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Dear Readers,

Welcome to this week’s issue of the Asia in Review (AIR)

covering 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’s,

Comoros’ and Greece’s Independence Day and Malta’s

Freedom Day this week.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

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

https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU

 

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


Main Sections

Constitutional Law and –Politics, Human Rights and

National Security in East Asia

Constitutional Law and –Politics, Human Rights and

National Security in South Asia

Constitutional Law and –Politics, Human Rights and

National Security in Southeast Asia

International Relations, Geopolitics and Security in

Asia

Announcements

 

Constitutional Law and

–Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in

East Asia

 

 

China: Investigations against several high-

ranking officials launched

(ms) Investigations against four "tigers" - a term for

high-ranking party members in the Chinese

Communist Party (CCP) - have been launched by

China's highest supervisory body of the CCP, the

Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI),

according to China's state broadcaster Global Times.

The four officials in question come from four different

sectors and cover vice chairman of the Standing

Committee of the Heilongjiang Provincial People's

Congress Li Xiangang, former general manager of

China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC) Li

Yong, and former vice president of China Development

Bank Li Jiping. Probably the best-known name is Liu

Yuejin, the first and only Commissioner for



Counterterrorism of the Ministry of Public Security

from 2015 to 2020.

All four officials are suspected of severe violations of

disciplines and laws, an often-used euphemism for

corruption and embezzlement. [Global Times]

[Upstream] [Xinhua 1] [Xinhua 2]

The investigation against Liu, which will almost

certainly end in expulsion from the party and then a

prison sentence, comes as a surprise. Liu was elevated

to the newly introduced post of Commissioner for

Counterterrorism of the Ministry of Public Security in

2015 in response to a series of countrywide attacks in

China that are believed to have culminated in the 2014

Kunming Attack, in which 31 civilians were killed.

The nationwide attacks were largely attributed to

separatists from the Uyghur minority, sometimes with

more evidence, sometimes with less, and served as the

starting point for the serious crackdown against the

Uyghurs, which continues to this day and was largely

driven by Liu under the directive of President Xi

Jinping. [South China Morning Post 1]

Besides the four „tigers“, investigations have been

launched against He Xiaochun, former Party Secretary

and Chairman of Sichuan Port and Shipping

Investment Group and, Yi Xianrong, member of the

Party Leadership Group and Deputy Director of the

Hubei Provincial Department of Civil Affairs. [CCDI 1 in

Chinese] [CCDI 2 in Chinese]

Furthermore, the CCDI issued a critique of county-level

inspectors, alleging leniency within their circles. Their

biweekly magazine disclosed that over a quarter of

China's counties didn't detain any cadre for disciplinary

reasons in the past year, calling for stricter oversight of

corruption cases at this level. It emphasized that

personal connections often impede investigations,

compromising their integrity.

This lack of arrests contrasts with the broader trend in

Xi Jinping’s anti-corruption campaign. Last year saw a

record crackdown, with investigations into 45 high-

ranking party officials, a 40 percent increase from 2022

(see more AiR No. 2, January/2024, 2).

To address these flaws, the CCDI pledges to enhance

internal supervision and tighten control at the county

level. Plans involve drafting new regulations for the

recruitment and training of guards handling

disciplinary detentions, acknowledging staffing and

professionalism deficiencies. [South China Morning

Post 2]

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


China: Visa policy updates underlines

need for foreign talent

(ms) On March 21, China has introduced revisions to its

visa policies aimed at attracting foreign talent and

investment. The State Council's measures include

extending visa lengths for foreign managers and

experts from one year to two, along with offering

extended residence permits of up to five years, and the

possibility of permanent residency for those meeting

specific criteria.

Additionally, China will waive reapplication

requirements for foreign personnel under certain

circumstances, such as changing work locations or

pursuing higher education. [State Council]

However, the need for expertise is not only evident at

a business level, but also in the number of foreign

students in the country, especially from developing

countries. In recent years, the number of international

students in China has fallen dramatically. From 15,000

students from the USA ten years ago, the number has

fallen to around 350 in 2023. Similarly, the number of

students in South Korea has fallen by 78 percent since

2017.

According to observers, there are three main reasons

for the decline. Firstly, the prestige of studying in China

has declined over the past few years. Secondly, the

presence of some foreign companies in China has

declined due to the difficult conditions in the country,

both politically and economically, which has made

career prospects for foreign students in the country

after graduation less accessible. This situation is likely

to intensify even further due to the tightened

crackdown on foreign companies under the Counter-

Espionage Law (see AiR No. 18, May/2023, 1).

The last reason cited is the situation within the

universities themselves. It is believed that there is no

freedom of research in China. Papers or final thesis are

not only checked for scientific standards but also for

compatibility with the ideologies prescribed by the

Chinese government, which is a challenge for foreign

students who are not so well informed about them

which can have a deterrent effect.

Observers argue that the announced visa facilitations

are therefore a good means of retaining experts who

are already in the country. However, in order to even

come close to past figures, more transparency and

clear explanations are needed to counteract existing

uncertainties and fears. [The Diplomat]  
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China: Premier Li Qiang addresses

economic growth plans and foreign

investment concerns at development

forum

(ms) During his speech at the China Development

Forum 2024 in Beijing on March 24, Chinese Premier Li

Qiang addressed an audience of global business

leaders and policymakers. Li's speech focused on key

measures aimed at attracting foreign investment and

fostering economic growth in China.

He outlined plans to reduce barriers for foreign

companies entering the Chinese market and

emphasized the role of urbanization in driving

consumer spending. Throughout his address, Li

underscored the government's commitment to

addressing concerns raised by businesses, including

issues related to market access and cross-border data

flow.

Li is thereby trying to mitigate the consequences of

two laws. Firstly, the implementation of cross-border

data transfer in mid-2022, which obliges companies

that work with data from China abroad to undergo

security checks (see AiR No. 28, July/2022, 2). Second,

and more severe, was the extension of the Counter

Espionage law, which significantly expanded the

powers of the Chinese security authorities and

stipulated that all "documents, data, materials, and

items related to national security and interests" are to

be protected in the same way as state secrets (see AiR

No. 18, May/2023, 1), creating great uncertainty for

information-based foreign companies in the country as

to what they are and are not allowed to do.

However, in order to counteract the uncertainties of

foreign companies associated with this, clear legal

clarifications are required, which Li did not provide,

which is why the actual effect on market confidence in

this regard will be limited.

Another reason for limited market confidence is the

country's economic reality, particularly the ongoing

real estate crisis and high debt levels of local

governments. Li acknowledged both problems and

assured that the problems are under control through

government measures - an assessment that is not

shared by international observers, who continue to

wait for major policy adjustments to address these

issues.
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Additionally, Li outlined in his speech plans to support

emerging industries like biomanufacturing and

prioritize high-tech sectors such as artificial intelligence

and electric vehicles. [Asia News Network] [CGTN]

[South China Morning Post]

China: Property developers suffer

substantial losses; Evergrande withdraw

from US bankruptcy protection

(ms) Recent announcements by several midsize

Chinese real estate companies highlight the deepening

financial woes within the sector. KWG Group Holdings,

Central China Real Estate, and Kaisa Group Holdings

have disclosed significant net losses for 2023,

indicative of the challenges faced by distressed

property developers in China.

KWG Group Holdings, based in Guangzhou, anticipates

a net loss exceeding USD 2.6 billion for 2023, more

than double its losses from the previous year. Central

China Real Estate and Kaisa Group Holdings also

expect substantial losses, citing adverse market

conditions and macroeconomic challenges as primary

factors.

Meanwhile, China Evergrande Group formerly one of

the country’s biggest developers has filed documents

to withdraw its bankruptcy protection application in a

US court. This move signifies a shift in the company's

restructuring efforts, with its subsidiaries Scenery

Journey and Tianji Holding also halting their planned

offshore debt restructuring scheme.

The withdrawal of China Evergrande Group's

bankruptcy protection application signals a shift in the

company's strategy amidst its financial turmoil.

Without the legal safeguards provided by bankruptcy

protection, Evergrande may face greater challenges in

negotiating with creditors and resolving its debts. This

move adds to the uncertainty surrounding

Evergrande's future, impacting stakeholders'

confidence and prolonging the timeline for reaching a

resolution. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters] [Yicai Global]

The motive of the move remains unclear, with no

official explanation provided by the developer.

However, after the liquidation order from the Hong

Kong court at the end of January (see AiR No. 5,

January/2024, 5) and the accusations against.

Evergrand founder to inflate revenues by over USD 78

billion, resulting in a USD 583.5 million fine against the

company (see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3), the move
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creates even more uncertainty over the future of the

company.

China: Apple CEO Tim Cook concludes

strategic visit to China amidst flagging

iPhone sales

(ms) Apple's Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Tim Cook,

has concluded his visit to China, emphasizing Apple's

commitment to its largest international market amidst

declining iPhone sales. Cook's visit coincided with the

opening of Apple's largest retail store on the Chinese

mainland in Shanghai.

In response to a 24 percent decline in iPhone sales

during the first six weeks of 2024, Apple focused on

leveraging its offline presence and flagship stores to

boost sales in the competitive Chinese smartphone

market. This involved strengthening relationships with

Chinese suppliers and engaging directly with the local

community, including meetings with Chinese video

game developers and prominent actors.

Additionally, Cook held discussions with Commerce

Minister Wang Wentao, during which Wang

emphasized China's commitment to economic

openness and growth opportunities for multinational

corporations, including Apple.

Despite facing increased competition from domestic

rivals like Huawei, Apple remains optimistic about its

prospects in China. The company plans to expand its

research center in Shanghai and establish a new

applied research lab in Shenzhen later this year. [CNN]

[Nikkei Asia] [Xinhua]

Shortly after the visit, it was revealed that Apple will

use Ernie Bot, the generative AI technology of Chinese

tech giant Baidu, for the upcoming iPhone 16 as well as

Mac OS and iOS 18 for its products sold in China. This

marks a big win for Baidu, whose share price rose 6

percent in Hong Kong in response to the news. For the

products sold outside China, Apple will continue to use

its own AI technology. [South China Morning Post]

China: Xi’s visit to BASF joint venture

(ms) Chinese President Xi Jinping made a notable visit

to BASF Shanshan Battery Materials Co., a joint venture

between the German chemical producer Badische

Anilin- und Sodafabrik (BASF) and the Chinese

manufacture and distributer of new energy materials
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Ningbo Shanshan Co. The visit is part of Xi's broader

agenda to promote advanced technology sectors as

vital components of China's economic growth strategy.

President Xi's was intended to demonstrate China's

efforts to attract foreign investment and foster

collaboration in high-tech industries. By showcasing

the joint venture between BASF SE and Ningbo

Shanshan Co., Xi emphasized China's openness to

international partnerships in advancing its

technological capabilities. This visit also served to

highlight China's strategic focus on advancing its "new

three" growth drivers: electric vehicles (EVs), batteries,

and solar products. [Bloomberg] [South China Morning

Post]

The visit also came, after in February BASF announced

its premature withdrawal from two joint ventures in

Xinjiang, following renewed allegations of human

rights violations and forced labor against the Uyghur

minority by employees of local joint venture partner

Xinjiang Markor Chemical Industry (see AiR No. 8,

February/2024, 3).

Despite this, BASF remains committed to its operations

in China and is actively bolstering its presence, evident

in the ongoing construction of a USD 10.8 billion

chemical complex in Guangdong province.

BASF’s move draw attention to Germany’s official policy

of de-risking from China away which appears to be

easier said than done.

China: Former head of China’s Football

Association sentenced to life

(ms) In the wake of China's ongoing crackdown on

corruption in football, Chen Xuyuan, the former

chairman of the Chinese Football Association (CFA),

has been sentenced to life imprisonment for accepting

bribes totaling USD 11.2 million.

In addition to Chen, three other individuals, Chen

Yongliang, former executive deputy secretary-general

of the Chinese Football Association (CFA), Yu

Hongchen, former vice head of the Chinese Football

Association (CFA), and Dong Zheng, former general

manager of the Chinese Super League (CSL) Limited

Company were also sentenced for their involvement in

bribery-related activities, receiving prison terms

ranging from eight years to life.

