointing to the perceived risk of ByteDance's

ties to the Chinese government. Lawmakers fear that

this connection could lead to unauthorized access to

the personal data of TikTok's 170 million American

users, which according to them could potentially pose

a threat to national security interests.

The passage of the bill underscores broader tensions

between the U.S. and China, with TikTok emerging as a

focal point in the ongoing geopolitical friction. While

some legislators view the legislation as a necessary

safeguard against foreign influence, critics argue that it

could infringe upon free speech rights and have

adverse economic consequences.

The bill now rests with the Senate, where deliberations

are expected to take place against a backdrop of

partisan divisions and diplomatic sensitivities. US

President Joe Biden has indicated his support for the

measure, but its ultimate implementation hinges on

Senate approval.

TikTok's CEO, Shou Zi Chew, has strongly opposed the

proposed measures, warning of potential

repercussions for the app's users and the digital

landscape at large. [Associated Press] [BBC] [CNN 1]

[Reuters]

Following the House's approval of the bill former

Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin announced plans

to lead an investor group in a bid to acquire TikTok.

Mnuchin aims to address regulatory hurdles and

concerns over data privacy to facilitate TikTok's sale.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jht/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-jhk/


Industry analysts suggest tech giants like Microsoft or

Oracle as other and more likely buyers. [CNN 2]

Nvidia expands, despite US restrictions on

presence in Chinas EV sector

(ms) Nvidia, the leading U.S. chipmaker renowned for

its advanced AI technologies, is deepening its ties with

Chinese electric vehicle (EV) manufacturers, notably

BYD, amid the burgeoning demand for AI-driven

automotive solutions. Despite facing restrictions on

selling its top-tier chips to China due to US national

security concerns (see AiR No. 46, November/2023, 2),

Nvidia is expanding its collaboration with BYD to

encompass AI training, auto manufacturing, and in-car

computing.

At the GPU Technology Conference on March 18,

Nvidia revealed that BYD, the world's leading EV

maker, will incorporate its latest generation Drive Thor

platform into its vehicles. Drive Thor, powered by

Nvidia's Blackwell AI chipset, is tailored for AI and

autonomous driving applications, enhancing BYD's

capabilities in these domains.

The partnership extends beyond conventional

automotive applications, with BYD planning to utilize

Nvidia's AI infrastructure for training autonomous

driving models and integrating intelligent robots into

its manufacturing processes. Moreover, BYD aims to

revolutionize the car-buying experience by leveraging

Nvidia's Omniverse platform for real-time 3D graphics.

Nvidia's collaborations extend beyond BYD to include

other Chinese automakers such as Xpeng, GAC Aion's

Hyper brand, Zeekr (a Geely subsidiary), and Li Auto.

These partnerships underscore Chinese automakers'

drive to embrace cutting-edge technology to compete

globally, particularly in markets outside China where

they seek to expand sales and challenge established

Western brands like Tesla. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters]

Trump administration authorized covert

CIA operation against China

(ms) According to an exclusive report by Reuters,

former U.S. President Donald Trump authorized a

covert operation conducted by the Central Intelligence

Agency (CIA) aimed at influencing public opinion within

China. This operation, initiated in 2019 and previously

undisclosed, involved the deployment of CIA
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operatives to spread negative narratives about the

Chinese government through social media channels.

Sources familiar with the operation revealed that the

CIA operatives utilized fake online identities to

disseminate allegations of corruption within China's

ruling Communist Party and to criticize initiatives like

the Belt and Road Initiative. While specific details

regarding the operation remain undisclosed, former

officials maintain that the narratives were based on

factual information despite being propagated under

false pretenses.

Concerns have been raised about the potential

repercussions of these covert activities. On the one

hand, it weakens accusations of election interference

or other campaigns that the Chinese government is

accused of conducting or having conducted against the

US. On the other hand, observers also warn that such

operations could reinforce China's narrative of

Western interference, which gives it a justification to

conduct nationwide crackdowns on opposition figures,

activists and minorities under the guise of

counterespionage.

The Biden administration has yet to comment on the

continuation of these covert operations. [Reuters]

EU launches investigation into China’s

AliExpress for alleged illegal content

(ms) The European Commission has opened a formal

proceeding against AliExpress, the Chinese e-

commerce platform operated by Alibaba, over

concerns regarding the dissemination of potentially

illegal content (see press release European

Commission). The probe, initiated under the Digital

Services Act (DSA), aims to assess AliExpress'

compliance with regulations and its handling of

content moderation, internal complaints, and

advertising transparency.

The Digital Services Act (DSA) is a legislative initiative by

the European Union aimed at modernizing regulations

for digital services. It covers various online activities

and addresses challenges like illegal content

dissemination and platform dominance. Key aspects

include obligations for platforms to detect and remove

illegal content, ensure transparent advertising, and

provide effective complaint-handling mechanisms. The

DSA also focuses on enhancing user rights, such as

algorithmic transparency and intermediary

accountability.
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The investigation follows similar probes into other

social media platforms, including Twitter and TikTok.

Under the DSA, AliExpress is classified as a Very Large

Online Platform (VLOP), subjecting it to increased

scrutiny and regulatory obligations.

Commission officials have raised concerns about the

potential presence of illegal products, such as fake

medicines and non-compliant food items, on the

platform. They also express worries about inadequate

measures to tackle these issues effectively. The

investigation will examine whether AliExpress has

adequately enforced its terms of service, especially

regarding the sale of products posing health risks and

the accessibility of inappropriate content to minors.

Additionally, the Commission will assess AliExpress'

efforts to prevent the dissemination of harmful

content through its affiliate program and its

compliance with DSA provisions related to user

notification mechanisms and data transparency for

traders.

If found guilty of non-compliance, AliExpress could face

penalties of up to 6 percent of its global annual

turnover. The Commission aims to gather evidence

and conduct thorough assessments to determine the

extent of any alleged infringements. AliExpress has

stated its commitment to cooperating with authorities

and ensuring compliance with applicable standards.

[Asia Financial] [Reuters] [Tech Times]

Chinas President Xi Jinping backs Angolan

economic diversification in bilateral ties

elevation

(ms) Chinese President Xi Jinping and Angolan

President Joao Lourenco have announced on March 15

an elevation in bilateral ties to a comprehensive

strategic cooperative partnership during Lourenco's

recent visit to Beijing.

Xi expressed China's willingness to support Angolan

efforts to diversify its economy away from oil

dependency, particularly in sectors like agriculture and

manufacturing. Angola, having left the Organization of

the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) earlier this

year, is seeking to revamp its economy, with China

emerging as a key partner in this transition (see AiR

No. 52, December/2023, 4).

In addition to the benefits for the West African country,

the desired diversification of the Angolan economy

also represents an opportunity for China. In the frame
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of the Belt and Road Initiative, China has emerged as

one of Angola's largest investors since 2014, with

investments of around USD 12 billion in the last

decade, of which around 50 percent went into the

country's energy and, above all, oil sector.

The case of Angola is often used as an example for

accusations of "debt trap diplomacy" against China, as

the investments can hardly be described as a success

with the country currently owing China almost USD 21

billion, 40 percent of the country's total public foreign

debt (read more Hudson Institute).

However, the country's energy sector, and above all

the oil sector, does not generate enough revenue to

cover the volume of debt incurred, which means that

through possible diversification, in addition to the

benefits for Angola, China can also hope to see

outstanding debt volumes covered. [Africa News]

[China Daily] [Reuters]

China engages in diplomatic talks with

Ukraine over planned peace summit

(ms) Amidst the ongoing war between Ukraine and

Russia, Andriy Yermak, the chief of staff for Ukrainian

President Volodymyr Zelensky, held discussions with

China's ambassador to Kyiv Fan Xianrong on March 13,

regarding a proposed global peace summit to be held

in Switzerland.

During the meeting, Yermak and Fan deliberated on

preparations for the summit, which aims to bring

together international leaders to address the war

initiated by Russia's aggression against Ukraine. This

dialogue highlights Ukraine's push for diplomatic

intervention to end the protracted conflict.

The proposed summit has garnered interest from both

Switzerland and China, with discussions revolving

around potential participation. Switzerland aims to

convene the summit by the summer, inviting a broad

coalition of nations, including BRICS states and

countries from the Arab world and the Global South.

However, challenges persist as Russia, the aggressor in

the conflict, has not been invited to participate in the

summit and has already proactively announced that it

would not participate even if invited.  [Bloomberg]

[President of Ukraine] [Reuters] [South China Morning

Post]
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Chinese professor at Japanese university

vanishes amidst growing concerns

(ms) Hu Shiyun, a Chinese professor at Kobe Gakuin

University in Japan, has been reported missing after his

visit to his homeland last summer, sparking fears that

he might have been detained by Chinese authorities.

The 47-year-old, responsible for Chinese language

courses at the university's faculty of global

communication, became unreachable after his return

to China following the conclusion of summer school

courses in August last year.

The alarm was raised when Hu's family informed Kobe

Gakuin University in late September that they had not

been able to establish contact with him. Concerns

escalated as the university sought clarification from

the Chinese Consulate General in Osaka regarding Hu's

safety in China, but has yet to receive a response.

Hu's disappearance is a troubling echo of similar

incidents involving Chinese academics in Japan. In

2013, Zhu Jianrong, a professor at Toyo Gakuen

University, went missing after visiting Shanghai, only to

be reunited with his family in Japan after several

months. Likewise, in 2019, Yuan Keqin, a professor at

Hokkaido University of Education, was detained in

China on suspicion of espionage.

These occurrences come amidst Beijing's heightened

efforts to safeguard national security, leading to the

detention of individuals, including foreign nationals, on

charges of espionage. Last month, Chinese authorities

sentenced Australian citizen and writer Yang Hengjun

to a suspended death penalty. Yang, a writer and pro-

democracy blogger, had been imprisoned in China

since 2019 on charges of spying (see AiR No. 6,

February/2024, 1). [Kyoto Times] [Japan Times] [Nikkei

Asia]

8th China-NATO security policy dialogue

(ms) According to reports from the Chinese Ministry of

Defense, a meeting between the leaders of the Office

for International Military Cooperation of the Chinese

Central Military Commission (CMC) and the

Cooperative Security Division of NATO's International

Military Staff took place on March 13 during the 8th

China-NATO security policy dialogue.

While the Chinese side provided little information

about the exact content or outcome of the talks,

stating only that defense exchanges between China
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and NATO and non-defined international and regional

"situations" were discussed, NATO emphasized that

the Russian war of aggression against Ukraine was an

important topic of the talks, as was maritime security.

[Chinese Ministry of National Defense] [Newsweek]

[Reuters]

India testfires new nuclear ballistic

missile that puts Beijing within range;

China responds with missile test

(lm) On March 11, India conducted the maiden flight

test of its domestically developed Agni-V MIRV ballistic

missile capable of carrying multiple warheads, a

development that enhances the country’s nuclear

deterrence against rivals China and Pakistan. [The Wall

Street Journal] [The Diplomat]

In response, People's Liberation Army (PLA) of China

conducted live-fire drills near the border with India.

Utilizing an advanced surface-to-air missile system,

these exercises happened on the Karakoram Plateau,

opposite Eastern Ladakh, where tensions between the

two countries have persisted since 2020. A notable

aspect of the drill was the involvement of a female

missile platoon, which successfully engaged a new

subsonic target aircraft - marking their first operation

of this kind.

Notably, China had reportedly sent its second research

vessel, the “Xiang Yang Hong 01”, to the Indian shores

to likely observe the test. The ship, currently less than

260 nautical miles off the coast of Visakhapatnam, is

believed to have been collecting data on the missile's

range and capability. [The Economic Times]

Both these developments come after India earlier this

month reportedly redeployed 10,000 soldiers from its

western border to reinforce its border with China, a

move that Beijing believes undermines efforts to

maintain peace and stability in the region. Despite

previous agreements to engage in dialogue and recent

constructive meetings, China criticized India's military

buildup, stating that it hampers efforts to calm the

situation and ensure safety along the border.

[Bloomberg]

Days later, Indian Prime Minister Modi visited

Arunachal Pradesh, a state Beijing claims as its

territory, to inaugurate a two-lane tunnel and

announce infrastructure projects to improve

connectivity and military movement in the border state

[see AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]. China protested the

visit, but India in response reiterated its sovereignty
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over Arunachal Pradesh and its right to develop the

region. [Voice of America]

Speaking against this backdrop, Indian Army Chief Gen

Manoj Pande recently described the situation along the

Line of Actual Control (LAC) as "stable but sensitive,"

emphasizing the robust and balanced deployment of

Indian troops and other elements along the border.

[The Tribune]

One alleged smuggler killed, two security

personnel injured at India-Bangladesh

border

(fd) An alleged Bangladeshi smuggler was killed in a

clash with India's Border Security Force (BSF) in the

border state of Tripura. Two BSF personnel were

injured during the confrontation. According to the BSF,

a group of smugglers approached the border fence

from both sides, ignoring warnings from the BSF. A

scuffle broke out, leading to the BSF firing shots,

resulting in the death of one smuggler. [Hindustan

Times]

India rejects United States concern over

citizenship law as ‘misplaced,

unwarranted’

(lm) India has rebuffed concerns raised by the United

States regarding its religion-based citizenship law, the

Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), dismissing them as

"misplaced, misinformed, and unwarranted." The US

State Department expressed concern over the law's

implementation, citing respect for religious freedom

and equal treatment under the law. India's Ministry of

External Affairs countered, asserting that the CAA is an

internal matter and aligns with India's inclusive

traditions and commitment to human rights. The law,

they argue, aims to grant a safe haven to persecuted

minorities, not strip away citizenship. [Al Jazeera]

United States probing India’s Adani Group,

Gautam Adani over potential bribery

(lm) The United States has reportedly expanded its

inquiry into Indian port-to-power conglomerate Adani

Group, specifically targeting its founder, Gautam

Adani, to investigate potential bribery allegations.