Simultaneously, South Korean footballer Son Jun-ho,

who had been detained for almost a year on
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allegations of bribery, was released from custody. Son,

a former member of South Korea's national football

team, had been playing for a Chinese club in the

Chinese Super League at the time of his detention.

However, details regarding the circumstances of his

release and the specific allegations against him remain

undisclosed. [Global Times] [Japan Times] [Reuters]

China: Hong Kong’s Article 23 comes into

effect

(ms) After 21 years, Article 23 of Hong Kong’s basic law,

which mandates the legislature to implement a city's

own national security law, has been implemented and

came into effect on March 23. The legislation, which

targets offenses including treason, insurrection,

sabotage, external interference, and espionage, has

elicited significant apprehension domestic as well as

international (see article in this edition), due to its

potential ramifications for civil liberties and freedom of

expression.

The enactment of Article 23 follows its swift passage

through the city's legislature, which notably lacks

significant opposition voices (see AiR No. 11,

March/2024, 2). The law is an extension of the National

Security Law, which was implemented by the Chinese

government in 2020 in response to the 2019 anti-

government protests. This version covered four types

of offenses: secession, subversion, terrorist activities

and collusion with a foreign country or external forces

to endanger national security.

Building on this, the new law also covers treason,

insurrection, theft of state secrets, sabotage against

public infrastructure including computer systems, and

external interference in domestic affairs, which

significantly expands the powers of the judiciary.

In addition to expanding the range of offenses

covered, the legislation also increases the penalties for

these offenses. Under the new law, persons accused of

a crime can be punished with sentences up to life

imprisonment (see for an overview of new sentences

Xinqi Su via Twitter). Furthermore, the law contains

provisions that allow for pre-trial detention of up to 16

days.

In addition to all these factors, critics are particularly

concerned about the vague and broad wording of the

law, with human rights groups and international

entities arguing that the law's ambiguous language

creates a climate of fear and uncertainty, leading to

self-censorship and curtailment of civil liberties.
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This fear stems mainly from the fact that this vague

language is an approximation of the legal formulations

in mainland China. The courts there have a fairly free

hand in interpreting the law, which is often used in the

prosecution of opposition forces and criticism of the

Chinese government, and it is feared that this will now

also become a reality in Hong Kong.

Against this criticism Hong Kong’s Chief Executive John

Lee argues that the law and its scope is essential for

safeguarding national security and restoring stability to

the region. Beijing goes even further and dismissed

every form of international concern over the law as

slander, emphasizing its legitimacy and necessity for

protecting national security, asserting that it targets

only a small minority of individuals endangering

national security and does not violate human rights in

any form. [BBC] [Hong Kong Free Press] [Nikkei Asia]

[South China Morning Post 1] [The Guardian]

In addition, Lee has pledged to enhance intelligence

gathering and analysis capabilities within law

enforcement agencies. He emphasized the importance

of resisting espionage activities and foreign intelligence

infiltration, stressing the need to strengthen training in

intelligence collection.

Speaking to the press, Lee outlined plans to rigorously

enforce the legislation while enhancing public

education on patriotism and national security. He also

urged firms to advocate for the merits of the new law

abroad in response to several firms announcing that

they will review the future of their operations in the

city in response to the enactment of the national

security law. [South China Morning Post 2]

China-Hong Kong: Fresh allegations of

collusion with foreign forces against

Jimmy Lai

(ms) New testimony during the high-profile national

security case against media tycoon and democracy

activist Jimmy Lai links him to the Stand with Hong

Kong Alliance (SWHK), a political organization that

allegedly worked with foreign actors to sanction Hong

Kong officials for their role in the introduction of

national security laws and the deterioration of

democracy in the city.

According to the testimony, the SWHK is said to have

prepared a sanctions list of 140 names of mostly high-

ranking Hong Kong individuals and discussed it with US

politicians and the UN OHCHR. This list and the

subsequent meetings are said to have been a starting
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point for the US sanctions imposed on many Hong

Kong officials, including the current Chief Executive

John Lee Ka-chiu, under the accusation of

"undermining Hong Kong's autonomy and restricting

the freedom of expression or assembly of the citizens

of Hong Kong." Lai is now accused in court of

financially supporting the SWHK and deliberately

helping to direct its activities and support it in

establishing contacts with foreign actors.

If Lai is found by the court to be connected to the

alleged activities of the SWHK, this would corroborate

the two conspiracy charges of collusion with foreign

forces brought against him and a conviction would

become increasingly inevitable.

The statements come from Andy Li Yu-hin, another

democracy activist who was himself part of the SWHK

and is said to have collected funds for their campaign.

Li was one of 12 activists who tried to flee to Taiwan by

sea in 2020 due to investigations against them in Hong

Kong. However, they were arrested by Chinese security

authorities and detained in a prison in Shenzhen for

seven months before being transferred back to Hong

Kong.

During his time in Chinese custody, Li was allegedly

tortured, a concern shared by the UN's special

rapporteur on torture, Alice Jill Edwards, who criticized

Li's testimony in advance, saying it "may have been

obtained as a result of torture or other unlawful

treatment" and is therefore possibly inadmissible.

In addition, the verdict against Li is pronounced after

Lai's verdict, which also casts doubt on the

independence of his testimony.  [Hong Kong Free

Press] [South China Morning Post 1] [South China

Morning Post 2]

China: Hong Kong man jailed for money-

laundering in connection to the 2019 anti-

government protest

(ms) Lee Man-chung, a Hong Kong citizen, has been

sentenced to two years and eight months in prison for

his involvement in money-laundering activities of over

USD 210.000, which might have been used to finance

and support the anti-government protests in 2019.

According to the court, the starting point for the

investigation was unusual deposits into various

accounts used by Lee. This raised allegations of money

laundering to which Lee and his co-defendants, whose
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sentence will be announced next month, pleaded

guilty during the trial.

Indications of a possible link between the financial

activities and the anti-government protests include the

fact that one of the deposits included the phrase

"Liberate Hong Kong", now banned under the 2020

National Security Law, which was wildly popular among

protesters. Lee is also said to have joined a Telegram

group and campaigned for financial support with the

aim of supporting "sons and daughters", an often-used

euphemism for the protesters. [Hong Kong Free Press]

The trial and the severity of the sentence are seen

among observers as part of the ongoing crackdown on

opposition forces in the city.

China: Former Hong Kong police sergeant

sentenced for drug trafficking

(ms) Former Hong Kong police sergeant Hui Sze-hon,

has been sentenced to nearly 24 years in prison for his

involvement in a drug trafficking operation. Alongside

his accomplice Wong Yeuk-nam, Hui pleaded guilty to

conspiracy to traffic methamphetamine.

The charges stem from an incident in April 2020, where

Hui was found supplying over 24 kilograms of

confiscated methamphetamine to Wong, whom he was

romantically involved with. The drugs, valued at

approximately USD 2 million, were seized during an

anti-narcotics operation. [Hong Kong Free Press] [The

Standard]

China: Satellite crucial for Chang’e-6 lunar

mission launched

(ms) China successfully took the next step in its lunar

exploration program with the launch of the Queqiao-2

relay communication satellite. Launched alongside

Tiandu-1 and Tiandu-2 communication and navigation

technology experiment satellites, the Queqiao-2 aims

to serve as a critical communication bridge between

Earth and the lunar far side in preparation for the

Chang'e-6 lunar return mission in May.

The Chang'e-6 mission is part of China's lunar

exploration program. It aims to conduct a sample

return mission from the lunar far side, specifically

targeting the Apollo crater in the southern

hemisphere. The mission involves landing on the

moon, collecting lunar samples, and returning them to
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Earth for analysis. Chang'e-6 follows previous missions

in the program, including Chang'e-5, which successfully

returned lunar samples from the near side of the

moon in 2020. [Global Times] [Space News]

China: Joint exercises of PLA and Coast

Guards in Taiwan Strait

(ms) China has conducted joint military exercises

involving its Coast Guard, Navy, and Air Force near the

Taiwan Strait, marking a rare collaboration between

maritime law enforcement and military forces. The

drills, led by the People's Liberation Army (PLA) Eastern

Theater Command, aimed to demonstrate

coordination in safeguarding territorial sovereignty

amidst escalating tensions in the region. The

involvement of the Chinese Coast Guard, officially

responsible for law enforcement missions in the

waters claimed by China, signals its evolving role in

national defense.

The joint group showcased during the exercises their

capabilities in air defense and mine-clearing

operations during the drills. This integrated approach

reflects China's military reform emphasizing joint

operations.

While Beijing frames the exercises as defensive

measures, they raise concerns among neighboring

countries and international observers regarding

regional stability and the potential for conflict in the

Taiwan Strait. [Global Times] [Newsweek]

The participation of the Coast Guard is part of a

significant militarization effort within its coast guard

since President Xi Jinping took over the country. Under

Xi's directives, the China Coast Guard has transformed

into a powerful force, acting as an extension of the

Chinese navy. China has bolstered its coast guard with

larger and more sophisticated vessels, resembling

warships with their advanced armaments and

capabilities, blurring the lines between their official law

enforcement responsibilities and military operations.

The coast guard is deployed by China under Xi as a

kind of proxy for the PLA Navy, in which it attempts to

enforce China's disputed territorial claims through

sometimes aggressive practices. In particular, the

disputed waters with the Philippines are currently the

scene of repeated clashes in which the coast guard

does not shy away from using powerful water cannons,

as happened just on March 23 [Deutsche Welle], and

ramming maneuvers against Philippine ships.
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During these aggressive maneuvers, the coast guard is

usually covered by the PLA Navy, which usually waits a

few kilometers in less disputed waters and could

intervene at any time if there are attacks on the coast

guard ships, which symbolizes the role of the coast

guard as an extended arm of the military.

China: Advanced electromagnetic catapult

for aircraft carriers unveiled

(ms) Chinese scientists and engineers have successfully

developed a new electromagnetic catapult system

designed for aircraft carriers. This system is said to

accelerate aircraft from standstill to 70 meters per

second in just 2.1 seconds. The innovation aims to

enhance the performance and reliability of carrier-

based aircraft while reducing costs compared to

traditional catapult systems.

The electromagnetic catapult, developed by a team of

the Beijing University of Technology, promises

significant advantages over conventional methods. It is

said to have a more compact design and simplified

power requirements, eliminating the need for complex

power supply systems. The system's efficiency results

from high-speed rotation mechanisms that accelerate

and decelerate the aircraft without relying on complex

transmission systems. [South China Morning Post]

Both China's third aircraft carrier Fujian and the fourth

aircraft carrier, which is reportedly already under

construction, have or will have electromagnetic

catapult systems. In addition to deploying the new

technologies there, observers say the technology could

possibly also be used on the country's first two aircraft

carriers, the Liaoning and Shandong, enabling them to

launch the most modern fifth generation J-35 fighter

jets, which would drastically increase the striking

capabilities. Apart from the Fujian, only the US Ford-

class aircraft carrier has currently an electromagnetic

catapult system, so a breakthrough there would

represent a significant achievement for China's Navy.

Japan: Government eases rules on fighter

jet exports

(sh) On March 26, Japan loosened its stringent defense

equipment transfer regulations, paving the way for the

global export of next-generation fighter jets, jointly

developed with Britain and Italy. The move eliminates a

major obstacle for the trilateral project.
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Under the new rules, Japan can export the fighter jets,

slated for deployment by 2035, to third-party nations,

with a prohibition on transfer to countries in war.

Export destinations are limited to 15 nations that have

defense equipment and technology transfer

agreements with Japan, including the United States.

Individual sales will require separate Cabinet approval,

according to the government's statement.

Thus far, Japan had maintained the ban on the export

of weapons, developed in cooperation with other

countries, to third countries under its war-renouncing

constitution. [Kyodo News]

The updated guidelines, approved by Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida's Cabinet, followed an agreement

between his ruling Liberal Democratic Party and

coalition partner, the Komeito, on March 15 (see AiR

No. 12, March/2024, 3).             

They come after weapon export rules were revised in

December allowing for the shipment of weapons that

are domestically made under a foreign license to the

country where the licenser is based (see AiR No. 52,

December/2023, 4).

Japan: Ruling party to act against four

senior members in fund scandal

(sh) On March 23, the ruling Liberal Democratic party

considered imposing strict punishments on four of its

senior members due to their involvement in a political

funds scandal.

Possible penalties may include non-endorsement in

elections. The members under scrutiny include former

education minister Ryu Shionoya, former LDP policy

chief Hakubun Shimomura, former trade minister

Yasutoshi Nishimura, and Hiroshige Seko, the former

LDP secretary general in the House of Councillors.

Prime Minister Fumio Kishida plans to further question

them next week.

These members, all associated with the party's major

faction once led by the late Shinzo Abe, are linked to a

scandal where party funds were allegedly funneled

back to members to form a slush fund. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Compensation lawsuit of mercury

poisoning victims rejected
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(sh) On March 22, a Japanese district court dismissed

compensation claims from 144 individuals affected by

Minamata mercury poisoning, rejecting their plea

against the state and other entities. Although the

Kumamoto District Court acknowledged 25 plaintiffs as

victims, they were not granted compensation due to

the expiration of a 20-year statute of limitations for

their claims.

The second among multiple lawsuits involving over

1,700 plaintiffs across various district courts, this

decision differs from a previous ruling in a similar case,

where all plaintiffs were recognized as victims and

awarded compensation.

The Minamata disease, linked to mercury

contamination from a plant of chemical company

Chisso Corp., has afflicted individuals in southwestern

Japan since 1956. The plaintiffs, suffering from sensory

disorders after consuming contaminated fish, sought

damages from the state, Kumamoto Prefecture, and

Chisso. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Government to ban convicted sex

offenders from working with children

(sh) On March 19, Japan's Cabinet approved a bill

designed to prevent convicted sex offenders from

working with children by introducing a system that

mandates schools and other employers in the

educational sector to conduct 20-year background

checks on potential hires.

The proposed system, reminiscent of the British

government's Disclosure and Barring Service, aims to

address concerns raised by parents and child support

groups following instances of child sexual abuse by

authority figures.

The government, for its part, intends to introduce

guidelines for employers to implement precautionary

measures and handle allegations against employees.

While Japanese law typically expunges criminal records

ten years after a prison sentence is completed, records

of sex offenders will remain on the database for 20

years due to high recidivism rates. Offenders receiving

fines instead of prison sentences will have their

records expunged after ten years.

The bill is slated for submission during the current Diet

session, with the system projected to commence

operation around 2026. [Kyodo News]
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Japan: Foreign residents at record high in

2023

(sh) According to government data, Japan witnessed a

record high number of foreign residents, surpassing

3.4 million in 2023.

This marked a 10.9 percent increase from the previous

year, signifying the second consecutive year of record

highs. Notably, employment-related visas experienced

substantial growth, reflecting Japan's efforts to combat

its severe labor shortage. The number of specified

skilled workers surged by 59.2 percent to

approximately 208,000, while trainees under Japan's

technical internship program grew by 24.5 percent to

about 404,000.

Introduced in 2019, the specified skilled workers visa

aims to address Japan's labor scarcity by allowing

immediate employment in designated industries.

However, concerns arise as the data also revealed a

rise in visa overstays, reaching 79,113 individuals as of

January 1, with Vietnamese nationals forming the

largest group at around 15,000. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Central bank raises concerns over

yen depreciation

(sh) On March 21, Finance Minister Shunichi Suzuki

conveyed a heightened sense of concern as the

Japanese yen plummeted to its lowest point against

the U.S. dollar in four months. Addressing reporters,

Suzuki underscored the need for stable currency

movements, emphasizing Japan's meticulous

monitoring of foreign exchange fluctuations.

The yen's descent to 151.82 against the dollar in New

York overnight reflected market sentiments

anticipating that the Bank of Japan (BOJ) would

exercise caution in raising interest rates despite its

decision to remove its negative rate policy (see AiR No.

12, March/2024, 3).

Japanese authorities remain vigilant against volatility in

the foreign exchange market due to its adverse effects

on the economy. While a weak yen escalates import

costs for resource-dependent Japan, it concurrently

amplifies the overseas profits of Japanese exporters

when measured in yen terms. [Kyodo News 1]
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The significant interest rate disparity between Japan

and the United States persists, with the BOJ

maintaining a dovish stance even as the U.S. Federal

Reserve and other major central banks embarked on

interest rate hikes in 2022 to combat inflation.

This cautious approach underscores Japan's proactive

stance in navigating economic challenges amidst global

uncertainties, prioritizing stability in currency markets

to mitigate potential risks to the economy. [Kyodo

News 2]

Meanwhile, according to a recent business survey,

Japan's factory activity contracted at a slower pace in

March 2024, while expansion in the service sector

contributed to overall growth in the private sector. This

news comes in the wake of the Bank of Japan's historic

policy shift earlier this week, which saw the end of

radical stimulus measures and the first interest rate

hike in 17 years (see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3).

Usamah Bhatti from S&P Global Market Intelligence,

which conducted the survey, noted that manufacturers

experienced a sustained but milder decline in

production. The survey also indicated that the

deterioration in output and new orders eased during

March, with employment seeing gains despite

sustained falls in new orders, suggesting spare

capacity in the sector.

However, there were renewed price pressures on the

private sector, with input cost inflation reaching its

highest level since last September. Despite price

pressures remaining high in manufacturing, the pace

of increase was the slowest in eight months.

[Reuters]    

Japan: Court grants crime victim’s benefit

to same-sex partner

(sh) On March 26, Japan's Supreme Court ruled that

same-sex partners qualify for crime victims' benefits as

surviving family members, marking a groundbreaking

decision in a country where same-sex marriage is not

legally recognized.

The country’s highest court overturned the Nagoya

High Court's ruling and returned the case for

reconsideration.

The victims' benefit law covers those in common-law

marriages. Whether same-sex partnerships qualify as

common-law marriages was a key issue.
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Previously, the Nagoya District Court and High Court

had denied the plaintiff’s eligibility, citing societal

acceptance issues and limiting the law to heterosexual

relationships. [Kyodo News]

Japan: GSDF reinstate US Osprey flights

(sh) After a nearly four-month hiatus prompted by a

fatal U.S. military Osprey crash last November (see AiR

No. 49, December/2023, 1), Japan's Ground Self-

Defense Force (GSDF) has reinstated Osprey flights

near Tokyo.

The resumption came a week after U.S. forces

resumed Osprey operations in Japan at the US Marine

Corps Air Station Futenma in Okinawa Prefecture (see

AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3). [Kyodo News]

Mongolia: Bill on national wealth fund

underway

(dql) The Mongolian Cabinet approved on March 20 the

draft law on the National Wealth Fund and decided to

submit the bill to the parliament.

The government’s proposal seeks to create a National

Wealth Fund to ensure the equitable and sustainable

distribution of income that is generated from the

country’s subsoil resources to all citizens, both present

and future.

Outlining the sources of revenue for the fund, the

designated purposes, and the structure for managing

its assets, the bill also regulates the control of the fund

activities and the reporting. [Montsame 1]

The Cabinet, furthermore, adopted amendments to

regulations on granting child monetary allowances to

orphans.

Under the new regulations, the orphanage must open

a bank account for each child under 14 living in a

specialized orphanage and deposit the child's money

in the bank. However, children aged 14 and older will

obtain a current account in which 80 percent of the

child's money will be deposited in the bank, while the

remaining 20 percent will be managed by the child.

Currently, more than 900 children and young people

are being raised in 29 welfare centers and orphanages

run by 20 organizations across Mongolia. [Montsame

2]
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Mongolia: National nature conservation

foundation launched

(fg) On March 26, group of conservation partners

facilitated by The Nature Conservancy (TNC), a global

conservation organization, and the Mongolian

government announced the establishment of the

Mongolian Nature's Legacy Foundation.

This foundation, established as an independent trust

fund, will manage donor funds for the Eternal

Mongolia Project Finance for Permanence (PFP)

initiative.

The PFP is expected to be signed next month, following

an announcement by the Minister of Environment and

Tourism at the Mongolia Economic Forum in July 2023.

[gogo mongolia]

For the PFP a board was installed, which includes

representatives appointed by the Mongolian

government and the TNC, as well as individuals with

expertise and experience in areas including

biodiversity, climate, finance and international

cooperation.

Chairman board is Boldoo Magvan, CEO of the

Mongolian Green Finance Corporation, who stated,

that the newly established foundation operates under

a mixed funding model, combining public, private and

development funds to accelerate progress in

sustainable development and strengthen green

initiatives in Mongolia. [Akipress]

The "Eternal Mongolia" initiative is a project between

the Mongolian government and the TNC that aims to

protect 30 ppercent of Mongolia's territory to preserve

biodiversity and support traditional ways of life. [TNC]

Mongolia: Harshest winter for decades,

aid agency calling for help

(fg) According to the International Federation of Red

Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), Mongolia is

currently experiencing its harshest winter in almost 50

years, characterized by a severe dzud, the Mongolian

term for these severe winter conditions.

As a result, 4.7 million animals have already been lost.

For a population of 300,000 people living as nomadic

herders who need their livestock for food and sale, this

is a national crisis. 
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Currently, 75 percent of all pastoralist households are

affected by the dzud, and the crisis threatens to be

even worse than the 2010 dzud.

More than 7,000 families are suffering from food

shortages and over 1,000 households have been

affected by the snowfall. Over 2,257 pastoralist families

have lost more than 70 percent of their livestock and

thousands are in urgent need of medical care and fuel.

In its press release, the IFRC announced the launch of

an emergency appeal for support for affected people

in Mongolia. [IFRC]

This year, the dzud in Mongolia is particularly severe as

a combination of summer drought followed by

extreme snowfall and exceptionally low temperatures

is denying animals access to grass as grazing areas are

buried under a thick layer of snow or covered in ice.

The more frequent and intense droughts caused by

climate change are leaving pastures and herders little

time to recover, making this year's crisis the worst in a

decade. [CNN]

Countries such as China, the US and the European

Union have already pledged financial aid to Mongolia

(see AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2 and AiR No. 12,

March/2024, 3).

North Korea:  Advancement in hypersonic

missile development claimed

(dql) According to North Korean state media,

Pyongyang successfully carried out a ground jet test of

a solid-fuel engine designed for a new type of

intermediate hypersonic missile on March 19.

The test was overseen by leader Kim Jong Un, who

hailed the strategic value of the intermediate-range

missile (IRBM) calling it as important as

intercontinental ballistic missiles targeting the US

mainland. [KCNA]

In an earlier move, North Korea test-fired in January a

solid-fuel IRBM tipped with a hypersonic warhead, the

first ballistic missile launch this year (see AiR No. 3,

January/2024, 3).

South Korea: Health Minister refuses to

back-down on medical school quota in

doctor strikes
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(oy) Despite protests from the medical community, the

South Korean government, under the leadership of

Health Minister Cho Kyoo-hong, has decided to

increase the number of medical school admission

seats by 2,000. This decision has led to a strike by

about 90 percent of the country’s 13,000 interns and

resident doctors, disrupting public health services. The

strike is currently in its fifth week (see AiR No. 12,

March/2024, 1).

To manage the increased number of medical students,

the government plans to hire over 1,000 additional

national university professors. It is also contemplating

the suspension of licenses for striking trainee doctors

who refuse to return to work, continuing its hard

stance in this conflict. [Yonhap_1]

Park Myung-ha, the organization consolidation chief of

the Korean Medical Association (KMA), a major lobby

group of senior doctors, is currently under police

investigation for allegedly instigating the mass walkout

by trainee doctors. Park has criticized the

government’s decision to suspend the licenses of

defiant trainee doctors and plans to challenge it

through a collective lawsuit. [Yonhap_2]

The KMA has pledged to continue its fight against the

government’s decision to increase the quota, arguing

that it will compromise the quality of medical

education and lead to increased medical costs for

patients.