Prosecutors are delving into whether any Adani entity
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or individuals associated with the conglomerate,

including Gautam Adani himself, may have engaged in

corrupt practices by allegedly offering bribes to

officials in India in exchange for favorable treatment,

particularly concerning an energy project. [The Hindu]

This development comes on the heels of significant

turmoil experienced by the Adani Group last year.

Following allegations from US short-seller Hindenburg

Research regarding purported governance

irregularities, stock manipulation, and the utilization of

tax havens by the conglomerate, Adani Group

encountered a notable selloff in its stocks and bonds.

The company has vehemently refuted these

allegations, asserting its adherence to ethical practices

and proper governance protocols.

The investigation is also extending its scope to include

Indian renewable energy company Azure Power

Global. However, the specifics of Azure Power's

involvement have not been disclosed.

India, United Kingdom put free trade deal

talks on hold until after general elections

(fd/lm) The anticipated United Kingdom-India trade

deal, originally anticipated to conclude by October

2022, has hit another snag, with negotiations now on

hold until after India's general election, which are

slated for to last until early June. Despite intensive

discussions, including a particularly intense 14th round

of talks, a breakthrough has proved elusive, prompting

UK Prime Minister Rishi Sunak to stress the importance

of achieving ambitious outcomes in goods and services

during recent talks with Indian Prime Minister

Narendra Modi. [Reuters] [The Guardian] [Financial

Times]

The sticking points in negotiations revolve around key

issues such as access for UK professional services

companies to the Indian market and significant cuts in

export tariffs, particularly on items like whisky and

cars, sought by the UK. On the other hand, India is

pushing for improved mobility for its workers,

especially in the IT sector, along with reduced tariffs on

its textile exports.

The UK government is optimistic about returning to

the negotiating table in May or June, aiming to reach

an agreement before the UK general election, which is

anticipated in the autumn or winter.
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India, Brazil hold first-ever 2+2 defence,

foreign ministerial dialogue

(lm) India and Brazil on March 14 held their first '2+2'

defense and foreign ministerial dialogue to discuss

expanding cooperation in various areas such as

energy, critical minerals, technology, and counter-

terrorism. The talks covered defense, space, energy,

critical minerals, technology, counter-terrorism, and

regional and multilateral issues of mutual interest. The

dialogue, co-chaired by officials from both countries'

foreign affairs and defense ministries, took place in

Delhi. The Brazilian delegation was led by officials from

the Brazilian foreign ministry and a rear admiral.

New drones exacerbate tensions between

India and the Maldives

(aa) Turkish Bayraktar TB2 combat drones recently

added to the Maldivian military arsenal heighten

India’s security concerns. Erecting the respective drone

base in the Northern part of the archipelago indicates

not only surveillance of the Exclusive Economic Zone

(EEZ) but equally enables the Maldives to monitor

Indian naval movements in the region.

With the establishment of a new naval base on the

Minicoy Islands close to the Maldives, India intensifies

its activity both at sea and in the air. The channel

between Minicoy and Northern Maldives atolls as well

as the international airports of Hoarafushi and

Hanimaadhoo have strategic importance for both

countries. Potential surveillance operations with the

TB2 drones and possible patrol cooperation with

Pakistan requires closer observation of Maldives

operations, according to India. [AiR No. 10,

March/2024, 1]

As military personnel pulls out of the island state,

President Mohamed Muizzu reaffirms the complete

withdrawal of Indian personnel, including the civilian

crew that currently substitutes the military personnel

in medical operation services. A threefold network

evolving around increased Turkey-China military

cooperation and a formal agreement between the

Maldives and China, renders the acquisition of the

Turkish drones a sufficient cause to sharpen India’s

strategic assessment. [The EurAsian Times] [The Times

of India]
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Russia claims Indonesian involvement in

Ukrainian conflict

(jb) Moscow has alleged the involvement of ten

Indonesians as mercenaries fighting alongside the

Ukrainian military against Russia since the invasion in

February 2022.

In response, the Indonesian Foreign Ministry

emphasized the need for Russia to provide concrete

evidence to support its allegations.

Meanwhile, Ukrainian Ambassador to Indonesia Vasyl

Hamianin dismissed Russia's claims, labelling them as

baseless and accusing Russia of falsehoods. [Benar

News] [The Jakarta Post]

In a separate move, Ukrainian President Volodymyr

Zelenskyy extended an invitation to presumed

Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto to participate

in the upcoming Global Peace Summit, to be hosted by

Switzerland in summer.[Ukrainska Pravda]

Indonesia, Fiji forge alliance for

sustainable bamboo industry

(jb) In a bid to bolster the sustainable bamboo industry

in Fiji, the Indonesian government has launched a

collaborative effort with the Fijian government and

stakeholders in the small and medium-sized enterprise

(SME) sector.

Indonesian Ambassador Dupito D. Simamora

announced this initiative during the seminar titled

"Potential of Sustainable Bamboo Product

Manufacturing Industry in Fiji" on March 13, organized

by the Indonesian Embassy in Suva.

Indonesia pledges to provide capacity-building support

to Fiji, focusing on understanding the needs and

challenges of its bamboo industry. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia]

Indonesia set to deport Japanese man

linked to USD 90 million investment fraud

(jb) Indonesian authorities have announced the

impending deportation of Yusuke Yamazaki, a

Japanese national accused of involvement in a USD 90

million investment scam. After four years evading

capture, Yamazaki, 43, was apprehended off Bulan
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island in Kepulauan Riau province on January 31 while

attempting to flee to Malaysia.

Initially detained for visa violations, Yamazaki's true

identity as an international fugitive emerged during

police investigation. He was an executive at Nishiyama

Farm, a company embroiled in fraud allegations in

Japan. Despite the convictions of five individuals

associated with the firm, Yamazaki fled to Hong Kong

in 2020, later making his way to Indonesia.

Japanese authorities have dispatched investigators to

facilitate Yamazaki's transfer. Upon arrival in Tokyo, he

will face legal proceedings for his alleged role in the

investment scam that defrauded numerous investors

in Japan. [Yahoo! News]

Indonesian Embassy in South Korea

intensifies search for missing crew

members

(jb) The Indonesian Embassy's Protection Team in

Seoul is actively collaborating with the Korean Coast

Guard (KCG) to locate four missing crew members of

the 2 Haesinho fishing boat, which sank off South

Korea's coast on March 9.  

Director of Protection of Indonesian Citizens and

Indonesian Legal Entities Judha Nugraha confirmed the

ongoing search efforts, highlighting the deployment of

extensive resources by South Korean authorities.

Despite the challenging circumstances, the KCG has

mobilized multiple vessels, helicopters, and divers to

assist in the search operation. Recognizing the

importance of continuous coordination, Indonesian

authorities are working closely with the ship owner to

facilitate the repatriation of recovered bodies and

ensure the rights of the crew members are met.

Efforts are underway to provide timely updates to the

families in Indonesia. [Tempo.co]

Chinese tiremaker Sailun to establish USD

251 million plant in Indonesia

(jb) Chinese tire manufacturer Sailun Group has

announced plans to invest USD 251 million in

constructing a new manufacturing facility in Indonesia.

This move marks Sailun's latest expansion initiative

beyond its domestic borders.
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The new plant, situated in Jatengland Industrial Park in

Demak, Central Java, Indonesia, is expected to produce

3.6 million radial tires annually along with 37,000 tons

of non-road tires.

This Indonesian venture follows Sailun's recent

overseas investments, including establishing a factory

in Mexico with USD 240 million and injecting additional

funds into its production facility in Cambodia. Sailun's

robust growth trajectory is reflected in its projected net

profit surge of approximately 132.77 percent for 2023,

highlighting the company's strong performance and

strategic expansion efforts.

The investment comes at a time when the US and

China are increasingly vying for influence in the region.

[Yi Cai Global]

US President opposed to Japanese Nippon

Steel’s purchase of US steel producer  

(sh) US President Joe Biden has expressed opposition

to Japan’s Nippon Steel's acquisition of US steel

producer US Steel.

In a March 14 statement, he underscored that “it was

vital,” for US Steel “to remain an American steel

company that is domestically owned and operated,” in

a blow to Japan’s largest steelmaker, which i n

December Nippon Steel announced the USD 14 billion

takeover of US Steel. [The White House, USA]

Japan's Chief Cabinet Secretary Hayashi Yoshimasa

refrained from commenting on the issue, citing it as a

matter concerning individual companies. He

emphasized the strength of the Japan-US alliance,

stressing their collaboration for sustainable economic

growth in the Indo-Pacific. Additionally, Hayashi

highlighted their commitment to upholding a free and

open economic order and cooperation in economic

security.

On March 15, Nippon Steel officials defended the deal,

asserting its potential to bring significant benefits to US

Steel, its workforce, and national security. The

company highlighted its commitment to advancing

American interests by enhancing quality,

competitiveness, and technological advancements

through increased investment. Additionally, Nippon

Steel pledged to strengthen US supply chains and

economic defenses against China. Despite Biden's

statement, the Japanese firm affirmed its

determination to finalize the acquisition. [Reuters]

[NHK] [Kyodo News]
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Japan to ease defense export regulation

(sh) On March 15, Japan decided to relax its stringent

defense export regulations to permit the sale of next-

generation fighter jets, jointly developed with Britain

and Italy.

The ruling Liberal Democratic Party and coalition

partner Komeito reached an agreement to modify the

rules, subject to certain conditions. Under the new

guidelines, each export, whether to a single nation or a

third party, necessitates Cabinet endorsement. Sales

are restricted to the specified next-generation fighter

aircraft and can solely be supplied to countries with

defense agreements with Japan, avoiding nations

engaged in ongoing conflicts. The Cabinet is

anticipated to ratify the proposal by the end of the

month. [NHK]

US military aircraft resumes flights in

Japan

(sh) On March 14, U.S. military Osprey aircraft resumed

flights in Okinawa, southern Japan. This decision

follows the lifting of a worldwide flight ban on U.S.

Ospreys.

Concerns over the safety of the tilt-rotor military

planes persisted after a crash in waters off Yakushima

Island in Kagoshima Prefecture last November that

claimed eight lives (see AiR No. 49, December/2023, 1).

The U.S. Marine Corps' III Marine Expeditionary Force

stated that they deemed the aircraft safe to fly after a

meticulous and data-driven assessment. They

emphasized implementing thorough risk mitigation

controls to ensure the safe operation of the Ospreys.

[Kyodo News]

Japan signs MoU with Paraguay on

diplomatic training

(sh) On March 15, Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko

Kamikawa met with Rubén Darío Ramírez Lezcano,

Minister of Foreign Affairs of Paraguay, during his visit

to Japan.

They discussed deepening bilateral cooperation in

various areas, including politics, economics, and
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development. Both ministers expressed appreciation

for Japan's development cooperation in sectors like

agriculture, education, and infrastructure, and agreed

to explore new areas of collaboration such as space

and hydrogen.

Kamikawa highlighted her recent diplomatic initiatives

in Latin America and expressed her desire to deepen

cooperation with Paraguay in areas of mutual interest.

Ramirez, for his part, expressed support for these

initiatives. They also signed a Memorandum of

Cooperation in the Field of Diplomatic Training.

[Ministry of Foreign Affiars, Japan]

According to Ramirez, Japan and Mercosur, Latin

America's largest trading bloc, intend to resume talks

next month to determine whether to pursue formal

negotiations for a bilateral free trade agreement (FTA).

The bloc, comprising Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and

Uruguay, aims to expand relations with Asian nations,

especially Japan, to enhance trade and economic

integration beyond traditional partners like the US,

Europe, and China. [Japan Times]

Japan, Marshall Islands vow continued

support and bilateral cooperation

(sh) On March 13, Japanese Prime Minister Fumio

Kishida held a bilateral meeting with Hilda C Heine,

President of the Marshall Islands, during her visit to

Japan. 

Kishida pledged continued support for overcoming

challenges faced by the Marshall Islands, including

cooperation on refurbishing the Amata Kabua

International Airport Terminal.

The two leaders also discussed common challenges

such as climate change and maritime issues, aiming for

progress aligned with the Pacific Islands Forum's "2050

Strategy," Kishida reassuring transparency regarding

Japan's approach to the country’s release of treated

nuclear wastewater, involving the International Atomic

Energy Agency (IAEA).

Additionally, they exchanged views on regional

situations, emphasizing the need for close

collaboration for regional stability and prosperity.

[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan]

China invests heavily in power projects in

Laos
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(wn) Chinese state-owned companies are investing

heavily in Laos' power infrastructure, mainly

hydroelectric power plants and transmission, to

expand their presence in Southeast Asia.

The Nam Ou hydroelectric plant, built by PowerChina

for USD 2.8 billion, has an annual generation capacity

of 5,000 gigawatt-hours. Chinese companies invested

USD 3.2 billion in Laos' energy sector over the five

years through March 2023, triple the tally for the five

years through March 2013.

China aims to improve the global competitiveness of

its energy businesses. 36 percent of the direct

investment in Laos in 2022 came from China.