Education Minister Lee Ju-ho has promised to support

medical schools during this transition. This pledge was

made during his first online meeting with the

presidents of South Korea’s 40 universities that have

medical schools. The government has allocated an

additional 2,000 admission seats to these schools and

plans to provide support to help medical students be

fully prepared in their first three years. [Yonhap_3]

In response to the ongoing medical shortage, health

authorities have identified 100 partner hospitals to

transfer patients with mild symptoms from larger

general hospitals. The government is also offering

financial incentives for patient transfers between

institutions.

Prime Minister Han Duck-soo has announced that the

government will deploy an additional 247 public health

officials and military medical officers to address the

healthcare gap. The government also plans to set up a

center at the National Medical Center in Seoul to help

clinics employing retired doctors. [Yonhap_4]
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The government’s decision to increase the number of

medical students is part of a larger strategy to address

the country’s rapidly aging population and the

shortage of physicians in rural and essential areas. It

has so far refused to compromise its decision to

increase medical school quota.

South Korea: Ambassador meets

ministers on return to South Korea

(oy) Lee Jong-sup, the South Korean Ambassador to

Australia, has returned to South Korea and held

meetings with the ministers of foreign affairs, defense,

and industry. His appointment and subsequent

departure have been criticized due to an ongoing

investigation into his alleged interference in a military

probe related to a Marine soldier’s death (see AiR No.

12, March/2024, 3).

Lance Corporal Chae Su-geun, 20, died after being

swept away by a torrent during a deployment in

Yecheon. The military was accused of not taking proper

safety measures, and the government pledged a

thorough investigation. The marine investigation unit,

led by Colonel Park Jung-hun, identified eight officials

suspected of negligent homicide. Lee initially approved

these findings but later delayed the case’s transfer to

the police, a decision criticized by the opposition

Liberal Democratic Party. This led the Corruption

Investigation Office for High-ranking Officials (CIO) to

impose a travel ban on Lee over allegations of

interference. [SBS Korean]

The foreign ministry has stated that Lee’s return is for

a defense cooperation meeting with ambassadors

from six countries, including Australia. Despite his

early arrival four days before the meeting, the foreign

ministry has confirmed that his stay will be recognized

as an official duty related to the upcoming meeting.

[Yonhap_1] [South Korea Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

The opposition Democratic Party (DP) has filed

complaints against President Yoon Suk-yeol and his

aides, accusing them of making false statements about

Lee's controversial departure as Ambassador to

Australia.  The DP alleges that the presidential office

falsely claimed that the CIO consented to lifting an exit

ban on Lee. The CIO denies giving consent for Lee to

leave the country. [Yonhap_2] [Korea JoongAng Daily]

The CIO further has stated that it is not yet ready to

question Lee, citing the need for further preparations,

including incomplete data analysis on seized evidence

and preliminary questioning of related witnesses. It

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-kd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-kd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-kh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-kk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ku/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ul/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ur/


plans to inform Lee of the questioning date after

consulting with his lawyer and making further progress

in the investigation. [Yonhap_3]

Members of Yoon’s People Power Party (PPP) have

called for more decisive actions to address the

controversy, amid concerns that it could negatively

impact voter support in the lead-up to the general

elections on April 10. Na Kyung-won, a co-chair of PPP’s

campaign committee, has urged Lee to take active

steps to address concerns over his controversial

appointment. Kim Tae-ho, a three-term lawmaker,

even suggested that Lee should resign and be

investigated as a civilian. [Yonhap_4] [Yonhap_5]

South Korea: General election candidate

registration opens

(oy) Candidate registration for the April 10

parliamentary elections in South Korea has begun.

These elections could impact the future of President

Yoon Suk Yeol’s administration. The ruling People

Power Party (PPP) is seeking to become the majority

party while the main opposition Democratic Party (DP)

looks to retain its current majority in the new National

Assembly, which will consist of 300 seats.

As of now, 607 candidates have registered, with the DP

having the most registered candidates at 234, closely

followed by the PPP with 230. The official campaigning

period will start on March 28 and last for 13 days.

Overseas voting will take place from March 27 to April

1, and early voting will occur on April 5-6.

The performance of newly formed minor parties, such

as the Korea Innovation Party, the New Reform Party,

and the New Future Party, is also being closely

watched. [Yonhap]

South Korea: New Reform Party

experiencing internal discord

(oy) South Korea’s New Reform Party, aimed at

attracting voters disenchanted with the country’s two

main parties, the ruling People Power Party (PPP) and

the opposition Democratic Party (DP), is experiencing

internal discord ahead of the April 10 legislative

election. The party’s Floor Leader, Yang Hyang-ja,

pledged to continue supporting the party after hinting

at departure due to disagreement over the candidate

list for the upcoming election.
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Yang, a former Samsung Electronics executive, was

disappointed that her nominee, Lee Chang-Han, did

not secure the party’s candidates nomination for the

upcoming election. The party has seen other

departures, including former Prime Minister Lee Nak-

yon, affecting its popularity (see AiR No. 11,

March/2024, 2).

According to a Gallup Korea poll, the Rebuilding Korea

Party, launched by ex-minister Cho Kuk, is now the

most popular third party, outranking the New Reform

Party and Lee Nak-yon’s New Future Party. [The Korea

Herald]

South Korea: DP nominee withdraws

candidacy

(oy) Democratic Party (DP) nominee Cho Soo-jin

withdrew her candidacy for the April 10 general

election due to criticisms over her past defense of

sexual offenders as a lawyer. Cho, who was nominated

for Seoul’s Gangbuk-B constituency, announced her

withdrawal on Facebook.

Her candidacy was at risk after it was revealed that she

defended multiple sexual offenders and made

controversial statements in her blog that "women are

willing to do sexual intercourse even if they refuse."

Following her withdrawal, DP leader Lee Jae-myung

accepted her resignation and the party nominated Han

Min-soo as the new candidate for the Gangbuk-B

district. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

South Korea: 40 KF-21 fighter jets slated

for mass production

(oy) The South Korean government has approved the

initial production plan for 40 KF-21 fighter jets, with

contracts for 20 units set to be signed this year. The

Defense Acquisition Program Administration (DAPA),

the defense ministry’s central administrative agency,

vested with the exclusive authority of planning and

budgeting defense development and procurement

programs for the Armed Forces, highlighted the need

for these jets to replace the retiring F-4 and F-5

fighters.

However, a report of the Korea Institute for Defense

Analysis suggested reducing the initial production to

20 units due to incomplete performance verification.

As a result, DAPA will contract 20 units this year and
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the remaining 20 next year after further performance

verification. The total operation of 120 KF-21s, as

originally planned, will proceed with an investment of

KRW 7.92 trillion (USD 5.92 billion) by 2028. [The Korea

Herald]

Taiwan: KMT lawmakers urge to retain

death penalty

(fg) On March 22, three members of parliament from

the main opposition party, the Koumintang (KMT), held

a press conference in which they called on the

government and the constitutional judges not to

abolish the death penalty. [Taiwan News]

The KMT lawmakers refered to a statistic according to

which 88 percent of the population rejects the

abolition of the death penalty and warned the

government and judges not to make decisions contrary

to the majority opinion. [UDN, in Chinese]

The lawmakers’ call comes amidst a debate in Taiwan

about the death penalty, which has become

increasingly prominent in the population due to cases

of child abuse.

On April 23, the Constitutional Court will hear the

arguments in the debate.

In an earlier move in March Prime Minister Chen

Chien-jen had announced that there will be no

executions expected prior to the inauguration of

President-elect Lau Chiang-te in May 20 (see AiR No.

11, March/2024, 2)

Taiwan: Protests and warnings over Hong

Kong’s Article 23

(fg) On March 23, a demonstration against the

enactment of Article 23 of the Hong Kong constitution

was held in Taipei. 50 people, mostly Hong Kongers

living in Taiwan, took part. [Focus Taiwan]

Article 23 is part of Hong Kong's Basic Law, which

states that Hong Kong should enact its own laws to

prohibit seven types of national security offenses. An

attempt to enforce Article 23 in 2003 was abandoned

after massive protests.

Last week, the Hong Kong government eventually

enacted the Safeguarding National Security Ordinance,

known as Article 23, which is widely seen as severely
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restricting human rights and giving the government

sweeping powers. Specifically, heavy prison sentences

of up to ten years instead of the previous 2 years can

be imposed for criticizing the government, prison

sentences for not reporting others, and interacting

with foreigners can be construed as espionage.

[Amnesty International]

The protesters called on the Taiwanese government to

protect Hong Kong citizens and impose sanctions on

responsible officials. [Taiwan News 1]

There are also concerns that Article 23 can be applied

not only to Hong Kong citizens but also to visitors from

Taiwan. Bboth Transportation Minister Wang Kwo-tsai

and the Director of the National Security Bureau

General Tsai Ming-yen have warned against traveling

to Hong Kong under this new law. [Taiwan News 2]

[RTi, in Chinese]

Taiwan: Child protection agency to be

established

(dql) Premier Chen Chien-jen on March 21 ordered a

review of proposals to establish a specialized agency

that would strengthen the protections afforded to

children and youth in Taiwan.

The move comes in response to controversies over

Taiwan’s social safety net following the death of a one-

year-old boy in December, allegedly because of being

abused by a licensed Taipei nanny serving as his foster

caregiver while a welfare foundation was looking for an

adoptive family for him.

Lawmakers of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)

criticized Taiwan’s social safety net, demanding more

government oversight, following investigations into

case. [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Minister classifies Tiktok as

security threat

(fg) Taiwan's Minister for Digital Affairs Audrey Tang

classified Chinese social media platform Tiktok as a

national security threat.

According to her, products under significant influence,

whether directly or indirectly, by foreign powers

considered adversarial, pose a threat to the nation's

informational and communicational security.
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This move comes on the heels of a decision on the U.S.

House of Representatives on March 13. The decision

requires ByteDance, the Chinese parent company of

TikTok, to divest its American assets within six months.

Failure to comply will result in a ban on the app in the

U.S. There is the concern among lawmakers in the U.S.

that Chinese influence over the app is influencing data

access or controlling and censoring political content.

[Reuters]

The Taiwanese Ministry of Digital Affairs is monitoring

developments in the US and is keeping its options

open to restrict the use of the app in other areas such

as school campuses, non-governmental organizations

and selected public spaces.

In Taiwan, the use of Tiktok is prohibited in

government buildings. [Taiwan News] [Focus Taiwan]

[CNA, in Chinese]
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Bangladesh: Court defers charge framing

against BNP chairperson Zia in coal mine

graft case

(lm) A Bangladeshi court has decided to postpone the

hearing on the charge framing in the so-called

Barapukuria coal mine graft case involving the

chairperson of the country’s main opposition party,

Khaleda Zia, and several others. The deferment comes

as Zia, a former prime minister, was unable to attend

the proceedings due to illness, with her legal
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representative appearing on her behalf. The court

rescheduled the charge frame hearing to May 28.

[Dhaka Tribune]

The case, initially filed by the Anti-Corruption

Commission (ACC) in February 2008 accuses Zia and 15

other individuals of orchestrating a scheme that

purportedly led to a substantial financial loss of

around USD 1.45 million to the state exchequer. The

allegation centers on the purported misuse of

authority in awarding a contract for the operation of

the Barapukuria Coal Mine to a Chinese company.

Bangladesh: Awami League challenges

main opposition BNP's Liberation War

credentials

(ms) The general secretary of Bangladesh’s ruling

Awami League, Obaidul Quader, has publicly

questioned the liberation war credentials of Mirza

Fakhrul Islam Alamgir, the Secretary General of the

main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP).

Quader's remarks, made during a rally organized by

Dhaka City Awami League, thus further fueling the

ongoing tension between the two major political

factions in Bangladesh.