PowerChina entered Laos in 2000 and increased

investments after China launched its Belt and Road

infrastructure initiative in 2013.

A hydroelectric power plant will be built in Pak Lay in

western Laos 2032. The plant's operating company will

be 60 percent owned by a company that plans to

export most of the power to Thailand. China General

Nuclear Power aims to generate wind and solar power.

Huawei Technologies is partnering with Electricite du

Laos to explore renewable energy. China Southern

Power Grid transmits power through EDLT, which the

state power company created. EDLT now controls most

of Laos' power grid and will invest USD 2 billion in the

future.

Laos uses the Mekong River to produce hydroelectric

power and sells 80 percent of its annual output to

Thailand, Vietnam, and Singapore. Hydropower

accounts for 70 percent of the country's electricity

generation. However, Laos' public debt is 125 percent

of gross domestic product, and China is responsible for

almost half of Laos' external debt. If repayments are

delayed, Laos could fall into a debt trap, leading to the

lender acquiring rights and interests in critical

infrastructure. [Nikkei Asia]

Fifth Lao-Thai Friendship bridge crosses

Mekong and builds connectivity

(lvw) Construction of the fifth Lao-Thai Friendship

Bridge is currently underway and expected to be

completed and ready for use by the end of 2024.

Spanning the Mekong River border between Laos’

Borikhamxay province and Thailand’s Bueng Kan

province, the bridge serves as a vital link, significantly

enhancing connectivity between the two nations. The

bridge project seeks to boost travel and facilitate
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greater trade between the two countries and into the

Greater Mekong Subregion, which encompasses a

significant portion of mainland Southeast Asia.

Financing for this ambitious project, totaling THB 1.38

billion (USD 38 million) was secured in part through a

loan from Thailand’s Neighboring Countries Economic

Development Cooperation Agency. This loan will be

used to finance the Lao side of the bridge, where both

countries are splitting the cost of construction. The

bridge will include roads traveling in both directions,

pedestrian footpaths, Border Control Facilities and

weighing stations.

The project illustrates a key instance of how regional

cooperation and critical infrastructure building is vital

for the economic growth and prosperity of the region.

Overland cross border infrastructure is a critical

component of Laos’ trade and economic development

in particular, allowing it to expand and overcome its

landlocked geography.

The bridge forms part of an expanding regional

transport network that spreads northward and

eastward toward Vietnam and Southern China

designed to streamline trade and increase travel

convenience. [Channel News Asia] [National Thailand]

[The Star]

Laos, Vietnam launch project to promote

environmental security in the river basins

(wn) On March 12, a project launched in Hanoi

promotes water and environment security in the Ma

and Neun-Ca river basins and the coastal areas in

Vietnam and Laos. It aims to manage freshwater

resources and ecosystem health by creating favorable

conditions for cross-border cooperation activities.

Vietnam and Laos will collaborate with the

International Union for Conservation of Nature, the

United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization

(FAO), and other partners to tackle climate change and

improve natural resource management in two river

basins.

The FAO's representative in Vietnam noted that the

project aligns with their strategic framework for 2022-

2031.  [Vietnam Express]

Laos, Cambodia sign agreement on border

issues
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(wn) On March 14, Laos and Cambodia entered an

agreement on security cooperation for 2024, that

centers around combating all kinds of cross-border

crimes.

Under the memorandum of understanding (MoU),

signed by Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister and

Interior Minister Sar Sokha and Lao Deputy Prime

Minister and Minister of Public Security Vilay

Lakhamfong  during the latter’s visit to Cambodia, both

sides agree to exchange intelligence to prevent cross-

border crimes, including drug and human trafficking.

[The Star] [The Phnom Penh Post]

UK to provide Laos with funds for

clearance of unexploded ordnance (UXO)

(wn) The British government has pledged USD 545,400

to support HALO Trust's Unexploded Ordnance (UXO)

clearance project in the Phin and Nong districts of

Savannakhet province.

The funding allows for the continuation of the project

under a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that

was signed on March 14 between HALO Trust and

Cambodia’s National Regulatory Authority for the

UXO/Mine Action Sector (NRA).

HALO Trust, a humanitarian non-government

organization primarily working to clear landmines and

other explosive devices left behind by conflicts, has

been operating in Savannakhet province since 2012,

with support from the UK government's Global Mine

Action Programme.

Laos is one of the most UXO-contaminated countries

per capita due to heavy bombing during the Second

Indochina War. [The Laotian Times]

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim invites

German, European firms to come and

invest in Malaysia

(ba) Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim extended

an open invitation to German firms and businesses

across Europe, urging them to explore opportunities

for engagement, investment, and partnership within

Malaysia's dynamic, strategic, and burgeoning

economy.
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Highlighting Malaysia's advantages, the Prime Minister

emphasized the presence of a skilled labor force,

modern infrastructure, a transparent regulatory

environment, and significant growth prospects.

Speaking at the SME Future Day event in Berlin,

organized by the German Association for Small and

Medium-sized Businesses (BVMW), Anwar emphasized

Malaysia's suitability as a key partner for German

enterprises in the 21st century.

During his six-day official visit to Germany, Anwar

underscored Malaysia's role as a gateway to the wider

ASEAN market, projected to become the world's fifth-

largest economy by 2030, offering substantial growth

opportunities. Germany remains Malaysia's top trading

partner in the European Union, with bilateral trade

experiencing robust growth at an annual average of

5.2 percent. Malaysian policies continue to foster a

favorable environment for foreign direct investment

(FDI), with German companies having invested USD 9.3

billion as of 2023.

Anwar, who also serves as the finance minister,

highlighted the government's initiatives to streamline

business processes, enhance confidence in the

Malaysian system, and ensure long-term stability to

attract foreign investors. In discussions with German

businesses, Anwar emphasized Malaysia's significance

as a gateway to the halal ecosystem and the digital

economy, offering expertise, infrastructure, and a

robust regulatory framework. He underscored

Malaysia's leadership in the halal industry, presenting

opportunities for collaboration with Germany aiming

to penetrate halal markets.

Recognizing the pivotal role of small and medium

enterprises (SMEs) in both countries, Anwar praised

Germany's resilient SME sector and drew parallels with

Malaysia's economic landscape. With over 700 German

companies operating in Malaysia, Anwar highlighted

opportunities for cooperation, particularly in

renewable energy development. Moreover, Anwar

promoted Malaysia as a vibrant tourism destination,

emphasizing its natural beauty and diverse landscapes.

Encouraging SMEs to adopt green initiatives and

environmental, social, and governance (ESG) practices,

Anwar reaffirmed the Malaysian government's

commitment to advancing the digital economy,

particularly by empowering SMEs with digital

technologies to bolster export growth. [The Star]

Malaysia seeks China's assistance in

accelerating processing of rare earth

minerals

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-tti/


(ba) Malaysia is seeking assistance from China for rare

earth processing technology, aiming to tap into up to

USD 284 billion worth of mineral deposits crucial for

high-tech applications within the country.

Despite China's export ban on rare earth extraction

and separation technologies since December 2023,

Malaysia is pursuing this avenue, highlighting the

strategic importance of the move.

As the dominant producer of these elements vital for

military assets and smartphones, China refines 90

percent of the world's supply. Malaysia, having shipped

USD 207 million worth of rare earths to China in 2023,

ranks as the second-largest source of imported ore for

the country, following Myanmar, according to trade

data from Beijing.

Minister of Natural Resources and Environmental

Sustainability Nik Nazmi Nik Ahmad disclosed

Malaysia's possession of over 16 million tons of non-

radioactive rare earth elements valued around USD

170 billion in June 2023, with experts predicting the

value of these deposits to surpass USD 212 billion due

to rising demand, establishing a rare earth refinery

domestically could aid in curbing illegal ore exports.

On March 12, Minister Nik Nazmi revealed in

Parliament that only a fraction of the rare earth oxide

produced from Malaysian ore in 2023 was from legal

exports, indicating rampant illegal activities. To extract

more economic value from these minerals, Malaysia

imposed a moratorium on unprocessed rare earth

exports from January 1. The sole legally certified mine

in Kenering, Perak, operating since 2022, received an

exemption until the end of March.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim aims to maximize

returns for the country by establishing downstream

capabilities, projected to contribute USD 2 billion and

create 7,000 jobs by 2025. However, a blueprint for the

rare earth sector outlining plans for onshore

processing and related services is still pending.

While the export ban may not deter smugglers

dominating the sector, it poses a challenge for the

Kenering mine, which must decide whether to halt

operations or incur costs for stockpiling post-March.

Illegal mining activities have been reported in states

like Kedah, Negeri Sembilan, and Pahang, indicating

the challenges in regulating the rare earth sector. [The

Straits Times]
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Islamic Development Bank (IsDB)

sanctions USD 100 million for

infrastructure initiatives in Malaysia

(ba) Nigeria and Malaysia are set to witness a surge in

funding for new energy and infrastructure endeavors,

courtesy of a USD 225 million financing approval by the

Islamic Development Bank (IsDB).

Under the stewardship of IsDB President and Group

Chairman Muhammad Al-Jasser, these projects

underscore a strategic focus on socio-economic

development and sustainability across pivotal sectors.

Malaysia stands to benefit from a US$ 100 million

investment earmarked for the Pengerang Energy

Complex through the IsDB's public-private partnership

program. This venture is poised to establish a

sustainable, energy-efficient aromatics complex,

fortifying Malaysia's downstream oil and gas sector

and stimulating economic expansion. Situated within

the Pengerang Integrated Petrochemical Complex in

Johor, this project is anticipated to catalyze urban

economic advancement by catalyzing development

and job creation.

In Nigeria, a USD 125 million financing package has

been greenlit to bolster the Abia State Integrated

Infrastructure Development project. This initiative aims

to streamline travel logistics and costs along crucial

road networks, while simultaneously augmenting

market access and social amenities for local

communities. Furthermore, it seeks to enhance overall

mobility, ensuring safe and inclusive transportation for

all, including marginalized groups.

In parallel, the IsDB Board has assessed progress

reports concerning the Food Security Response

Program, a vital initiative aiding member nations in

addressing prevailing crises in this domain. The IsDB

Group has reiterated its steadfast commitment to

aiding member states in realizing prosperity and

attaining Sustainable Development Goals, while

concurrently enhancing resilience against future

adversities. Notably, the IsDB approved a total of 16

projects worth USD 2.12 billion during its board

meeting in Jeddah in December, underlining Al-Jasser's

proactive approach towards fostering development

and progress. [Arab News]

Bangladesh in talks with Myanmar to

repatriate security personnel
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(jb) Dhaka is in talks with Myanmar authorities to

repatriate 177 Myanmar security personnel who

sought refuge in Bangladesh amid ongoing ethnic

conflict.

Speaking to reporters, Foreign Minister Dr Hasan

Mahmud stated that communication is ongoing to

return the security personnel, who crossed into

Bangladesh near Naikhyangchari. The minister assured

that civilians accompanying them were sent back.

Mahmud emphasized maintaining dialogue with

Myanmar, highlighting the possibility of summoning

the Myanmar Ambassador if necessary. [BSS News]

Myanmar junta refuses deportation of

nationals from India

(jb) The Myanmar military junta has declined to accept

dozens of nationals facing deportation by the Indian

government for illegal entry, as reported by their

relatives on March 12. The situation involves 77

women who migrated to and worked as weavers in

India's Manipur state both before and after the coup.

Indian authorities had made arrangements to

repatriate them from Imphal Jail to Myanmar's Sagaing

region. However, the junta officials refused to accept

them, leaving them in limbo. [Radio Free Asia]

USAID teams up with Philippine education

commission to offer higher education

opportunities to Myanmar youth

(jb) The United States Agency for International

Development (USAID) has teamed up with the

Commission on Higher Education (CHEd), a

government agency under the Office of the President

of the Philippines, to offer higher education

opportunities for youth from Myanmar.

Launched February 29, the Diversity and Inclusion

Scholarship Program (DISP), a five-year, USD 45 million

initiative, aims to enable Myanmar youth to pursue

quality higher education across Asia, including in the

Philippines.

Through this partnership, full scholarships will be

provided for Myanmar students to study in various

Philippine universities and online programs offered by

the University of Arizona. The program will streamline
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admissions processes and offer support services to

facilitate students' transition to Philippine universities.

CHEd Chairman J. Prospero de Vera expressed the

commission's commitment to supporting Burmese

youth in higher education, emphasizing the

importance of equitable and inclusive educational

opportunities. USAID’s DISP also aims to empower

young community leaders in Myanmar, particularly

from marginalized groups, through quality educational

opportunities and grants for institutions to enhance

support for international students. [The Manila Times]

Japan announces additional aid to

Myanmar

(jb) Japan announced on March 8 its decision to

provide an additional USD 37 million in aid to

Myanmar, aiming to address the ongoing humanitarian

crisis in the country. This extra funding supplements

Japan's previous contributions, which totaled over USD

109.5 million since the military coup in February 2021.

The aid will be channeled through various international

organizations such as UNICEF, WFP, UNHCR, ICRC, UN

Women, AHA Centre, and other NGOs. It will

encompass a wide range of support, including medical

services, nutrition improvement for vulnerable groups,

water and sanitation projects, education access, food

and medicine distribution, assistance for victims of

trafficking, and anti-drug initiatives.