Quader's comments come in response to a rally of

freedom fighters held by the BNP to mark the 53rd

anniversary of the launch of Operation Searchlight.

Operation Searchlight, launched by the Pakistan Army

in March 1971, marked the beginning of the liberation

war in Bangladesh. The Pakistani army wanted to

suppress the nationalist movements of the Bengalis

and committed numerous atrocities against the

Bengali population. The declaration of independence

by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman a day later, on March 26,

1971, triggered the Bangladesh War of Independence.

Raising questions about the sector of the Liberation

War in which Fahkrul allegedly fought and the source

of his training, Quader questioned not only the

authenticity of his resume but also the BNP's rally as

such. He made this abundantly clear by calling the rally

a sham and labeling both the event and its participants

as "fake". Quader went even further and called the

BNP a "cohort of Pakistan", a serious insult, and

emphasized their failure to acknowledge the atrocities

committed during 1971, which Bangladesh and several

international actors classified as genocide.

The Awami League supporter went further and

accused the BNP of obstructing Bangladesh's quest for

international recognition of the 1971 atrocities
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committed by Pakistani forces as genocide. A

persistent subject for Bangladesh, which was

illustrated again as recently as March 25 when the High

Commissioner of Bangladesh to the UK launched a

new motion in the British Parliament to recognize it as

genocide. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2] [Somoy

News]

Bangladesh: Mosque reconstruction on

historic temple’s land stopped over

potential communal tensions

(lm) Local authorities in Bangladesh have ordered the

halt of mosque reconstruction on the endowment land

of an historical Hindu temple in Kaharol to prevent

potential communal tension. The Kantajew Temple,

also known as Kantanagar Temple, is one of the most

significant Hindu temples in Bangladesh. However, it

has been subjected to attacks in the past, notably on

December 4, 2015, when militants targeted the temple

using explosives. The Islamic State militant group later

claimed responsibility for the attack. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Dhaka University opens

China studies center

(lm) Dhaka University, the oldest and one of the largest

public universities in Bangladesh, has inaugurated a

Centre for China Studies, with prominent figures from

both Bangladesh and China, including the Chinese

ambassador to Bangladesh, and the president of the

Shanghai Institutes for International Studies, attending

the opening ceremony. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: 40 percent of people aged 5-

24 not in education in 2023

(lm) A report by the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics

revealed that nearly 41 percent of individuals aged

between five and 24 were not enrolled in educational

institutions last year, marking an 11.45 percentage

point increase since 2019. The study, conducted on

over 308,000 households, indicated that around 25.7

million children and young adults were out of school in

2023. The COVID-19 pandemic, financial constraints,

and issues like child marriage were cited as potential

reasons for this trend. [The Daily Star]
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The report also highlighted a decline in university

enrollment and significant dropout rates at the

secondary and primary levels. Additionally, it noted

gender disparities in education and employment, with

a higher percentage of females aged 15 to 24 being out

of education, work, or training compared to males.

However, the overall literacy rate in Bangladesh

showed a slight improvement, reaching 77.9 percent in

2023.

Bangladesh: Freshwater crisis next

national challenge

(lm) In Bangladesh, the minister for Local Government,

Rural Development, and Cooperatives, Md Tazul Islam,

has highlighted the looming freshwater crisis as a

major challenge for the country due to climate change

impacts. Speaking at a seminar, he emphasized the

adverse effects of rising global temperatures and sea

levels, leading to salinity intrusion and freshwater

scarcity. Minister Tazul stressed the need for

sustainable water management practices, including

rainwater harvesting and proper utilization of surface

water resources. Additionally, he underscored the

importance of treating polluted water from industrial

and sewage sources to prevent environmental

degradation and freshwater contamination. [Dhaka

Tribune]

Bangladesh: Demands for greater pay

from protesting shipbreaking workers

(tg) Seeking an Eid bonus, shipbreaking workers in

Chattogram, Bangladesh, formed a human chain to

demand greater pay from their employers during the

Eid-ul-Fitr period. For several years, shipbreaking yard

employers have failed to provide an Eid bonus to their

workers, ostensibly exploiting a loophole in current

employment law. [The Daily Star ]

Bangladesh: Students taken to court for

attack on police officer

(tg) Five undergraduates at Dhaka University are being

taken to court over an attack on a police officer. The

afternoon of March 20 saw five students accused of

beating the policeman after he allegedly hit one of

them with his motorbike. The police officer attacked
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was an inspector of Economic Crime and Human

Trafficking Division of the Counter Terrorism and

Transnational Crime unit, which is a part of the Dhaka

police. He brought the charges against the students on

March 24. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Increasing number of

students choose religious studies over

other subjects

(tg) According to surveys from Bangladesh Bureau of

Statistics, 2023 saw an increase in the number of

students choosing religious studies, with decreased

numbers of students taking general studies.

The year-on-year increase, compared to 2022, was

around one percent. Around 7.29 percent currently

undertake religious education. This correlated with a

one percent decrease in the number of students taking

general education, which nonetheless remained the

most popular, with 91.02 percent of the student

population pursuing general studies. [The Business

Standard]

India: Key opposition leader arrested for

alleged corruption ahead of election

(fd/lm) Arvind Kejriwal, the Chief Minister of Delhi and

a prominent critic of Prime Minister Narendra Modi,

was arrested on March 21 by India's federal financial

crimes agency, the Enforcement Directorate (ED), on

corruption charges linked to the city's liquor policy. The

arrest of Kejriwal, who leads the Aam Aadmi Party

(AAP), means the main leaders of the AAP are in jail,

following the arrests last year of two of Kejriwal’s

deputies in the same case, which the party has called

“dirty politics”. [The Hindu] [NDTV] [CNN]

The allegations against Kejriwal stem from a liquor

policy implemented by his administration in 2022,

which ended the government's monopoly over liquor

sales in Delhi, reportedly benefiting private retailers.

The AAP insists that there is no evidence of

wrongdoing and views the arrest as a politically

motivated move. Kejriwal will continue to serve as

Delhi's chief minister while the party challenges the

accusations in court. [Al Jazeera]

The AAP is part of a larger opposition alliance aiming to

challenge Prime Minister Modi’s BJP in India's

upcoming national elections starting in April. Thus, it is
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noteworthy that Kejriwal's arrest coincides with

heightened political tensions, with the main opposition

party, the Congress party, also accusing the BJP of

financial suppression through freezing its bank

accounts. [see article below]

Amidst these controversies, the BJP faces scrutiny over

its involvement in an electoral bonds scheme, which

was subsequently deemed unconstitutional by the

Supreme Court. Despite these challenges, Modi is

widely anticipated to secure a third consecutive term in

office, positioning himself as a pivotal figure in India's

political landscape.

India: Opposition Congress party accuses

government of freezing bank accounts

before election

(lm) India's main opposition Congress party has

accused Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government

of undermining democracy and hampering its electoral

campaign by freezing its bank accounts in a tax dispute

ahead of the national elections slated to begin on April

19. [The Straits Times] [NBC News]

In mid-February, income tax authorities imposed a

USD 25 million lien, virtually sealing the party’s bank

accounts, and then confiscated USD 14 million over an

IT department demand of USD 28 million for the

assessment year 2018-19 and a disagreement over

cash donations from INC MLAs and MPs. [AiR No. 8,

February/2024, 3]

Against this backdrop, Rahul Gandhi, a former

Congress party chief, lamented that the party is unable

to conduct proper campaigning due to the frozen

accounts, hindering its ability to support workers and

facilitate travel for candidates and leaders. He

denounced the government's actions as a "criminal"

move aimed at stifling democracy, asserting that

India's democratic ideals are being compromised.

However, the BJP refuted these allegations, explaining

that the freezing of Congress party accounts was a

result of its failure to file an income tax return for cash

donations received in the past, leading to the loss of

tax exemption.

The issue is now set to be deliberated by India's

Supreme Court in early April after being rejected by tax

appeal authorities.
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India: Justice Mohammad Yousuf Wani

takes oath as judge in Jammu and

Kashmir

(fd) Justice Mohammad Yousuf Wani was sworn in as

an Additional Judge of the High Court of Jammu and

Kashmir and Ladakh. Justice Wani, who began his

judicial career in 1997, has served in various judicial

roles. His appointment increases the total number of

judges in the High Court to 16, including the Chief

Justice. [The Hindu]

India: BJP rules out cooperation with SAD

in Punjab state

(ms) Punjab BJP President Sunil Jakhar has announced

that the party will be contesting the upcoming Lok

Sabha elections in Punjab independently, ending

speculation of a possible alliance with the Shiromani

Akali Dal (SAD). In a video message, Jakhar cited

consultations with party leaders and public opinion as

the basis for this decision, emphasizing the party's

commitment to Punjab's farmers and youth. [First

Post] [The Hindu] [The Indian Express] [Times of India]

The SAD and the BJP have shared a long-standing

alliance in Punjab's political landscape. The alliance

primarily thrived on a combination of rural and urban

voter bases, with SAD drawing support from rural Sikh

communities and BJP from urban Hindu voters.

However, in recent years, there have been tensions in

the alliance, especially over contentious issues such as

the passage of the central farm laws in 2020. The SAD's

decision to withdraw from the alliance in protest

against the farm laws was a significant rift in the

alliance. While the SAD joined the farmers' demands

for minimum support price (MSP) protection and

agrarian reforms, the BJP stuck to the central

government's policies.

However, in the course of the upcoming elections,

there have been attempts at rapprochement and talks

between the two parties, which has given rise to

suspicions of a resumption of cooperation, which is

why Jakhar's clear announcement now comes as a

surprise.

In his video statement, Jakhar highlighted the initiatives

of Prime Minister Narendra Modi's government,

including the opening of the Kartarpur corridor and

the introduction of MSP for farmers, as key factors in

the decision, although the references to MSP are
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presumably just an attempt to woo away traditional

SAD voters.

India: Election Commission issues more

transfer orders for state officials

(lm) Against the larger backdrop of upcoming general

elections, slated to begin on April 19, India’s The

Election Commission has issued transfer orders for

non-cadre officers in leadership positions such as

District Magistrates and Superintendents of Police in

Gujarat, Punjab, Odisha, and West Bengal states.

Additionally, transfers were directed for officials with

familial associations with elected representatives in

Punjab and Assam states to dispel any perception of

bias. [The Hindu]

This move follows previous transfers announced within

48 hours of announcing the poll schedule to ensure

that non-cadre officers do not occupy leadership

positions meant for Indian Administrative Service and

Indian Police Service officers.

India: Richest 1 percent have highest

concentration of wealth in decades, study

finds

(lm) The concentration of wealth among the richest 1

percent of India's population has reached its highest

level in six decades, surpassing countries like Brazil

and the United States, according to research by the

World Inequality Lab. In light of this, critics argue that

Prime Minister Narendra Modi's tenure has witnessed

a widening gap between the rich and rural poor,

despite rapid economic growth. The opposition

Congress party has highlighted the government's

proximity to billionaires in its pre-election rallies, as

national polls approach. [The Straits Times]

Since liberalizing its markets in 1992, India has seen a

dramatic increase in the number of billionaires, leading

to what some refer to as the "Billionaire Raj," a

reference to the era of colonial rule under the British.

By the end of 2023, India's wealthiest individuals

owned 40.1 percent of the country's wealth, the

highest since 1961, and their share of total income was

22.6 percent, the highest since 1922.
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India: ISIS India head, associate arrested

in Assam state

(fd) On March 21, a special task force of police in India’s

Assam state arrested Haris Farooqi, the alleged India

head of Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and his

associate Anurag Singh after they crossed over from

Bangladesh to India. They are accused of terror

funding and of carrying out recruitment for their

organization in India. They were caught based on

intelligence inputs, and further investigation will be

carried out by the National Investigation Agency (NIA).