This assistance is not limited to Myanmar alone but

extends to neighboring countries like Thailand. Japan

reaffirmed its commitment to pressuring the Myanmar

military to grant safe and unimpeded access for

humanitarian operations while pledging to continue

diverse support efforts to reach as many people in

need as possible. According to OCHA, 18.6 million

people, including 6 million children, still require

humanitarian assistance in Myanmar. [Mizzima]

China tightens regulations for Myanmar

citizens entering from Muse

(jb) China has tightened regulations for Myanmar

citizens entering the country from Muse in northern

Shan State, border town residents report. Migrants

aiming for employment in Ruili, Yunan province, must

now undergo health checks and drug tests at China's

labor office in Jiegao since March 5.
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Workers need to demonstrate physical fitness, provide

evidence of being drug-free, and present letters from

Chinese employers confirming job offers. After passing

tests and obtaining employer letters, they receive a QR

code for entry into Ruili. Without this code, access

beyond the checkpoint between Jiegao and Ruili is

denied.

Previously, Myanmar citizens could enter China with

temporary border passes (TBPs) and register with

police stations in Jiegao or Shweli for overnight stays.

However, tighter controls now restrict movement

without proof of employment and health clearance.

This shift impacts the estimated 500,000 Myanmar

migrants working in Ruili.

The Three Brotherhood Alliance, comprising the

Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA),

the Ta'ang National Liberation Army, and the Arakan

Army, controls the border trade zone in Muse, while

the junta maintains immigration and customs offices at

the Jiegao border crossing. [The Irrawaddy]

Thailand’s and Laos’ efforts to polish

Myanmar Junta's image amid ASEAN

inaction

(dm) The shifting dynamics of ASEAN's reaction to the

Myanmar dispute, with a focus on Thailand and Laos'

efforts to interact with the military regime in the face

of growing criticism.

Al Jazeera highlights Laos' chairmanship of ASEAN and

the appointment of a special envoy to Myanmar,

indicating an attempt to resolve the delayed five-point

consensus, immediate cessation of violence,

constructive dialogue among all parties, appointment

of speak ASEAN envoy, providing humanitarian

assistance and delegate visit to Myanmar. Al Jazeera

also reported that given Laos' economic limits and

apparent connection with China, there is still

skepticism about the country's capacity to negotiate

ASEAN difficulties.

Instead of calls for stronger action against the junta's

abuses, several ASEAN nations, particularly Thailand

and Cambodia, want to reintegrate Myanmar into the

bloc. Thailand's plan for a humanitarian corridor in

Myanmar raises concerns that it may legitimize the

junta and exacerbate the humanitarian catastrophe.

Since the mid-1980s, Thailand has sheltered around

90,000 Myanmar refugees in nine refugee camps.

Following the 2021 coup, Al Jazeera estimated that at
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least 45,000 more Myanmar refugees fled to Thailand.

Concerns are mounting that Myanmar's new

conscription law, set to go into force next month,

would push even more people over the border.

Meanwhile, allegations of increasing military

aggression and crimes highlight the critical need to

handle Myanmar's escalating situation. The Assistance

Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP), a monitoring

group, has documented the killings of over 3,000

civilians by the State Administration Council (SAC) and

its supporters, arrested of over 26,000 people since

the coup in 2021, and the true death toll is commonly

considered to be much higher. [Al Jazeera, 2021] [Al

Jazeera, 2024]

800 Chinese deported from Myanmar-

Thailand Border

(dm) The deportation of more than 800 Chinese

nationals from the Myanmar-Thailand border has

uncovered online fraud activities occurring in a

gambling and scam center in Shwe Kokko city,

Myawaddy region, as reported by China’s Ministry of

Public Security. The group was deported on 13 March

2024 to China through Thailand border.

Tens of thousands of Chinese people were deported

from Myanmar in 2023 by both junta and rebel army

officials for their involvement in criminal activities.   

Since March 2023, the Chinese Ministry of Public

Security has collaborated with Myanmar and Thai

authorities on the border to fight transnational

communication network fraud and online gambling.

[Radio Free Asia]

EU pledges winter aid to Mongolian

herders

(fg) On March 14, Mongolia's Prime Minister Oyun-

Erdene Luvsannamsrai met with the EU Ambassador to

Mongolia, Axelle Nicaise, who committed, in the name

of the EU, EUR 500 thousand in humanitarian aid to

support 1,850 Mongolian herder households affected

by the livestock losses caused by the severe winter

conditions this year.

This meeting also explored enhancing trade and

economic cooperation and marking the 35th

anniversary of Mongolia-EU diplomatic ties.

[Montsame]
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Earlier this month, Mongolia received financial

assistance from both China and the U.S. (see AiR No.

11, March/2024, 2).

Mongolia, Slovakia sign infrastructure

agreement

(fg) On March 8, the Mongolian Minister of Road

Transport Development, Byambatsogt Sandag, and the

Slovak State Secretary of the Ministry of Transport,

Denisa Žiláková, signed an agreement on international

road transport.

The agreement aims to enhance bilateral trade and

economic cooperation, diversify transportation, and

open new opportunities for entrepreneurs.

Sandag emphasized that the agreement would

facilitate Mongolian exports' access to the European

market and enable European companies to enter the

markets of Mongolia's two neighboring countries,

Russia and China. The modernization of border

crossings, transportation, and infrastructure is part of

the Mongolian government's "New Revival Policy".

This policy, adopted by Mongolia's parliament at the

end of 2021, seeks to recover the country from its

large economic downturn caused by the COVID-19

pandemic. The policy identifies various recovery areas,

including energy, industry, and green growth. [EIAS]

Slovakia emphasized its focus on enhancing road and

rail capacities and implementing new highway projects

through public-private partnerships. [Akipress]

First visit of Belarusian foreign minister in

Mongolia since 1996

(fg) From March 14 to 17, Belarusian Foreign Minister

Sergei Aleinik paid an official visit to Mongolia at the

invitation of his Mongolian counterpart Battsetseg

Batmunkh. During his visit, he also met with Mongolian

President Khurelsukh Ukhnaa.

During the talks, possible joint projects were discussed

that could be realized within the framework of

Mongolia's National Campaigns "One Billion Trees" and

"Food Supply and Security". Possible areas of

cooperation could include building a complex for

growing potted tree seedling in Mongolia and

increasing the production of dairy and milk products.

[Montsame]
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In addition to talks with the Mongolian state and

government leadership, Aleinik also met with the head

of Mongolia's National Emergency Management

Agency, Major General G. Ariunbuyan. The Belarusian

delegation inspected Belarusian firefighting equipment

used in Mongolian emergency response units.

Belarus has provided Mongolia with emergency

equipment in the past. According to Mongolia's

National Disaster Management Agency, more than

13,000 people have been rescued thanks to Belarusian

equipment, property damage worth more than USD 20

million have been prevented. [Azernews]

Furthermore, Mongolia and Belarus announced to

develop a roadmap for bilateral cooperation until 2026

which should cover humanitarian, cultural, media,

sports and tourism fields in partnership. [Akipress 1]

This was the second official visit by a Belarusian

foreign minister to Mongolia in 28 years, the first had

taken place in 1996. The delegation consisted of more

than 20 business representatives as well as the Deputy

Minister of Industry and the Deputy Minister of

Agriculture and Food from Belarus. [ Akipress 2]

Russia receives 7000 arms containers

from North Korea, South Korea claims

(dql) According to South Korean Defense Shin Won-sik,

Russia has received shipments of about 7,000

containers of arms from North Korea for usage in the

war in Ukraine since the transfers began around last

July. [Barron’s]

Nepal, European Union hold 15th Joint

Commission meeting

(lm) The 15th Joint Commission meeting between

Nepal and the European Union was set to take place in

Kathmandu on March 19. Foreign Secretary Sewa

Lamsal and Deputy Managing Director for Asia and the

Pacific of the European External Action Service (EEAS)

Paola Pampaloni will lead their respective delegations.

The meeting aims to assess various aspects of bilateral

relations, including cooperation in regional and

multilateral issues of mutual interest. Earlier, on March

6, the Sub-Commission on Development Cooperation

between Nepal and the EU discussed ongoing

development cooperation and future plans for
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enhancing partnership effectiveness. [The Kathmandu

Post]

North Korean weapons delivered at

Russian port, satellite imagery suggests

(dql) American news website NK News has claimed that

on March 14 hundreds of containers from North

Korea’s Rason Port have been delivered by a Russian

ship to a Far East Russian Vostochny Port for the first

time in a month, as part of a suspected arms trade

operation.

The claim is based on satellite imagery analyzed by NK

Pro, NK News’ sister platform. [NK News]

Meanwhile, Kharkiv Oblast prosecutor's office has

claimed that Russia has used some 50 North Korean

missiles to attack six Ukrainian oblasts since the

beginning of the full-scale invasion. [The Kyiv

Independent]

Pakistan-Afghanistan tensions high after

Islamabad launches retaliatory cross-

border attacks

(nw/lm) Pakistan confirmed on March 18 that its

military had carried out aerial strikes inside

neighboring Afghanistan targeting suspected hideouts

of fugitive commanders allied with Tehrik-e-Taliban

Pakistan, or TTP, a globally designated terrorist

organization operating out of Afghan sanctuaries. The

Afghan Taliban condemned the strikes, resulting in at

least eight casualties, and fired back at Pakistani

military centers along the border. [Al Jazeera]

[France24] [The Washington Post]

The exchange marked an escalation that is likely to

further increase tensions between Islamabad and

Kabul. Crucially, the latest escalation followed a recent

attack by militants targeting a regional army base near

the Afghan border in North Waziristan, Pakistan, killing

at least seven soldiers, including two officers, and

injuring over 17 others. The assailants, including

suicide bombers, launched the raid by ramming an

explosive-laden vehicle into the base, followed by

multiple suicide bombings. [Voice of America]

A newly formed militant group, Jaish-e-Fursan-e-

Muhammad claimed the attack. Pakistani officials

believe the group is mainly made up of members of
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the TTP, which often targets Pakistani soldiers and

police.

Meanwhile, the Pakistani military said on March 18

that the commander believed to be responsible for

orchestrating the attack was killed during an

intelligence-based operation conducted in North

Waziristan District on March 17-18, alongside seven

other terrorists. [Geo News]

Pakistan’s new prime minister vows

timely CPEC progress, eyes enhanced

business, Chinese investment

(nw/lm) Pakistan’s newly elected Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif has reiterated his commitment to

ensuring the timely and effective implementation of

the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the

multibillion-dollar flagship project under China's

broader Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). [Arab News]

CPEC is divided into three phases: short-term (2015-

2022), medium-term (2021-2025), and long-term (2026-

2030). While the initial phase prioritized infrastructure,

energy, and port development projects, the second

phase targets the establishment of 33 special

economic zones (SEZs), with initial focus on nine zones,

aiming to boost economic activity and investment.

Of note, CPEC was launched in 2013 under the tenure

of then-Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, the older brother

of incumbent premier Shehbaz Sharif. However,

despite its strategic significance for both countries,

CPEC was said to have slowed down under the

administration of former prime minister Imran Khan

(2018-2022). The deceleration was attributed to various

factors, including the coronavirus pandemic, financial

challenges, security concerns and renegotiations over

project terms.

In related updates, Pakistan's Minister for Planning,

Development, and Special Initiatives, Ahsan Iqbal,

emphasized the significance of the Gwadar port during

a review meeting on CPEC projects. He highlighted

Gwadar's role as a key maritime gateway connecting

Pakistan with the world, stressing its potential to

attract foreign investment, stimulate economic

activities, and create job opportunities in the region.

Iqbal called for immediate attention to the

development of Gwadar port and its associated free

zone, urging stakeholders to prioritize coordination for

its rapid progress. [Xinhua]
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Meanwhile, a senior Chinese diplomat has reassured

Pakistan that Beijing had never pressured Islamabad to

repay loans and recently rolled over USD 2 billion in

debt –equal to about a quarter of Pakistan's central

bank reserves – as the payment date neared. He

emphasized Beijing’s commitment to help Pakistan

overcome its foreign debt challenges. Of note, Zhao

said the Chinese debt accounts for 13 percent of

Pakistan's total foreign debt. Data from the

International Monetary Fund shows loans from China's

government are much higher at 23 percent. [Arab

News]

Pakistan wishes for ‘comprehensive

strategic partnership’, new prime minister

tells Saudi crown prince

(lm) Pakistan's newly elected Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif expressed his desire to elevate the historic

relations with Saudi Arabia to a "comprehensive

strategic partnership" during a phone call with Crown

Prince Mohammed bin Salman. This move aligns with

Pakistan's efforts to navigate economic recovery, as it

is currently in talks with the International Monetary

Fund for a second review of its bailout program. [Arab

News]

European Union denies ‘official

communication’ from Pakistan opposition

party on GSP+ status

(nw/lm) The European Union (EU) has stated that it had

not received any “official communication” from

Pakistan’s main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf

(PTI) party regarding Islamabad’s Generalized Scheme

of Preferences Plus (GSP+) status, contrary to

accusations made by the country’s new information

minister.

On March 13, Pakistan’s new information and

broadcasting minister, Attaullah Tarar, accused the PTI,

led by jailed former Prime Minister Imran Khan, of

conspiring to harm Pakistan’s economy by petitioning

the EU to revoke Pakistan's Generalized System of

Preferences (GSP) Plus status. This status, which

promotes good governance and sustainable

development through trade incentives, allows duty-

free or minimal duty exports to the European market.

[The Indian Express]
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These comments came against the larger backdrop of

moves by the PTI following recent general elections,

which have been marred by widespread allegations of

rigging and manipulation. In a similar incident, PTI

leader Khan drew a link between these allegations and

Pakistan’s USD 3 billion deal with the International

Monetary Fund (IMF), in a statement from prison,

asking the multilateral lender to carry out an audit of

the elections before proceeding with the deal.