[The Indian Express] [The Hindu]

India: Four Maoists killed by security

forces in Maharashtra state

(fd) Four Maoists were killed in an exchange of fire with

the police in India’s western Maharashtra state. The

police had credible intelligence about Maoists crossing

the Pranahita River, which separates the lower-lying

territory from the Kolamarka hillocks, for subversive

activities before the forthcoming parliamentary

elections. Joint teams of local police and CRPF

launched a search operation, resulting in an exchange

of fire. [Times of India] [The Hindu]

The Maldives: Chief of state-owned fishery

company suspended

(aa) In the Maldives, the Chief Executive Officer of the

state-owned Maldives Industrial Fisheries Company

(MIFCO), Ahmed Samah Rasheed, was placed under a

14-day suspension by the Privatization and

Corporatization Board (PCB) on March 18. This

suspension follows an inquiry into a corporate

governance-related complaint. Allegations against

Samah, including nepotism and misuse of company

resources for political purposes, were listed in a leaked

letter prompting the PCB's action. [Sun Online]

In response to the PCB's decision, Parliament's State-

owned Enterprises Committee has initiated an inquiry

into Samah's suspension. Committee members are

considering summoning both Samah and PCB

members for questioning on the matter. Concerns

have been raised by some lawmakers regarding the

possibility that Samah's suspension might be related to

his efforts to combat corruption within MIFCO.
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Fish and seafood represent the primary export

products of the Maldives. In 2022 the fishing sector

accounted for 72 percent of Maldives export revenue,

fish and seafood preparations excluded. Due to its

significance for the local economy, MIFCO has come

under pressure in recent years. Criticism concerns

intransparency regarding the company’s finances and

price control for the market. Moreover, political

partisanship in connection with the mismanagement of

funds made fishermen question the efficiency and

fairness of MIFCO’s operations. [Trading Economics]

[Maldives Financial Review]

The Maldives: Parliament majority

necessary to run government

successfully, says President Muizzu

(aa) In anticipation of the upcoming parliamentary

elections scheduled for April 21, President Mohamed

Muizzu has expressed hopes of ruling the coalition,

which joins his Progressive Party of Maldives (PPM)

with the People's National Congress (PNC), achieving a

super majority. [The edition]

In his first exclusive media interview since taking office

in November, President Muizzu emphasized that to

run a government successfully, it is very important for

the ruling party at the time to hold the parliament

majority as well. With the Maldivian Democratic Party

(MDP) holding the majority of seats, many of his

electoral promises remain unfulfilled or significantly

hindered, according to Muizzu. Disagreements over

cabinet members, budget allocations, and

infrastructural plans are difficult to resolve without

support from the opposition, which is currently non-

existent.

The Maldives: Ruling coalition introduces

Sovereign Development Fund Act to

Parliament

(aa) In the Maldives, the ruling coalition has recently

presented the Sovereign Development Fund Act to

parliament. At its core, the bill seeks to regulate access

to the Sovereign Development Fund, a financial

instrument established in 2017 to support government

initiatives, particularly in areas such as infrastructure

development, social welfare programs, and economic

diversification. [PSM News]
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President Mohamed Muizzu has expressed concerns

over the previous administration's depletion of the

Sovereign Development Fund's reserves, stressing the

importance of replenishing and safeguarding its

assets. Under his leadership, the government has

secured an initial injection of USD 30 million within the

first three months of his term.

Under the proposed bill, withdrawals from the

Sovereign Development Fund are only permitted

under specific circumstances, such as instances where

the government's public account is unable to meet

loan repayment obligations or during periods of

economic crisis necessitating intervention to address

budget deficits.

Additionally, the bill proposes the establishment of a

governing council within the Maldives Monetary

Authority, tasked with overseeing the fund's cash flow,

investment strategies, and overall management.

Moreover, the bill advocates for the creation of a

Sovereign Development Fund Administration Office to

streamline administrative processes, enhance

efficiency, and facilitate adherence to regulatory

requirements.

The Maldives: Release of suspected child

sex offender causes public outrage

(aa) The decision by the Prosecutor General’s Office

(PGO) in the Maldives to enter into a deal with an

individual arrested for possession of child

pornography in November last year has sparked public

outcry. President Muizzu has directed the PGO to

appeal the suspect’s release and prioritize the case.

[Sun Online]

The PGO defended its decision, stating that there isn’t

a separate charge for possession of child pornography,

but rather a uniform charge for porn possession,

carrying a prison sentence of one month and 24 days.

A one-year reprimand agreement was reached after

the suspect confessed and showed remorse.

This development follows recent announcements by

Maldivian police regarding investigations into two

cases prompted by information shared by foreign law

enforcement agencies. These agencies monitor social

media platforms for instances of child pornography

involving individuals in the Maldives who have

downloaded explicit content depicting children.

Additionally, in a separate but related development

intensifying public outcry, the PGO has disclosed a deal
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with another individual arrested for possessing child

pornography, citing the lack of specific charges for this

offense and the suspect's remorse.

Nepal: Former Parliament Speaker

released amid gold smuggling scandal

(tg) Krishna Bahadur Mahara, a former speaker of

Parliament’s lower House and vice-chair of the ruling

Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre), has been

released by the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) on

the condition that he appears when summoned. [The

Kathmandu Post]

This development follows Deputy Prime Minister and

Home Minister Rabi Lamichhane's directive to police to

act on an inquiry commission's report regarding a gold

smuggling scandal implicating Mahara and other

officials. The commission's findings criticized the CIB

for alleged deliberate inaction in probing Mahara and

other suspects in the gold smuggling scheme, which

also led to a case being filed against Mahara's son

Rahul for his suspected involvement. [AiR No. 12,

March/2024, 3]

Nepal: Opposition Nepali Congress

demands formation of committee to

probe charges against home minister

(lm) In Nepal, the country’s main opposition party,

Nepali Congress, has called for the establishment of a

parliamentary committee to investigate allegations

leveled against Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for

Home Affairs, Rabi Lamichhane. These allegations

pertain to the purported misuse of funds from a

cooperative firm based in Pokhara. [The Kathmandu

Post 1]

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 previously 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 [see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3].
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However, in response to the allegations, Prime

Minister Dahal assured Parliament on March 19 that

no evidence implicates Home Minister Lamichhane in

the fraud case. He stated Lamichhane had been

cleared of any wrongdoing and emphasized the

government's commitment to accountability.

Additionally, the prime minister questioned the Nepali

Congress's stance on taking action against individuals

facing allegations. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Against this backdrop, Ramesh Lekhak, the Nepali

Congress’ chief whip, cited past instances where

parliamentary committees were formed to probe

similar allegations against ministers and cautioned that

failure to address their demand could lead to

obstruction in parliamentary proceedings.

Nepal: Ruling alliance unveils common

minimum programme

(lm) In Nepal, the ruling five-party alliance recently

unveiled its common minimum programme, which

serves as a comprehensive blueprint for the

governance of the newly formed coalition government.

[The Kathmandu Post]

This programme encompasses a wide range of sectors

and issues crucial to the country's development and

stability. It comes after Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal

Dahal last month opted to join forces with the

Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist–Leninist)

(UML), formerly the country’s main opposition party,

along with three other coalition parties. This move led

to the dissolution of the year-long coalition with the

Nepali Congress [see AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1].

Against this backdrop, Prime Minister Dahal has

emphasized the critical importance of the alliance's

success in implementing these policies, warning of

potential crisis if the coalition fails to deliver. [The

Kathmandu Post 2]

The vision paper covers a wide range of areas,

including corruption control, land management,

forestry, climate adaptation, disaster management,

youth empowerment, social inclusion, and economic

revitalization. It emphasizes the government's

commitment to combat activities undermining the

constitution, promote good governance, defend

national interests, and ensure justice and

accountability. Additionally, the document proposes

measures to boost domestic production, promote

agriculture, enhance infrastructure, improve

healthcare and education, and strengthen foreign

policy.
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Nepal: Janata Samajbadi Party member

sworn in as state minister

(tg) Deepak Karki of the Janata Samajbadi Party, a

junior partner in Nepal’s multiparty coalition

government, was sworn in as a state minister by Prime

Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal. Karki has been assigned

the state minister’s role at the Ministry of Forests and

Environment. With Karki’s induction, the number of

members in the Dahal Cabinet has reached 23,

including 22 ministers and one minister of state,

nearing the maximum limit of twenty-five ministers

outlined in the Constitution. [The Kathmandu Post]

[Joshua Project]

Nepal: Marxist-Leninist Communist Party

chooses candidates for April by-elections

(tg) The Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-

Leninist) (CPN-UML), the second-largest party in the

country's ruling five-party coalition, has finalized its

candidates for the upcoming by-elections scheduled

for April 27. They have chosen candidates for a federal

parliament seat and a seat in the provincial assembly

in Sudurpaschim. [Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Cabinet appoints four members to

National Planning Commission

(lm) During a Council of Ministers meeting, the

government announced the appointment of four new

members of the National Planning Commission, the

apex advisory body to the government on matters

related to socio-economic development, resource

allocation, and long-term planning. [The Kathmandu

Post]

Among them, Shiva Raj Adhikari serves as the chief of

the Central Department of Economics at Tribhuvan

University, while Arnico Kumar Panday is recognized as

an atmospheric scientist and holds a central position

within the Rastriya Swatantra Party.

Nepal: Foreign investment pledges surge

by nearly 94 percent, but actual inflows

remain low
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(tg) In Nepal, Foreign direct investment (FDI)

commitments surged by 93.34 percent in the first eight

months of the current fiscal year, totaling

approximately USD 218.475 million for 253 projects,

aiming to generate employment for more than 13,000

people. Most investments were directed towards

small-scale businesses after the government reduced

the FDI threshold, attracting around USD 163.725

million for establishing 238 small-scale ventures.

However, despite the significant pledges, actual FDI

inflows remained low, highlighting the challenges in

translating commitments into tangible investments.

[Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Prime Minister Dahal announces

funding to establish Shaktikhor industrial

zone

(tg) Nepal’s Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal has

promised to address the issue of establishing an

industrial corridor in Shaktikhor, located in Chitwan

province, in the upcoming fiscal year's budget. This

pledge was made during a meeting with a delegation

led by the chair of the Communist Party of Nepal

(Unified Marxist–Leninist), KP Sharma Oli. Despite

prolonged discussions, there has been little progress

on establishing the industrial corridor in Shaktikhor.

[The Himalayan Times]

Pakistan: Main opposition PTI to stage

‘power show’ in Islamabad, Karachi

against poll ‘rigging’

(lm) Pakistan’s main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-

Insaf (PTI) party, led by jailed former Prime Minister

Imran Khan, is gearing up for a political mobilization in

response to what it perceives as election irregularities

and constitutional violations during the February 8

general elections. [The News International]

The party accuses the incumbent government of Prime

Minister Shehbaz Sharif of manipulating election

results to favor Sharif’s Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz

(PML-N) and the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), the main

coalition partner, by altering the so-called Forms 47,

also known as the "Result of the Count," which is filled

out at each polling station after the counting of votes

has been completed.

To express its discontent and rally public support, PTI

has announced a "power show" scheduled for March
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30 in Islamabad. However, the capital’s district

administration on March 24 formally rejected the

party’s application seeking permission to hold a public

rally, citing “law and order situation”. [The News

International]

The PTI is also planning to hold a public rally in the

southern port city Karachi on April 21.

Pakistan: Court orders ex-Premier Khan,

wife to be brought to court on April 4

(lm) A Pakistani court on March 25 issued orders for

the appearance of jailed former Prime Minister Imran

Khan and his wife Bushra Bibi during a hearing

scheduled for April 4. This decision came after officials

at Adiala jail, where Khan is detained, failed to ensure

his attendance through a video link, as previously

instructed. [NDTV]

In another legal proceeding, a different court approved

a request for the production of Khan and Shah

Mahmood Qureshi, a former foreign minister and

leader of the main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf

party, on April 20.

Imran Khan has faced numerous legal challenges since

his ousting from the government in April 2022. He has

already been convicted in at least four cases, with his

wife, Bushra Bibi, named as a co-accused in two of

them.

Pakistan: Jailed ex-Premier Khan asks

Supreme Court for judicial audit of ‘poll

fraud’

(lm) Pakistan’s jailed former Prime Minister Imran Khan

has filed a petition with the Supreme Court requesting

the establishment of a judicial commission to

thoroughly audit the February 8 general elections. The

petition alleges fraudulent activities in the election

process, leading to inaccurate results and has urged

the suspension of government formation until the

commission's findings are disclosed. [DAWN]

The petition names the federal government, the

Election Commission of Pakistan (ECP), and several

political parties as respondents. It highlights concerns

over the violation of constitutional provisions and

fundamental rights, citing evidence such as video clips

and media reports to support the call for a judicial
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probe into electoral fraud. The petition accuses the

ECP of colluding with caretaker governments, police

officials, and law enforcement agencies to manipulate

election results.

Pakistan: Supreme Court seeks details of

decisions reserved by military courts

(lm) Pakistan’s Supreme Court has requested detailed

information regarding the military trials of civilians

allegedly involved in the violent events of May 9. A six-

member bench heard a series of intra-court appeals

challenging the previous ruling that deemed military

trials of civilians unconstitutional. The case revolves

around the trial of 103 individuals accused of

perpetrating attacks on army installations following the

arrest of former Prime Minister Imran Khan. The court

sought comprehensive details from the Attorney

General regarding the verdicts reserved by military

courts, with a deadline set for March 28. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Judicial commission drafts rules

to fill Supreme Court vacancies

(lm) The Judicial Commission of Pakistan (JCP) has

drafted proposed rules for filling vacancies in the

Supreme Court and high courts. Led by the Chief

Justice of Pakistan (CJP), the committee recommends

suggesting three candidates for each Supreme Court

vacancy and initiating nominations for high court

judges. The draft has been shared with all JCP

members for review. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Supreme Court rules sacking of

former high court judge as illegal

(lm) Pakistan's Supreme Court has declared the

sacking of former Islamabad High Court judge Shaukat

Aziz Siddiqui as illegal. Siddiqui was removed in 2018

after delivering a speech accusing the Inter-Services

Intelligence (ISI) of influencing court proceedings. The

Supreme Court's five-member panel, led by Chief

Justice Qazi Faez Isa, conducted hearings and ruled in

favor of Siddiqui, stating that his removal was unlawful.

The decision entitles Siddiqui to the benefits of a

retired judge. [ETV Bharat]
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Pakistan: Supreme Court justice

highlights flaws in Supreme Judicial

Council procedures

(lm) A Pakistani Supreme Court judge, Justice Syed

Hasan Azhar Rizvi, in a dissenting note recently pointed

out significant flaws within the procedures of the

Supreme Judicial Council (SJC), a constitutional body

tasked with overseeing the conduct of judges in the

higher judiciary, particularly regarding the handling of

complaints against superior court judges. He

expressed concerns that these flaws not only impede

the council's effectiveness but also jeopardize judicial

independence, eroding public trust in the institution.

[DAWN]

Justice Rizvi's observations come in response to a

recent split decision by the Supreme Court, wherein it

was determined that proceedings before the SJC

concerning judicial misconduct would not cease in the

event of a judge's resignation or retirement. As the

sole dissenting judge in this decision, Justice Rizvi has

seized the opportunity to highlight what he perceives

as systemic flaws within the SJC's operational

framework.

One of the primary concerns highlighted by Justice

Rizvi is the apparent tendency within the SJC to

selectively prioritize certain complaints while

neglecting others. This selective approach, he argues,

has led to the unfortunate consequence of numerous

complaints becoming null and void due to the

retirement of the judges against whom they were filed.

This, in turn, undermines the accountability

mechanisms envisaged by the SJC and erodes public

trust in the judiciary's ability to self-regulate.

Moreover, Justice Rizvi points out a significant

imbalance in the distribution of powers within the SJC,

particularly regarding the authority granted to the

Chief Justice of Pakistan (CJP), who serves as the

chairman of the council. He notes that the current

procedural guidelines, as outlined in the Supreme

Judicial Council Procedure of Enquiry 2005, afford the

CJP unfettered discretion in convening council

meetings and initiating inquiries based on received

information. Justice Rizvi suggests that such unchecked

authority may lead to potential abuses and calls for

amendments to the procedural framework to

introduce checks and balances.

However, Justice Rizvi stops short of prescribing

specific directives for reform, recognizing the delicate

balance between judicial independence and external

interference. Instead, he urges the SJC to take

proactive measures to adopt clear, transparent, and
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equitable procedures for the fixation, listing, and

hearing of complaints. These measures, he contends,

are crucial to preventing undue delays and

safeguarding the integrity of the adjudicative process.

In elucidating his concerns, Justice Rizvi also references

a specific case involving former Chief Justice Saqib

Nisar, wherein complaints lodged against him post-

retirement were not pursued by the SJC. This instance

underscores the need for clarity regarding the

interpretation of Article 209 of the constitution,

particularly its applicability to retired judges.

Pakistan: Authorities in capital introduce

new property taxes

(lm) In Pakistan, the Capital Development Authority

(CDA) responsible for the development and

management of the capital, Islamabad, has introduced

new property taxes, affecting various types of real

estate properties in the city. The taxes range from

approximately USD 86 for owners of 140 square yards

plots in certain sectors and housing societies to about

USD 1,591 for owners of large farmhouses.

Commercial properties in the so-called blue area, a

commercial and business district located in the heart

of the city, will be taxed based on square footage, with

rates varying for ground floors, basements, and

residential apartments. Additionally, taxes will be

imposed on private hospitals, petrol pumps, CNG

stations, and marquees. [The News International]

Pakistan: X blocked on direction of

interior ministry, telecommunication

authority tells high court

(lm) The Pakistan Telecommunication Authority (PTA)

has informed the Sindh High Court (SHC) that the

social media platform X, formerly known as Twitter,

was blocked in the country upon the directive of the

federal Ministry of Interior, based on reports from

intelligence agencies. The SHC had previously directed

the PTA to ensure no further internet shutdowns

without valid reasons and instructed the restoration of

access to social media site X if there was no lawful

justification for its ban. [The News International]

Pakistan: Militants in Balochistan attack

military facilities
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(lm) Pakistan has experienced two attacks on military

installations in its southwestern region within a week.

Last week, near the port of Gwadar in Balochistan

province, militants launched a gun and bomb assault

on a complex, resulting in the deaths of eight militants

and two soldiers. The attack was claimed by the

Majeed Brigade, the armed wing of the Balochistan

Liberation Army (BLA), a separatist group advocating

for the province's secession from Pakistan. [Al Jazeera]

The port of Gwadar holds is a centerpiece of the China-

Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), the flagship project

of Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative and Islamabad’s

most ambitious infrastructure and investment project

in recent years. The attack underscores security

challenges in the region, where several militant groups

have targeted Pakistani and Chinese interests.

On March 25, militants attacked a naval airbase in

Turbat, a city in southern Balochistan, resulting in the

death of at least one paramilitary soldier. Security

forces responded by killing all five assailants. The BLA

also claimed responsibility for this attack. [Reuters]

Sri Lanka: House Speaker says foreign

powers asked him to take over Presidency

during mass protests

(lm) In Sri Lanka, the Speaker of Parliament, Mahinda

Yapa Abeywardena, told the legislator that he was

approached by foreign powers to assume the

executive presidency during the series of mass

protests that began in March 2022 against the

government. He stated that the objective of this

request was to destabilize the country, comparing it to

situations in Libya or Afghanistan. [The Island]

The massive unrest, known as the Aragalaya protests,

was spurred by the country’s worst economic crisis

since independence. During the period, the protesters

forced a president and a prime minister – both

brothers from the powerful but now-unpopular

Rajapaksa clan – to resign, with President Gotabaya

Rajapaksa even fleeing the country in July 2022 to

escape the uprising. It was the first time in Sri Lanka’s

history that a serving head of state had resigned.

Following Gotabaya Rajapaksa’s resignation, Ranil

Wickremesinghe – who had just assumed the role of

Prime Minister two months earlier – was sworn in as

acting president. Shortly thereafter, Wickremesinghe

declared a state of emergency in the country in a bid to
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prevent protests during a parliamentary vote in July

that eventually elected him as president.

Sri Lanka: Former President Sirisena

discloses knowledge of Easter Sunday

Attack responsible

(aa) In a recent development, Sri Lanka's former

President Maithripala Sirisena faces police questioning

over remarks regarding his knowledge of the

masterminds behind the 2019 Easter Sunday suicide

bombings. Sirisena, who held office from January 2015

to November 2019, disclosed during a public speech in

Kandy that he was aware of those responsible for the

attacks, stating, "I know who did it," contradicting his

earlier denial of any prior knowledge of the events. [Sri

Lanka Mirror] [The Hindu]

The 2019 Easter Sunday attacks refer to a series of

coordinated suicide bombings that occurred in Sri

Lanka on April 21, 2019. The attacks targeted several

churches and luxury hotels across the country,

resulting in the deaths of 270 people and injuring over

500 others. The timing of the bombings, occurring just

ahead of the 2019 presidential election, had sparked

conspiracy theories suggesting political manipulation

by the influential Rajapaksa family, who were then in

opposition but later secured victories in the

presidential election in November 2019 and the

parliamentary elections in August 2020.

Sirisena himself faced accusations of negligence in

handling prior intelligence reports regarding the

impending attacks. A special presidential panel

convened during his presidency found him guilty of

inaction, holding him accountable for failing to prevent

the tragedy. As a result, Sirisena was ordered to

compensate the victims' families. However, he has only

made partial payments towards this compensation

thus far.

Sri Lanka: SLPP reiterates call for general

elections to be held before presidential

polls

(lm) Mahinda Rajapaksa, former Prime Minister and

President of Sri Lanka, has once again echoed his Sri

Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party's demand for a

general election to precede the presidential election.

[Daily Mirror]
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This call comes shortly after his brother, Basil

Rajapaksa, conveyed the same message to President

Ranil Wickremesinghe in a significant interview. At the

time, Basil Rajapaksa voiced concerns about the

potential accumulation of excessive power 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 the

drawbacks of concentrating both the presidency and a

two-thirds majority in one party. [AiR No. 12,

March/2024, 3]

More recently, Basil Rajapaksa reflected on the

challenges faced by the SLPP, attributing them in part

to the overwhelming majority the party received in the

2020 parliamentary elections. Again, he highlighted the

risks associated with absolute power, suggesting that it

can lead to unforeseen problems and eventual

downfall. [Daily Mirror]

Against the backdrop of the SLPP’s demands, it is

worth noting that the current two-party coalition,

consisting of President Wickremesinghe’s United

National Party and the Rajapaksa’s SLPP, is

encountering growing unpopularity, particularly due to

the economic crisis that led to the ousting of then-

President Gotabaya Rajapaksa in 2022. Although the

coalition currently controls 108 seats in the 225-

member parliament, polls indicate a more competitive

landscape in the lead-up to presidential elections.

Signifying the tensions within the coalition, the SLPP

has refrained from endorsing President

Wickremesinghe’s candidacy thus far. Recent

discussions between the president and SLPP leaders

Mahinda and Basil Rajapaksa ended inconclusively.

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

Sri Lanka: Second IMF review brings staff-

level agreement

(aa) Concluded with a staff-level agreement, the

second IMF review of the bailout program now needs

to be approved by the IMF Management and Executive

Board before Sri Lanka gains access to USD 337 million

in funds. As expected by the government, the third

tranche of the bailout package, the so-called Extended

Fund Facility (EFF), was released due to satisfactory

macroeconomic policy implementation. According to

IMF officials, all performance criteria except for the

social spending target have been met. Sri Lanka’s

overall economic health was under the 2024 Article IV
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consultation positively evaluated. [Adaderana] [AiR No.