On March 14, the IMF initiated its final review of the

short-term financing program, with meetings held

between IMF officials and Pakistani authorities to

discuss the country's economic reforms. Pakistani

officials, including Finance Minister Muhammad

Aurangzeb and Energy Minister Musadik Malik, briefed

the IMF team on measures taken to implement

reforms, particularly in the energy sector. [Arab News]

Crucially, Islamabad is expected to discuss the

contours of a longer-term program with the IMF, the

so-called Extended Fund Facility, estimated at around

USD 8 billion. Economic experts believe Pakistan will

easily clear the final review, but negotiations for the

next program, focusing on debt sustainability and

fiscal consolidation, may pose challenges. [The News

International] [Arab News]

Pakistan seeks resumption of Ravi water

flow from India to maintain ecological

balance

(lm) The Pakistani government is seeking the

resumption of water flow from India via the River Ravi,

one of the major rivers in South Asia, to maintain

ecological balance. This follows reports of New Delhi

diverting water for irrigation in the Jammu and

Kashmir region. [Arab News]

The River Ravi originates in the Himalayas in the Indian

state of Himachal Pradesh and flows northwestward

into Pakistan, where it eventually joins the Chenab

River. It is one of the rivers covered by the Indus Water

Treaty signed between the two countries in 1960.

Under the treaty, India has control over the waters of

the eastern rivers, including the Ravi, while Pakistan

controls the western rivers, with arbitration options

through the World Bank. The treaty regulates the

distribution and use of water from these rivers for

both countries.

Pakistan recently raised concerns about environmental

flow during meetings with India, currently conducting a

study on required water flows. Although New Delhi is
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not obligated to comply, experts suggest renegotiating

the treaty to address environmental challenges and

climate change. Failure to address this issue could

impact Lahore's water supply and other cities

depending on Ravi's groundwater.

Pakistan, Bahrain senior military officials

meet

(lm) The commander of Bahrain’s National Guard,

General Sheikh Mohammed Bin Isa Bin Salman Al-

Khalifa, met with Pakistan’s Air Chief Marshal Zaheer

Ahmed Baber Sidhu in Islamabad to discuss areas of

cooperation between the two nations, particularly in

emerging technologies such as drone technology,

cyber, and networking. [SAMAA]

The Philippines, United States to expand

strategic civilian port

(lb) A United States-funded project is currently

underway to expand a civilian port in the Philippines,

specifically facing the strategically vital Bashi Channel,

a waterway situated between the northernmost island

of the Philippines, known as Luzon, and the southern

tip of Taiwan. This initiative is significant as it is

perceived to serve multiple purposes, including

bolstering the crisis management capabilities of the US

and its allies in the Pacific region, particularly in the

event of heightened tensions or conflict with China.

[Taipei Times]

While the primary stated function of the port

expansion is to facilitate the evacuation of Philippine

citizens from Taiwan in the event of a cross-strait crisis,

military experts suggest that its strategic importance

extends far beyond this specific scenario. Analysts

believe that the port's development is part of a

broader deterrence strategy aimed at countering

China's assertive actions in the region, particularly in

the context of territorial disputes and geopolitical

tensions.

The port's strategic significance lies in its potential to

block Chinese PLA forces from accessing waters east of

Taiwan via the Bashi Channel, aligning with broader

strategies of blocking China's access along the first

island chain. This move, coupled with deployments of

anti-ship missile systems by Japan and Taiwan, forms a

north-south blockade against China, reinforcing

regional defense capabilities. Additionally, the port's
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proximity to Taiwan suggests its utility for intelligence

collection and potential power projection in support of

Taiwan, highlighting US efforts to strengthen regional

allies and deter aggression from China.

The Philippines, European Union

announce restart of free trade talks

(lm) The Philippines and the European Union on March

18 announced the resumption of negotiations for a

free trade agreement (FTA), seven years after they

were halted. Next steps involve technical preparations

for negotiation rounds expected later this year.

[Bangkok Post] [European Commission]

The EU is the Philippines' 5th largest trade partner,

with trade in goods worth over USD 16.16 billion in

2023. The Philippines, projected for high economic

growth, is crucial for green technologies due to its

reserves of critical raw materials.

Singapore, Hong Kong judiciaries sign first

MoU to promote efficient administration

of family justice

(lm) The Family Justice Courts of Singapore (FJC) and

the Hong Kong Courts signed their first Memorandum

of Understanding (MOU) on March 15 to enhance

bilateral judicial cooperation in family justice

administration. The collaboration aims to facilitate

knowledge exchange, discuss common interests such

as case management, technology use, training, family

law development, and mediation's role. [StreetInsider]

Singapore’s Senior Minister Teo Chee

Hean visits China

(lb) Singapore's Senior Minister Teo Chee Hean has

embarked on an official visit to China, commencing on

March 17 and extending until March 22. His itinerary

includes stops in Sichuan, Zhejiang, and Beijing.

Throughout his trip, he will meet with local leaders in

Sichuan and Zhejiang, and hold discussions with senior

Chinese officials in Beijing. Additionally, he will tour the

Singapore-Sichuan Hi-Tech Innovation Park and the

Singapore-Hangzhou Science & Technology Park, both

established through collaboration between

Singaporean and Chinese entities. This marks Mr. Teo's

first visit to mainland China since 2019. He is
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accompanied by other Singaporean officials, including

Senior Minister of State Koh Poh Koon, Senior Minister

of State Tan Kiat How, Minister of State Sun Xueling,

and representatives from various ministries. [The

Straits Times]

India, Singapore sign memorandum of

understanding on dispute resolution

(lb) India and Singapore have signed a Memorandum

of Understanding (MoU) aimed at enhancing

cooperation between the two countries in law and

dispute resolution. The agreement seeks to bolster

collaboration on international commercial dispute

resolution and the promotion of alternative dispute

resolution mechanisms. Through the establishment of

a Joint Consultative Committee, both nations aim to

oversee the implementation of the MoU. [Business

Standard]

Johor-Singapore special economic zone

agreement to be inked by year’s end

(lb) A joint agreement between Singapore and Malaysia

regarding the establishment of a Special Economic

Zone (SEZ) in Malaysia's Iskandar region is anticipated

to be completed and signed during the 11th Malaysia-

Singapore Leaders' Retreat later this year. The SEZ

aims to facilitate the movement of goods and people

across the Johor-Singapore Causeway while enhancing

the overall ecosystem of Iskandar Malaysia and

Singapore. [FMT]

Iskandar Malaysia, established in 2006, is Johor's main

southern development corridor and attracted RM70.6

billion in foreign investments last year. In January, both

countries signed a memorandum of understanding to

collaborate on the SEZ, which includes various

initiatives to develop the zone [see AiR No. 3,

January/2024, 3]. Singapore is Johor's second-largest

foreign investor, contributing approximately 70

percent of the state's total foreign direct investment in

the manufacturing sector.

In related developments, Malaysia is revitalizing its

USD 28 billion plan for a high-speed railway connecting

Kuala Lumpur and Singapore, originally agreed upon in

2016 but paused in 2018 due to cost issues and

officially terminated in January 2021, with Malaysia

compensating Singapore with USD 70 million. The

project, slated for completion by 2026, seeks to cut
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travel time between Kuala Lumpur and Singapore to

just 90 minutes. [Global Construction Review]

Malaysia’s anti-graft body questions

Singaporean tycoon in probe linked to ex-

finance minister

(lm) Malaysia’s anti-corruption agency has summoned

Singaporean tycoon Akbar Khan for questioning in

connection with an investigation involving former

Malaysian finance minister Daim Zainuddin. Khan, the

executive chairman of BRDB Developments based in

Kuala Lumpur, has been ordered to disclose his assets

and family's financial holdings. [Free Malaysia Today]

[The Straits Times]

Zainuddin served as Malaysia's Minister of Finance in

two separate stints, first from 1984 to 1991 under

Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad and later from

1999 to 2001 under Prime Minister Abdullah Ahmad

Badawi. In May last year, he was investigated for

corruption of approximately USD 500 million related to

the expose from the Pandora Papers. which led to

some bank accounts and assets controlled by him or

his family to be seized or frozen.

This move is part of a broader crackdown initiated

since Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's assumption of

power in November 2022, targeting figures linked to

alleged corruption. Critics question the motives behind

these investigations, citing potential political vendettas,

especially as some cases involve events from over two

decades ago.

Singapore, Germany armies conduct

bilateral live-firing exercise

(lm) Personnel from the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF)

and Germany’s Bundeswehr recently concluded a

successful bilateral live-firing exercise, Exercise Panzer

Strike, in the Oberlausitz Military Training Area,

Germany. The exercise involved approximately 85

servicemen from the 48th Battalion Singapore

Armoured Regiment and their German Army

counterparts, focusing on armor training and live-firing

maneuvers. This year marks the 15th edition of the

exercise, which has strengthened the professionalism

and capabilities of the SAF Armour formation while

enhancing defense relations between Singapore and

Germany. [MINDEF Singapore]
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South Korean President Yoon meets US

Secretary of State Blinken

(dql) On March 18, South Korean President Yoon Suk

Yeol held a meeting with US Secretary of State Antony

Blinken on the sidelines of the third Summit for

Democracy which Seoul hosts this week.

During their talks, Yoon and Blinken underscored the

importance of deterrence against North Korea's

aggression as well as of addressing the "destabilizing

impacts" of military cooperation between Pyongynag

and Moscow on international peace and security and

the global non-proliferation regime.

Yoon and Blinken also highlighted the importance of

"sustained" trilateral cooperation with Japan, while

affirmed the significance of their nations’ economic

and technology partnership.

The meeting between Yoon and Blinken came just

hours after North Korea launched multiple short-range

ballistic missiles toward the East Sea. [Yonhap]

[Department of State, USA]

South Korea-US joint air force drill

(dql) South Korean and U.S. warplanes last week

carried out a combined live-fire exercise against North

Korean cruise missile and long-range artillery threats in

waters off the west coast this week.

The five-day drill involved around 40 aircraft. Among

them were South Korean F-35A, F-15K and F-4E jets, as

well as A-10 and F-16 aircraft from the U.S. 7th Air

Force stationed in South Korea.

The exercise included staging precision strikes against

simulated enemy cruise missiles flying at low altitudes

with air-to-air missiles and against long-range artillery,

using air-to-surface missiles and guided bombs.

[Yonhap]

South Korea, US agree to strengthen

development cooperation

(oy) On March 14, South Korea’s Second Vice Foreign

Minister Kang In-sun and USAID Chief Samantha Power

held a video meeting to discuss strengthening both
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countries partnership. They agreed that enhancing

South Korea and US cooperation in international

development is crucial for promoting their global

strategic alliance. Kang and Power also planned to

explore new projects in the Indo-Pacific region and

Africa, with a focus on anti-corruption, climate change,

health, and digital fields. [USAID]

South Korean detained in Russia on

espionage charges

(oy) A South Korean national, surnamed Baek, has

been detained in Russia on espionage charges since

late February with his detention extended until mid-

June. Baek is a Christian missionary with the Global

Love Rice Sharing Foundation, which assists North

Korean defectors.

The foundation rejects the spying charges against

Baek, stating they are either a misunderstanding or

politically motivated. They plan to actively seek Baek’s

release, beginning with filing a petition with the South

Korea’s foreign ministry and the Russian Embassy in

Seoul.

South Korea’s top envoy to Russia, Ambassador Lee

Do-hoon, has requested Moscow’s cooperation

regarding the arrest. Russia has stated that it is

considering granting consular access to Baek. [Yonhap]

South Korea request Indonesia’s

cooperation in joint fighter jet

development

(oy) South Korea’s First Vice Foreign Minister Kim Hong-

kyun has requested Indonesia’s cooperation to

complete the KF-21 joint fighter jet development

project, which has been delayed due to Indonesia

suspending payments since 2022.

Indonesia had agreed to fund about 20 percent of the

project but has been inconsistent with its payments.

Separately, Kim expressed interest in expanding

cooperation with Indonesia in the areas of electric

vehicles, batteries, and the supply chain of critical

minerals, given Indonesia’s status as the world’s largest

producer of nickel, a key component of EV batteries.

Hyundai Motor Group and LG Energy Solution Ltd.

have formed a joint venture to build an EV battery cell

plant in Indonesia’s capital Jakarta. [Yonhap]
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South Korea, China hold discussion on

North Korea

(oy) South Korea’s Director-General for North Korean

Nuclear Affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Lee

Jun-il, met China’s Special Representative on Korean

Peninsula Affairs, Liu Xiaoming, at the sidelines of the

10th Zermatt Roundtable on Security Issues in

Northeast Asia.

They discussed the security situation concerning North

Korea. At the discussion, Lee emphasized that North

Korea is responsible for the current tensions and

highlighted South Korea’s efforts to create a strategic

environment for denuclearization talks. [Yonhap]

Sri Lanka refutes United States claims of

Chinese military base

(lm) Sri Lanka has refuted recent United States

intelligence claims suggesting potential plans for a

Chinese military base on its soil. State Defence Minister

Premitha Bandara Tennakoon clarified that Sri Lanka

has not engaged in any discussions with foreign

governments, including China, regarding such a base.

[Daily Mirror]

The Intelligence Community's Worldwide Threat

Assessment (ATA) provides an unclassified summary

the Intelligence Community’s evaluation of current

threats to U.S. national security, including cyber and

technological threats, terrorism, weapons of mass

destruction, crime, environmental and natural

resources issues, and economic issues. The latest

edition of the ATA for 2024 highlights China's

exploration of establishing military facilities in various

countries, including Sri Lanka, to enhance power

projection and protect national interests. The ATA

provides

Taiwan-China joint rescue mission

following boat capsize near Kinmen

(fg) After a fishing boat capsized near the Kinmen

Islands, just 5 km off China's eastern coast, Taiwan and

China have initiated a joint rescue mission to search

for two missing crew members.
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The accident occurred about 1.07 nautical miles

(approx. 2 km) southwest of the Dongding Islet in the

early hours of March 14. Of the six crew members on

board, two have been rescued and two others have

been found dead. The rescue operation includes six

Chinese and four Taiwanese rescue ships.

Chou Mei-wu, the head of Taiwan's Coast Guard,

announced that the assistance was in response to a

request from Chinese authorities. Such requests are

not unusual; over the past three years, 119 people

have been rescued in similar operations, he stated.

[Reuters] [Aljazeera]

Kinmen is a group of Taiwanese islands located a few

kilometers opposite the Chinese port city of Xiamen.

This joint rescue operation unfolds amidst increased

military activities by China near Taiwan. Last month,

the deaths of two Chinese nationals in these waters

heightened tensions between China and Taiwan. China

accuses the Taiwanese Coast Guard of causing the

boat to capsize, while Taiwan insists that the fishermen

were attempting to escape from the Taiwanese Coast

Guard after their boat entered restricted waters (see

AiR No. 8, February/2024, 3; AiR No. 10, March/2024,

1).

Next U.S. representative announces to

attend Lai Ching-te's  presidential

inauguration

(fg) U.S. Representative Andy Barr, co-chair of the

Congressional Taiwan Caucus, announced on March

13, his intention to attend the inauguration of Taiwan's

president-elect Lai Ching-te in May 20.

During a press conference held by the Taiwanese

Chambers of Commerce of North America in

Washington, Barr expressed his strong support for

Taiwan's democracy and emphasized the importance

of strengthening Taiwan's deterrence capabilities and

deepening U.S.-Taiwan economic relations. [Taipei

Times] [RTi]

Last week, Republican Representative Michael McCaul,

chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee,

announced that he will attend the inauguration of

Taiwan's president-elect Lai Ching-te (see AiR No. 11,

March/2024, 2).

The Congressional Taiwan Caucus is an organization

within the United States Congress, consisting of 229
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members dedicated solely to enhancing relations

between the United States and Taiwan.

U.S. lawmakers propose bill for NASA and

Taiwan Space Agency Cooperation

(fg) On March 13, a bipartisan group of American

lawmakers introduced the Taiwan and America Space

Assistance Act of 2024, known as the TASA Act.

According to a press release from Rep. French Hill, a

member of this group, the bill aims to enable

cooperation between the US National Aeronautics and

Space Administration (NASA) and the National Oceanic

and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) with Taiwan's

national space agency, the Taiwan Space Agency

(TASA), on civilian projects.

Due to the US government's "One-China Policy," NASA

is currently not allowed to collaborate with TASA in

space endeavors. The Act seeks to lift these

restrictions.

The proponents of the bill argue that enhanced

cooperation between the US and Taiwan in space

would send a clear signal to China and underscore the

US commitment to working with partners in the region.

[Focus Taiwan] [Press release French Hill]

Presence of U.S. Special Forces on

Taiwanese islands confirmed

(fg) Taiwan's Defense Minister Chiu Kuo-cheng

confirmed on March 14 previous reports that US

special forces are stationed on Taiwan's outer islands

to provide training.

Defense Minister was asked by the press whether the

US Army Green Berets are permanently stationed at

command centers on the islands of Kinmen and

Penghu and whether their duties include regular

exercises with Taiwanese special forces.

To this, Chiu responded that Taiwan's military "may

have some blind spots and shortcomings, and

therefore it is important to communicate with others

who are friendly to us, whether it is teams, groups or

countries," SET News reported. [SET News via Youtube,

in Chinese] Chiu said these military exchanges involve

mutual observation, learning strengths and improving

weaknesses. [Taiwan News]
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In February, UDN reported that U.S. Army Green Beret

advisers began to be permanently stationed at

amphibious army bases in Kinmen and Penghu this

year. They are reportedly conducting training sessions

with various Taiwanese special forces, including

training Taiwanese special forces to operate the Black

Hornet Nano, a military micro-drone. [UDN, in Chinese]

UDN and other news sites cite reports from SOFREP, a

U.S. military news portal. [SOFREP]

The Green Berets is the colloquial name for the United

States Army Special Forces that specializes in

unconventional warfare, including direct action and

training of foreign troops in combat techniques.

U.S. to sell drones to Taiwan

(fg) On March 12 the Pentagon approved the sale of

four MQ-9B SkyGuardian drones to Taiwan.

According to the announcement, U.S.-based General

Atomics Aeronautical Systems Inc. has been awarded a

contract to manufacture four MQ-9B SkyGuardian

unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) for Taiwan.

In addition to the four UAVs, the arms sale also

includes ground control stations, spare parts and

support equipment. The production will take place in

California.

The cost of the contract is USD 250 million and is

scheduled for completion in August 2027.

According to the manufacturer, the drone can fly for

more than 40 hours in all weather conditions and can

also be used for electronic warfare in addition to

reconnaissance tasks. Taiwan hopes that the MQ-9B

SkyGuardian will complement the capabilities of its

domestic Tengyun 2 drones. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan, Japan hold bilateral meeting on

fisheries

(fg) From March 14 to 16, the 10th Taiwan-Japan

Fisheries Committee (TJFC) was held in Taipeh.

During the meeting, Taiwan and Japan discussed

operational rules for fishing vessels within the waters

covered by the Taiwan-Japan Fisheries Agreement,

including areas north of Yaeyama, Japanese Islands

east of Taiwan, and the special cooperation waters.
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The meeting also addressed the need for Japan to start

consultations with China regarding overlapping

economic water operational issues as soon as possible.

Both parties agreed to continue applying the

operational rules from 2019 for the 2024 fishing

season.

Taiwan and Japan have consistently advocated for a

peaceful and rational approach to resolving long-

standing fishing disputes. Under the "Taiwan-Japan

Fisheries Agreement," signed in April 2013, the

"Taiwan-Japan Fisheries Committee" is convened

annually, with hosting duties alternating between

Taiwan and Japan.

This committee serves as a vital platform for both

parties to establish fishing regulations and engage in

dialogue on relevant issues. [MOFA Taiwan, in Chinese]

[Taiwan News]

Chinese PLA activities around Taiwan

(fg) The Taiwanese Ministry of National Defense

reports daily military activities by the People's

Liberation Army from the People's Republic of China in

the sea and airspace around Taiwan.

From March 13 to March 19, a total of 57 vessels and

78 aircraft was spotted around Taiwan, of which 38

aircrafts crossed the median line of the Taiwan Strait

and entered Taiwan's Air Defense Identification Zone.

[MND Taiwan]

The median line in the Taiwan Strait is informally

recognized by Taiwan as the maritime boundary

between Taiwan and China. However, mainland China

does not acknowledge this demarcation.

Leader of Thailand’s ruling party visits

Cambodia for talks with top officials

(lm) The leader of Thailand’s ruling Pheu Thai Party,

Paetongtarn Shinawatra, along with her executive

board members, visited Cambodia at the invitation of

the country’s former prime minister, Hun Sen. They

were received by Cambodia’s deputy premier, Hun

Many, who is Hun Sen’s youngest, and held meetings

with acting President of the Cambodian National

Assembly Cheam Yeap and Prime Minister Hun Manet,

who is also a son of Hun Sen. The purpose of the two-

day visit was to strengthen cooperation between Pheu
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Thai and the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP). [Thai

PBS]

The invitation was extended by Hun Sen during his

recent visit to Thaksin Shinawatra, a former Thai prime

minister and Paetongtarn's father, who was recently

released on parole [see AiR No. 9, February/2024, 4].

The relationship between Hun Sen and is characterized

by political and strategic cooperation, as well as

personal ties. Hun Sen provided Thaksin with

sanctuary during his exile, naming him a special

advisor and allowing him to visit frequently and meet

allies in Cambodia. This relationship has been a source

of frustration for Thaksin's rivals, who view it as

interference by a neighboring country.

Cambodia rescues 19 Thai nationals from

call scam gang

(lm) Cambodian officials conducted a rescue operation

on March 16, saving 19 Thai individuals from a call

scam syndicate. These Thai citizens were among

approximately 50 individuals who had been enticed to

work at a call scam center operated by Taiwanese

individuals. The center was located within a casino

complex near the Chong Chom border pass in Kap

Coeng district of Surin province. The Taiwanese

perpetrators fled with their coerced workers from

China, India, Laos, and Vietnam before authorities

arrived for the raid. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand seeks Germany’s support in bid

to become OECD member

(lm) Thailand's Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin

expressed the country's aspiration to join the

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and

Development (OECD) during a recent meeting with

German Chancellor Olaf Scholz in Berlin. Last

December, Thailand's National Economic and Social

Development Council (NESDC) has recommended that

Prime Minister Srettha’s Cabinet apply for membership

in the OECD [see AiR No. 50, December/2023, 2].

Currently, the OECD has only two permanent members

from East Asia, Japan, and South Korea. The

application process involves submitting a letter of

intent to join the OECD, which will be reviewed by

OECD committees, with approval expected to take

around 5-7 years. Thailand will need to work with the
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OECD to meet the organization's requirements,

including legal and regulatory reforms.

Recent talks between Srettha and Scholz also included

enhancing bilateral trade and investment, potentially

facilitated by a Thai-EU Free Trade Agreement (FTA).

Prime Minister Srettha also sought Germany's support

for visa-free travel to European Schengen area states.

Additionally, they agreed to elevate Thailand-Germany

relations to a strategic partnership level, emphasizing

cooperation in various sectors, including clean energy

and electric vehicles.

Japan, Thailand to tackle visa overstay

issue as Tokyo hints at possible visa policy

review

(bk) The Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs is collaborating

with the Japanese embassy in Bangkok to address the

issue of Thai nationals overstaying their visa-free

period in Japan. Tokyo, concerned about the overstay

issue, hinted at a potential review of its visa-free policy

for Thai passport holders. That policy, which provides

visa-free entry to Thai passport holders for a 15-stay in

the East Asian country, is due to expire in early 2025

after three years of implementation. [The Nation]

Finland halts visa applications in Thailand

for berry pickers, seeks long-term labor

protections

(bk) Finland has temporarily suspended the acceptance

of visa applications from individuals seeking

employment as berry pickers in Finland. This

suspension affects applicants from countries within

the consular district of the Embassy of Finland in

Bangkok, including Thailand, Cambodia, and Myanmar.

The decision aims to serve as a temporary measure

while discussions between Thailand and Finland are

underway to establish long-term measures aimed at

enhancing employment protections for Thai laborers.

[Thai PBS World]

This action is particularly significant in light of recent

developments. Thailand's Department of Special

Investigation (DSI) announced in January its intention

to press charges against two former ministers and two

senior officials from the labor ministry. They stand

accused of allegedly accepting bribes in exchange for

granting approval for the export of Thai workers to

Finland. These workers were charged a service fee of
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3,000 baht (approximately USD 85) upon their return, a

fee not stipulated in their official contracts. It is

estimated that over 12,000 Thai workers in Finland

between 2020 and 2023 were affected, resulting in a

total loss exceeding 36 million baht (approximately

USD 1 million). [AiR No. 3, January/2024, 3]

Furthermore, in early February, prosecutors in

Northern Finland filed criminal charges against the

managing director of a prominent berry processing

company. The charges, including aggravated human

trafficking, stem from the treatment of berry pickers

recruited from Thailand. The company, one of the

largest in Finland, allegedly subjected these workers to

conditions resembling forced labor and other human

rights violations across various locations in Finland in

2022. Charges of human trafficking have also been

brought against the company's business partner in

Thailand.

China supports gym facility for Timorese

Army

(dm) China has extended its support to the Timorese

Army by providing gym facilities, adding to its ongoing

assistance to the military. This recent contribution joins

previous support from Beijing, which includes

infrastructure projects such as the construction of the

Timorese Army's headquarters. Additionally, China has

facilitated the education of 1000 Timorese soldiers in

military academies within its borders. [Tatoli]

Timor-Leste, France discuss maritime

security cooperation

(dm) France's Ambassador to Indonesia and Timor-

Leste has committed cooperation for Timor-Leste's

marine security. Almirante Donaciano Costa Gomes,

Timor-Leste's Minister of Defense, met with the French

Ambassador to discuss marine security cooperation.

The visit aimed to deepen ties, particularly in

navigation, with France offering aid to ASEAN

navigation, particularly in Timor-Leste.

Discussions also focused on cooperative training

between the Timorese Navy and France Nave, as well

as forthcoming specialized visits to strengthen the

Timorese Navy's capabilities against illegal fishing,

human trafficking, and drugs. Ambassador Fabian

Penone emphasized the importance of building

relations between France and Timor-Leste based on
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common values of democracy, human rights, and

adherence to international laws, which are supported

by multilateralism. [Tatoli]

Vietnam urges respect of international

law in response to Beijing’s baseline in

Gulf of Tonkin

(wn/lm) Vietnam has addressed concerns regarding

China's recent demarcation of a baseline in the Gulf of

Tonkin, also known as the Beibu Gulf in Chinese. Hanoi

emphasized the importance of adhering to the United

Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in

establishing baselines. UNCLOS stipulates that the

drawing of straight baselines should not deviate

significantly from the general direction of the coast.

[Reuters]

Baselines serve as crucial reference points for

determining the limits of territorial waters and

exclusive economic zones (EEZs), particularly in regions

with overlapping maritime claims. The Gulf of Tonkin,

located off the coasts of Northern Vietnam and

Southern China, has historically seen relatively

cooperative relations between the two countries,

despite their overlapping claims in the broader South

China Sea. In fact, during a visit to Hanoi by China's

President Xi Jinping in December, the two nations

agreed to conduct joint patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin.

In May 1996, Beijing released 49 base points for the

entire China’s coast from Hainan to Qingdao but not

the northern Gulf of Tonkin. Earlier this month,

however, Beijing presented seven base points that,

when connected, form the basis for its territorial

claims in the Gulf. The delineation, which employed

straight lines extending far from the coast, was

purportedly conducted in accordance with

international law. [AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2]

China warns against formation of

‘exclusive circles’ in Indo-Pacific

(wn) China has cautioned against the formation of

"exclusive circles" in the Indo-Pacific region amidst the

deepening diplomatic ties between Australia and

Vietnam. Although not explicitly mentioning the two

nations, Beijing’s remarks on March 11 came in

response to a question regarding an agreement signed

between Australia and Vietnam on March 7. [Voice of

America]
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This Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP)

between Australia and Vietnam marks a significant

step in their diplomatic relationship, drawing parallels

to Vietnam's CSP with the United States, a move that

has stirred unease in Beijing. The agreement

emphasizes cooperation on various fronts and

includes a commitment to resolving disputes

peacefully, notably in the South China Sea, where

China's claims have been contested by several

countries including Vietnam. [AiR No. 11, March/2024,

2]

Vietnamese officials have defended the partnership,

stating it is a natural progression in their bilateral ties

aimed at promoting peace, stability, and prosperity in

the region. However, China's concerns stem from fears

of Vietnam aligning too closely with the United States

and its allies, potentially disrupting regional security

dynamics.

Chinese manufacturer of photovoltaic

inverters opens new plant in Vietnam

(wn) GoodWe Technologies Co Ltd, a Chinese

photovoltaic inverter manufacturer, has announced

the opening of its first overseas manufacturing facility

in Haiphong, Vietnam. This marks a significant

milestone in its global expansion strategy and is the

third factory in its manufacturing network.

[Renewables Now]

Laos, Vietnam parliaments expand

cooperation

(wn) The Vietnamese National Assembly (NA) and the

Secretariat of the Lao NA held their 12th annual

seminar and exchange on March 6. Key figures

including Secretary General Bùi Văn Cương of the

Vietnamese NA and Vice President Sounthone

Xayachak of the Lao NA attended. Discussions focused

on digital NA libraries, NA television initiatives, and

enhancing public servant capacity for advisory work.

[Asian News Network]

Vietnamese police track down

Montagnards in Thailand

(lm) Vietnamese authorities recently made unexpected

visits to areas in Thailand where Montagnard ethnic
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minorities, who claim persecution in Vietnam, seek

refugee status. The purpose of these visits was to

persuade them to return to Vietnam. The

Montagnards, a term coined by French colonialists for

various indigenous tribes in Vietnam's Central

Highlands, including many Christians, have historically

faced discrimination and conflict with the Vietnamese

majority. [Radio Free Asia]

The Vietnamese police reportedly visited the homes of

these refugees, causing panic among them. They were

urged to return to Vietnam, with assurances of support

for their transportation, accommodation, and other

expenses. However, the refugees expressed skepticism

and fear, believing that returning to Vietnam would

endanger their lives and result in imprisonment.

These visits raised concerns about privacy violations

and were criticized as undiplomatic by some officials.

The incident occurred amidst reports of Vietnam

proposing an extradition and mutual legal assistance

agreement with Thailand. However, there was no

immediate response from relevant agencies, including

the UN's refugee agency and Vietnam's Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, regarding these developments.

Large United States business delegation

visits Vietnam

(wn) A sizable United States business delegation,

featuring prominent companies is visiting Vietnam this

week, reflecting ongoing corporate interest in the

country following the upgraded ties with Washington

last year. Organized by the US-ASEAN Business

Council, the delegation comprises about 50 companies,

including Meta and Boeing, many of which are already

active in Vietnam. [Reuters]

The mission aims to hold meetings with local

authorities and explore potential business

opportunities from March 18 until March 21, with a

smaller delegation focusing on security firms meeting

with Vietnam's ministries of defense and police.

However, despite President Biden's push for increased

cooperation in the semiconductor industry, no

semiconductor firms are part of the delegation.

Vietnam's exports to the United States have shown

strong recovery, with a notable 34 percent surge in

export value during the first two months of 2024

compared to the same period last year. High-tech

products, garments, and footwear contributed

significantly to this growth. [Vietnam Net]
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In September of last year, the two nations elevated

their relationship to a "comprehensive strategic

partnership" during President Biden's visit to Hanoi.

This advancement signified a new and deeper phase in

the bilateral relations between the two countries.

Former adversaries that restored diplomatic ties only

in 1995, this move aligned Vietnam with a select group

of nations, including China, Russia, India, and South

Korea, that hold this high-level diplomatic status. [AiR

No. 37, September/2023, 2]

In related updates, Vietnamese trade officials met with

Maryland's Department of Commerce Secretary, Kevin

Anderson, to discuss potential collaboration in trade,

agriculture, education, logistics, tourism, and

investment. They also discussed the possibility of a

Memorandum of Understanding between Vietnam's

Ministry of Industry and Trade and Maryland's

administration, with Anderson expressing interest in

the proposal. [Vietnam Plus]

Vietnam seeks broader trade, investment

cooperation with Ireland

(wn) Vietnam's Minister of Planning and Investment,

Nguyen Chi Dung, met with Ireland's Minister of State

at the Department of Justice, James Browne, to discuss

expanding cooperation in agriculture, IT, and

pharmaceuticals. [Vietnam Plus]

This meeting followed both countries' commitment to

enhance collaboration across various sectors, as

evidenced by Vietnamese Foreign Affairs Minister Bui

Thanh Son's recent two-day visit to Ireland. During the

visit, Minister Son engaged in discussions with several

high-ranking officials, including Ireland’s Deputy Prime

Minister, Minister for Foreign Affairs, and Minister for

Defense Micheál Martin. [AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1]
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Upcoming online events

20 March 2024 @ 1:00-5:30 p.m. (GMT+2), Finnish

Institute of International Affairs, Finland

FIIA Forum 2024: The European Union in a

year of change

In 2024 the EU stands at a crossroads. Two years into

Putin’s illegal war of aggression against Ukraine, global

politics have become increasingly complex and

uncertain. At the same time, the European Parliament

election will alter the political landscape in Brussels. A

new European Commission will define its policy

priorities and continue the search for solutions and

global partners to address the major challenges of our

time. This year’s edition of the FIIA Forum dives deep

into the lessons learned and challenges ahead for the

EU in a year of change. Join the event to learn more.

For more information, visit  [FIIA].

20 March 2024 @ 1:00-2:00 p.m. (GMT),

International Institute for Strategic Studies, UK

Critical infrastructure: the maritime

challenge

The apparent attacks on the Nord Stream pipelines in

the Baltic Sea in September 2022 shone a spotlight on

these concerns, including the issues of how to protect

and defend against such threats. More recently there

have been reports that CNI in the Red Sea region has

also come under attack. The rising threat to CNI

underpinned the IISS’s decision to highlight the topic

in The Military Balance 2024, published in February,

which included a wallchart focusing on CNI in the Euro-

Atlantic maritime domain. This webinar addresses how

this arena of seabed and littoral warfare and

competition will unfold, who the critical players will be,
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and what capabilities will be needed to meet these

challenges.

For more information, visit  [IISS].

20 March 2024 @ 12:00-1:00 p.m. (GMT-5), The

Heritage Foundation, USA

The History of Natural Law in American

Law

Co-Hosted by the Project on Constitutional Originalism

and the Catholic Intellectual Tradition at The Catholic

University of America. What is the natural law and

what role does it play in the American legal system?

Join the event for a lively discussion on these topics

and more.

For more information, visit  [Heritage Foundation].

20 March 2024 @ 10:30 a.m. -12:00 p.m. (GMT-5),

Stimson Center, USA

The US-Japan Alliance: From Peace and

Prosperity in the Indo-Pacific to a Global

Partnership

Join the event for a discussion on the evolution of the

U.S.-Japan alliance and its expanding partnerships with

like-minded countries in the Indo-Pacific and beyond.

For more information, visit  [Stimson Center].

20 March 2024 @ 9:00-11:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

The Future of U.S.-Japan Defense

Industrial Cooperation

This event will feature two keynote addresses from

government officials from both Japan and the United

States to discuss pathways for collaboration and a

panel of industry experts to assess the challenges and

opportunities from an industry perspective. 

For more information, visit  [CSIS].
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20 March 2024 @ 11:00-11:45 a.m. (GMT-4), Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace, USA

Can Israel Win Its War With Hamas? A

Conversation With Former Israeli Prime

Minister Ehud Barak

As the Israeli-Hamas war enters its sixth month, the

conflict shows no signs of abating. The humanitarian

plight of Gazans continues to deteriorate while the

prospects of a major Israeli ground campaign in Rafah

looms. At the same time, the negotiations surrounding

a potential hostage deal appear stalled. Join the event

to learn more.

For more information, visit  [Carnegie].

20 March 2024 @ 8:30 a.m. -12:00 p.m. (GMT-4),

Wilson Center, USA

Completing the US Strategic Rebalance in

the Indo-Pacific

The Program will focus on four core themes: economic

interests and partnerships for sustained growth,

governance and the advancement of a rules-based

order, security and networks for regional stability, and

the rise of middle powers in shaping the global order. 

For more information, visit  [Wilson Center]. 

20 March 2024 @ 10:00  a.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic

Council, USA

All the autocrat’s men: The court politics

of Putin’s inner circle

A new Atlantic Council report lifts the curtain on the

Kremlin’s court politics. How does Russia’s presidential

election affect the inner workings of the Kremlin power

elite? What is the state of the “Putin court?” And how

has Russia’s war against Ukraine influenced the clan

battles that define it? Join the event to learn more

about these.

For more information, visit  [Atlantic Council]. 

21 March 2024 @ 11:30-2:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Bruegel,

Belgium
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Democracy Tour: The Eleventh Hour to

strengthen democracy in the EU?

At this event Vice President Věra Jourová will share

preliminary reflections from her Democracy Tour in

the ongoing effort to strengthen democratic resilience

amidst the complex challenges that confront us today. 

For more information, visit  [Bruegel].

21 March 2024 @ 6:30-7:30 p.m. (GMT-5), The

Heritage Foundation, USA

Edwin Meese III Originalism Lecture: Can

Originalism Be Moral?

Building on the work of Ed Meese, this lecture aims to

continue the conversation he started and examine new

trends and themes in originalist thought today.

Professor John Yoo will deliver this year's Edwin Meese

III Originalism Lecture for his speech titled, “Can

Originalism Be Moral?”

For more information, visit  [Heritage Foundation].

21 March 2024 @ 4:00 -5:00 p.m. (GMT-5), Stimson

Center, USA

Canada’s Strategic Role in AUKUS Pillar 2:

Security, Stability, and Deterrence in the

Indo-Pacific

Scott Millar, Assistant Deputy Minister, of Horizontal

Policy at Canada’s Department of National Defence

joins this event for a one-on-one conversation.

For more information, visit  [Stimson Center].

21 March 2024 @ 4:00-5:00 p.m. (GMT-4),

Center for Strategic & International

Studies, USA

Surveying the Future of U.S. Open Foundation

Model Policy

This event will examine the current global landscape of

open foundation models, risks and benefits, as well as

potential policy and regulatory approaches. NTIA
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recently put out a Request for Comment on these

questions as part of its mandate under Sec. 4.6 of the

White House executive order on Artificial Intelligence.

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

21 March 2024 @ 4:00 -5:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson

Center, USA

The Tenth Annual Nancy Bernkopf Tucker

Memorial Lecture on US-East Asia

Relations

Join this event about the effectiveness of American

strategy in Asia, examining its historical context, policy

perspectives, and current challenges, particularly in

relation to China's response and potential weaknesses

in US strategy.

For more information, visit  [Wilson Center]. 

21 March 2024 @ 2:00  p.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic

Council, USA

Shaping the future: Perspectives from

Joshua Harris on US policy in North Africa

Atlantic Council’s North Africa Program hosts Deputy

Assistant Secretary Joshua Harris to discuss challenges

and opportunities of US engagement in the southern

Mediterranean amid a shifting world order.

For more information, visit  [Atlantic Council]. 

22 March 2024 @ 4:00 -5:00 p.m. (GMT+1), European

Council on Foreign Relations, Germany

Personnel is Policy: Republican Plans for

an Administrative Overhaul under Trump

2.0

This webinar will discuss the plans for an

administrative overhaul during a second Trump

administration, discuss what they mean for America

and Europe and describe the parallels to the

Hungarian experience.  

For more information, visit  [ECFR].
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25 March 2024 @ 12:00-1:00 p.m. (GMT), Chatham

House, UK

US and UK priorities in the Middle East

The war between Israel and Hamas caught the Biden

administration by surprise and has upended its efforts

to ensure stability in the region. How will the war in the

Middle East impact US policy and strategic priorities.

This roundtable will focus on the future of US and UK

policy toward the Middle East.

For more information, visit  [Chatham House]. 

25 March 2024 @ 10:00 -11:15 a.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

Analysing the 2024 Indonesian Elections

Results and Post-Election Coalition

Dynamics

This seminar will begin by analysing exit polls and

quick count data to elucidate the factors that

contributed to the apparent overwhelming triumph of

Prabowo Subianto-Gibran Rakabuming Raka in the

presidential-vice presidential race. If unchallenged, the

single-round election will expedite the process of

forming a new government and ruling coalition. What

remains to be determined are the potential role that

Joko Widodo will have in a future Prabowo

administration, as well as the implications of the

election outcomes for Indonesia’s political future.

For more information, visit  [ISEAS].

25 March 2024 @ 2:00 -6:00 p.m. (GMT+9), Asian

Development Bank, Japan

Utilizing Private Sector Involvement at

the Local Level Through Public–Private

Partnerships to Enhance the Delivery of

Sustainable Water and Sanitation Services

in Asia

During the workshop, Yu Namba and Jin Sasaki,

professors from Toyo University’s PPP School

(Graduate School of Economics Course of Public-

Private Partnerships) will delve into the fundamentals
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of the PPP model, its use by local governments, and

how it can be applied to developing countries in Asia to

improve water and sanitation infrastructure. The

workshop will include interactive Q&A discussions.

For more information, visit  [ADB].

25 March 2024 @ 10:30 -11:30 a.m. (GMT-5), Stimson

Center, USA

Fight Against Economic Coercion:

Opportunities and Challenges for the US-

Japan Alliance

The notion of “economic coercion”—the practice of

leveraging economic strength to enforce one’s own

agenda upon others—has garnered increased

attention in recent years. Join us for a discussion on

how Japan has been responding to economic coercion.

For more information, visit  [Stimson Center].

26 March 2024 @ 2:30 -3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

a New American Security, USA

Autonomy and International Stability:

Confidence-Building Measures for

Uncrewed Systems in the Indo-Pacific

Join the event for an event marking the release of a

new report, Autonomy and International Stability:

Confidence-Building Measures for Uncrewed Systems

in the Indo-Pacific by Defense Program Adjunct Senior

Fellow Thomas Shugart. With heightened tensions

between the United States and China, and war

underway in Europe, military forces worldwide are

increasingly adopting uncrewed (unmanned) systems

for a tactical edge.

For more information, visit  [CNAS].

26 March 2024 @ 10:00-2:15 p.m. (GMT+2),  Hellenic

Foundation for European and Foreign Policy,

Greece

Equality and inclusivity in higher

education and research institutions
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The aim of the seminar is to transfer knowledge and

best practices, and to contribute to raising awareness

around issues of equality and inclusivity in higher

education and research centres. It is addressed to their

academic, research and administrative staff.

For more information, visit  [ELIAMEP].

26 March 2024 @ 2:00 -5:30 p.m. (GMT+8), Institute

of Policy Studies, Singapore

Asia Voices: Perspectives on Tax Policy

Seminar 2024

The seminar aims to consider the policy considerations

in relation to different ways in which Pillar One might

play out. This seminar will be aimed at bringing policy

regulators and advisers together to discuss options

that might be available to Asia jurisdictions as

alternatives to Amount A. 

For more information, visit  [IPS].

26 March 2024 @ 2:00-3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

Understanding China's Regionally

Administered Totalitarianism

Join the Freeman Chair in China Studies for a

discussion on the institutional underpinnings of

China’s political economy. What explains the

Communist Party’s ongoing resilience? Why did China

pivot away from the economic reforms that had

generated so much wealth for the country and the

government?

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

26 March 2024 @ 2:00 -3:15 p.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

The Elastic Co-Ethnic: Multifaced

Southeast Asian Diasporas in Early

Reform-Era Shenzhen

This talk discusses how “diaspora” was deliberately

made into an open category by the PRC’s policymakers

to maximize capital inflow into the special economic

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-idy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-idj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-idt/


zones, where preferential treatment was given to

overseas investors and manufacturers.

For more information, visit  [ISEAS].

26 March 2024 @ 10:00-11:30 a.m. (GMT-4), Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace, USA

Germany’s Nuclear Choices: Disarm or

Proliferate?

In his new book Germany and Nuclear Weapons in the

21st Century: Atomic Zeitenwende?, Ulrich Kühn brings

together internationally renowned nuclear scholars

and policy analysts from Germany and abroad to

answer these questions and discuss Germany’s

changing nuclear deterrence, arms control, and

disarmament, as well as nonproliferation policies. This

timely volume can be a guide for officials and experts

managing the tensions between dependency on the

United States and Germany’s own conservatism. Join

George Perkovich as he sits down with Ulrich Kühn as

well as Liana Fix and Amy J. Nelson, two of the

contributing authors, to discuss. 

For more information, visit  [Carnegie]. 

26 March 2024 @ 5:30-7:00 p.m. (GMT+11),

Australian Institute of International Affairs,

Australia

Australia’s Naval Expansion: Strategies

and Capabilities

Jennifer Parker will unpack the recent surface

combatant fleet review decision expanding the size of

the Royal Australian Navy, detailing both the future of

the Navy and naval warfare.

For more information, visit  [AIIA]. 

Recent Book Releases

Tricia Romano, The Freaks Came Out to Write: The

Definitive History of the Village Voice, the Radical

Paper That Changed American Culture, Public Affairs,

608 pages, Published February 27, 2024, For a review,

see [Los Angeles Review of Books].
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Adam Shatz, The Rebel's Clinic: The Revolutionary

Lives of Frantz Fanon, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 464

pages, Published January 23, 2024, For a review, see

[Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Pavel Khazanov, The Russia That We Have Lost,

University of Wisconsin Press, 208 pages, Published

November 28, 2023, For a review, see [Foreign Affairs

Review of Books].

Toby Seddon,  Rethinking Drug Laws: Theory, History,

Politics, Oxford University Press, 224 pages, Published

October 27, 2023, For a review, see [Asian Review of

Books].

Hope Bastian, Philip Brenner, John M. Kirk, and

William M. LeoGrande, Contemporary Cuba, Rowman

& Littlefield Publishers, 388 pages, Published August

15, 2023, For a review, see [Foreign Affairs Review of

Books].

Nimah Mazaheri, Hydrocarbon Citizens: How Oil

Transformed People and Politics in the Middle East,

Oxford University Press, 264 pages, Published

December 6, 2022, For a review, see [Foreign Affairs

Review of Books].

Calls

The Canadian Council on International Law (CCIL)

invites paper proposals for its conference

“International Law: Enforcement and Entanglements,”

to be held on November 7-8, 2024. The deadline for

abstract submission is March 25, 2024. For more

information, see [CCIL].

Florida State University College of Law and Loyola

University Chicago School of Law invite paper

proposals for the Fifteenth Annual Constitutional Law

Colloquium, to be held on November 15-16m 2024, at

Florida State University College of Law. The deadline

for abstract submission is June 18 25, 2024. For more

information, see [Calling All Papers]

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].

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-idu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-iht/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-evnjk-l-ihd/


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 a Programme Specialist (Digital

Transformation) to be based in Istanbul, Türkiye.

Applications are accepted until March 30, 2024. More

information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Project Associate - Peacebuilding to

be based in Lilongwe, Malawi. Applications are

accepted until March 23, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Mediation training consultancy to

be based in Tajikistan. Applications are accepted until

March 23, 2024. More information is provided at

[UNDP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks an

Emergency Preparedness and Response Officer to

be based in Colombia. Applications are accepted until

March 31, 2024. More information is provided at

[WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a

Coordinador Regional Cusco to be based in Peru.

Applications are accepted until March 26, 2024. More

information is provided at [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a

Programme Policy Officer NOA (Crisis Response) to

be based in Zambia. Applications are accepted until

March 21, 2024. More information is provided at

[WFP].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

National Professional Officer (Health Service

Monitoring) to be based in Kyiv, Ukraine. Applications

are accepted until March 30, 2024. More information is

provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks an

Advisor, Immunization Data Quality to be based in

Washington, D.C., USA. Applications are accepted until

March 22, 2024. More information is provided at

[WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks an

Advisor, Immunization Data Quality to be based in
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Washington, D.C., USA. Applications are accepted until

March 22, 2024. More information is provided at

[WHO].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Gender

Affairs Officer to be based in Libreville, Gabon.

Applications are accepted until March 29, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a

Political Affairs Officer to be based in Libreville,

Gabon. Applications are accepted until March 21, 2024.

More information is provided at [UN].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Legal

Officer to be based in Geneva, Swizterland.

Applications are accepted until April 26, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Health Regional Lead - Asia to be Pakistan. More

information is provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Violence Prevention and Response Regional Lead,

Asia. The position is open to remote. More information

is provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Casework Coordinator - Thailand to be Bangkok,

Thailand. More information is provided at [IRC].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Food Systems Regional Specialist for Africa to be

based in Rome, Italy. Applications are accepted until

March 30, 2024. More information is provided at [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a National Professional Officer (Safety and

Security) to be based in Ukraine. Applications are

accepted until March 30, 2024. More information is

provided at [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Project Specialist to be based in Johannesburg,

South Africa. Applications are accepted until March 29,

2024. More information is provided at [FAO].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Movement Operations Manager to be based

in Warsaw, Poland. Applications are accepted until

March 28, 2024. More information is provided at [IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Chief Migration Health Officer to be based in

Istanbul, Türkiye. Applications are accepted until

March 28, 2024. More information is provided at [IOM].
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The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Head of Operations (Latin America and the

Caribbean) to be based in San Salvador, El Salvador.

Applications are accepted until March 28, 2024. More

information is provided at [IOM].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Sub Regional Coordination Officer -

West and Central Africa to be based in Abidjan, Côte

d'Ivoire. Applications are accepted until March 30,

2024. More information is provided at [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Regional Field Security Advisor to

be based in Amman, Jordan. Applications are accepted

until March 30, 2024. More information is provided at

[UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Banking Governance and

Membership Lead to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until March 25,

2024. More information is provided at [UNOPS].

UN Women seeks an Environmental Sustainability

Consultant to be based in New York, USA. Applications

are accepted until April 2, 2024. More information is

provided at [UN Women].

UN Women seeks a Lead Consultant (designing and

conducting training for representatives of judiciary

in the field of EVAW) to be based in Belgrade, Serbia.

Applications are accepted until April 10, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Women].

UN Women seeks an Intern – Gender Equality,

Health and HIV/AIDS to be based in New York, USA.

Applications are accepted until March 29, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Women].

The World Bank seeks a Senior Economist -

Health/Nutrition/Population to be based in

Washington, D.C., USA. Applications are accepted until

April 5, 2024. More information is provided at [WB].

The World Bank seeks a Senior Agriculture

Specialist - Agriculture to be based in Bangui, Central

African Republic. Applications are accepted until March

31, 2024. More information is provided at [WB].

The World Bank seeks a Financial Sector Specialist -

Financial Sector to be based in Manila, The

Philippines. Applications are accepted until March 28,

2024. More information is provided at [WB].
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The Institution for Social and Policy Studies at Yale

University welcomes application for the position of

Postdoctoral Associate. Application submission

deadline is February 20, 2025. For more information,

see [Yale University].

The Department of Government at Harvard

University welcomes application for the position of

Lecturer in Political Science. Applications are being

reviewed on a rolling basis. For more information, see

[Harvard University].

The Faculty of Business and Economics at The

University of Hong Kong (HKU) welcomes application

for the position of an Assistant Director,

Communications and Public Relations. Application

submission deadline is April 26, 2024. For more

information, see [HKU].

The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at Karlstad

University (KAU) welcomes applications for a

Professor of Sociology. Application submission

deadline is May 1, 2024. For more information, see

[KAU].

The School of Behavioural, Social and Legal

Sciences (BSR) at Örebro University welcomes

applications for the position of a Research Assistant

in Criminology. Application submission deadline is

April 11, 2024. For more information, see [Örebro

University].

DistriNet at KU Leuven welcomes applications for the

position of Research Expert - Security Analytics.

Application submission deadline is April 5, 2024. For

more information, see [KU Leuven].

The Institute for Social Law at KU Leuven welcomes

applications for a PhD scholarship for doctoral

research in social welfare law.  Application submission

deadline is April 8, 2024. For more information, see [KU

Leuven].

The Public Governance Institute at KU Leuven

welcomes applications for the position of a PhD

researcher for its city-university twin transition

partnerships project. Application submission deadline

is April 15, 2024. For more information, see [KU

Leuven].

The Faculty of Engineering at Vrije Universiteit

Brussel (VUB) welcomes applications for the position

of Research Associate in vulnerability to climate

extremes. Application submission deadline is March

20, 2024. For more information, see [VUB].
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The KIMEP University School of Law welcomes

applications for the position of Associate Professor of

Research. Application submission deadline is April 5,

2024. For more information, see [KIMEP].

The College of Social Sciences at KIMEP University

welcomes applications for a position at the Assistant

professor or Associate Professorial level in Media and

Communications/Public Relations. Application

submission deadline is May 5, 2024. For more

information, see [KIMEP].

The University of Basel welcomes applications for the

position of Lecturer in Urban Studies. Application

submission deadline is April 12, 2024. For more

information, see [Basel University].
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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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