10, March/2024, 1]

The IMF commenced its second two-week review of the

USD 2.9 billion bailout program on March 7. When

President Ranil Wickremesinghe invited Sri Lanka's

major opposition parties to participate in the review

meeting, they declined. They argue that the reforms

that have been welcomed by the IMF further burdened

the population amidst an ongoing economic crisis. The

National People’s Power (NPP) party stated that if it

won the presidency in elections later this year, it would

renegotiate the terms and conditions of the bailout

program due to the burdensome austerity measures

and concerns over the government's sale of public

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

Sri Lanka: Protest for religious freedom

after arrest of worshipping Tamils at

archaeological site

(aa) The Sri Lankan Parliament was thrown into turmoil

as members of the Tamil National Alliance, a political

coalition that primarily represents the Tamil minority

population, staged a protest following the arrest of

eight individuals who were praying at an archaeological

site. Samagi Jana Balawegaya (SJB) party members,

including the oppositional leader Sajith Premadasa,

joined the protesters in their demands for religious

freedom for the Tamils. Premadasa’s concerns of a

constitutional breach were silenced by the Justice

Minister who referred to the ongoing investigations as

“impartial and comprehensive”. [The Island]

As a Hindu minority group, the fight for freedom of

culture, religion, and expression has been a long-

standing one for the Tamil population. Prohibition of

access to Hindu worship places and cultural sites for

Tamils is not uncommon, especially in the highly

militarized minority areas of the northern and eastern

provinces. Legal changes according more rights to the

minority group are being blocked by nationalist

Sinhalese parties. Nevertheless, the TNA persistently

demands the full implementation of the 13th

Amendment to the Constitution giving long-demanded

political autonomy to the Tamil population. [AiR No. 5,

January/2024, 5]

With regard to the current case, the Sri Lanka

Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) party made the claim that

by law performing the ‘pooja’ prayer is forbidden,

therefore justifying the penalization of the eight people

by Archaeological Department officials. SLPP views

TNA’s protest action as an act of deliberate religious
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polarization before the upcoming parliamentary

elections.
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Cambodia: Candlelight Party seeks fast-

tracking councilor replacement

(lvw) Cambodia’s Candlelight Party (CP) has requested

the Ministry of the Interior to fast-track new candidates

to fill 35 vacant positions of councilors who have

resigned, died or been fired.

The CP is pushing to expedite this change in

preparation for the upcoming elections at capital,

provincial, municipal and district levels, which will take

place on May 26.

Some CP members have reported having been

threatened by the authorities, prompting CP Secretary-

General Lee Sothearayuth stating that these actions

“further highlight the limitations on citizens’ freedom

to support their preferred party and their ability to

engage in politics.” [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Conviction of former senior

officer of social affairs ministry upheld

(lvw) The Phnom Penh Appeal Court has ruled to

uphold the conviction of Lay Samnang, the former

Deputy Director of the Finance and Supply Department
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in the Ministry of Social Affairs, Veteran and Youth

Rehabilitation.

Between 2019 and 2022 Samnang embezzled an

equivalent of USD 380,000 from the government’s

financial aid program for the poor and disadvantaged.

In July last year Samnang received a 200 million Riel

fine and was sentenced to three years in prison by the

Phnom Penh Municipal Court. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Ministry of Education

strengthens guidelines on student

discipline and order

(lvw) The Ministry of Education in Cambodia has

recently issued guidelines aimed at reinforcing student

discipline, order, and safety within educational

institutions.

This initiative comes in response to a concerning

incident where high school students were observed

dancing on public roads to loud vehicle horns, causing

disruptions and safety hazards.

The Ministry of Education has called on teachers,

parents and capital and provincial departments of

education, youth and sports of municipal district Khan

to strengthen discipline around the social, moral and

behavioral regulation of students during school hours.

[Khmer Times]

Indonesia: 14 new national strategic

projects for development unveiled

(jb) Indonesia's government has announced 14 new

national strategic projects (PSNs) across various

sectors to promote equitable development. The

projects, involving significant investment, span

transportation, infrastructure, energy, health, and

telecommunications.

The Economic Affairs Coordinating Ministry

emphasized that the PSNs aim for a balanced

economy, food security, and advancements in border

regions, technology, tourism, and education. The

private sector will fully fund these projects.

The projects are spread across several provinces,

including Riau Islands, Banten, Jakarta, West Java, East

Java, East Kalimantan, Central Sulawesi, and Southeast

Sulawesi. They comprise eight industrial zones, two
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tourism zones, two toll roads, an educational,

research, technology, and health zone, and an offshore

oil and gas project.

Key projects include an IDR 65 trillion (USD 4.1 billion)

green tourism destination named Tropical Coastland in

Banten Province, expected to employ nearly 20,000

workers. Additionally, a special economic zone (SEZ) in

Bumi Serpong Damai (BSD) satellite city, with an

investment of IDR 18.54 trillion (USD 1.1 billion), aims

to become a hub for education, medical research,

digital economy, technological advancements, and

healthcare, empowering 10,000 workers and

generating IDR 5.6 trillion (USD 350 million) in foreign

exchange from medical and biomedical services.

[Tempo.co]

Indonesia: Prabowo Subianto declared

winner of Indonesia's presidential

election amidst allegations

(jb) The Indonesian Election Commission confirmed on

March 20 that Prabowo Subianto, Indonesia's Defense

Minister and a controversial figure accused of past

abuses, is the winner of the Indonesian presidential

election.

Subianto secured 58.6 percent of the votes, surpassing

his opponents, former Jakarta Governor Anies

Baswedan and former Central Java Governor Ganjar

Pranowo, who received 24.9 percent and 16.5 percent

respectively. Despite allegations of irregularities and

vows from the opposition to contest the result in court,

the commission has posted tabulation forms online for

independent verification.

The announcement sparked anticipation for potential

protests, prompting a heavy police presence in Jakarta.

Demonstrators gathered, criticizing outgoing President

Joko Widodo for his support of Subianto and alleging

widespread fraud.

The election saw a voter turnout of approximately 80

percent, with Subianto claiming victory in 36 out of 38

provinces. However, challenges loom as Baswedan and

Pranowo plan to file complaints (see below), citing

various irregularities including the controversial

candidacy of Widodo's son.

The nation awaits its new leader's inauguration on

October 20. [Associated Press] [Al Jazeera] [Radio Free

Asia] [Bangkok Post] [The Straits Times]
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Indonesia: Anies Baswedan challenges

Prabowo Subianto's election victory in

court

(jb) Anies Baswedan, the losing candidate in

Indonesia's recent presidential election, has filed a

legal challenge at the Constitutional Court to dispute

the outcome, which saw defence minister Prabowo

Subianto win with nearly 60 percent of the vote (see

above).

Despite the official results announcing Prabowo's

victory, Anies refused to concede, claiming the current

administration of President Joko Widodo unfairly

influenced the election.

Anies's team has raised concerns about the

widespread distribution of social assistance in key

electoral areas, which they believe influenced the vote.

Additionally, they criticized last year's constitutional

court decision to alter election rules, allowing the

president's son to become Prabowo's running mate.

[The Guardian]

Indonesia: Tech giants tackle

disinformation surge during Indonesian

election

(jb) In the lead-up to Indonesia's recent elections,

major social media and technology platforms removed

a staggering 12 million hoax posts, according to the

country's Minister of Communication and Information

Technology, Budi Arie Setiadi.

TikTok led the charge with 10.8 million removed posts,

followed by Google, which removed approximately 2

million from its platforms, including YouTube. Minister

Setiadi highlighted the voluntary actions of these

companies in combating falsehoods.

Additionally, Setiadi's ministry identified and directed

the removal of over 1,900 hoax posts. Despite this

concerted effort, some misinformation remained

online, categorized as non-harmful but flagged as fake

news.

The dissemination of misinformation during elections

has become a global concern, with Indonesia

experiencing its own challenges. In the 2019

presidential election, fake news proliferated,

prompting calls for enhanced collaboration between

the government and social media platforms to
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safeguard the integrity of electoral processes. [Benar

News]

Indonesia: USD 3.7 billion injection into

state firms for infrastructure projects

planned

(jb) Indonesia's government has proposed injecting

USD 3.7 billion (IDR 17.51 billion) into state-owned

enterprises (SOEs) over 2024 and 2025 to bolster

infrastructure projects, announced State-Owned

Enterprises Minister Erick Thohir. The proposal aims to

boost investments in construction companies to

expedite ongoing infrastructure developments.

Presented to a parliamentary commission, the plan

targets seven companies in 2024, with a total

investment of IDR 13.6 trillion, and 16 companies in

2025, amounting to IDR 44.25 trillion. Major

construction firms like Hutama Karya, Adhi Karya,

Wijaya Karya, and PT PP are among the intended

beneficiaries. [The Star]

Indonesia: Military healthcare

infrastructure expanded with 26 new

hospitals

(jb) Indonesia has taken a significant step in its

healthcare sector with the inauguration of 26 military

hospitals in February 2024, aimed at serving armed

forces personnel, their families, and local communities.

Led by the unveiling of the 28-floor, 1,000-bed National

Defense Center Hospital (RSPPN), these facilities not

only provide advanced medical care but also serve as

centers for education, research, and development.

This expansion addresses critical needs identified

during the COVID-19 pandemic and recurring natural

disasters, bolstering the country's resilience and

preparedness. Equipped with advanced technology to

handle various medical challenges, including those

posed by chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear

threats, these hospitals signify a long-term investment

in safeguarding health sovereignty and national

security.

Situated strategically in residential areas near military

bases nationwide, these hospitals also extend their

services to civilian communities. [Indo-Pacific Defense

Forum]
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Indonesia: Rising rice prices pressuring

families during Ramadan

(jb) Rising rice prices in Indonesia are putting strain on

families during Ramadan, NHK reports. With rice being

a staple food, its domestic price has surged by 20

percent compared to last year due to factors like

abnormal weather and India's export restrictions.

As more than 80 percent of Indonesians are Muslim,

customary practices during Ramadan, like eating rice

dishes after sunset, are impacted. Food stalls in Jakarta

see fewer customers due to raised prices or reduced

portions. [NHK]

Indonesia: Bank Indonesia maintains

interest rates for fifth consecutive

meeting

(jb) Indonesia's central bank, Bank Indonesia (BI), has

opted to keep its policy rates steady at 6 percent for

the fifth consecutive meeting in March. This decision

aligns with market expectations, indicating BI's

confidence in the current monetary policy stance.

Despite tight monetary conditions, bank lending saw a

notable 11.3 percent year-on-year increase in

February. BI anticipates loan growth to range between

10-12 percent for the year, while inflation is expected

to remain within the target range of 1.5 percent to 3.5

percent for the year.

With a positive outlook on domestic growth, BI

maintains its growth forecast for the year between 4.7

percent and 5.5 percent year-on-year, alongside

expectations for the current account to settle within a

narrow range of deficit to surplus of GDP.

BI's decision was likely influenced by its anticipation of

Federal Reserve rate cuts in the second half of the year

and the stability of the Indonesian rupiah. Shortly after

BI announced its decision, the Federal Reserve

announced it expects rate cuts this year, which sent

American stocks soaring. [Wall Street Journal] [ING]

[Associated Press]

Indonesia: BYD to commence electric

vehicle production in Indonesia by 2026
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(jb) BYD, a leading Chinese automaker, is preparing to

begin commercial production in Indonesia by 2026, CN

EV Post reports. According to Luhut Panjaitan,

Coordinating Minister of Maritime Affairs and

Investment, BYD is set to conduct a groundbreaking

ceremony for its Indonesian factory this July.

The company plans to invest USD 1.3 billion in

constructing a plant with a capacity of 150,000

vehicles. [CN EV Post]

Indonesia: Boycotts impact McDonald's

and Starbucks sales

(jb) Boycotts stemming from the Gaza war are causing

significant financial ripples for multinational

corporations in Southeast Asia, with McDonald's,

Unilever, and Starbucks feeling the brunt of consumer

backlash, Al Jazeera reports.

McDonald's CEO, Chris Kempczinski, recently

acknowledged the impact on international sales,

particularly in Indonesia and Malaysia. Alongside

McDonald's, Unilever and Starbucks are also

witnessing declines in sales as consumers opt for

alternatives believed to be more supportive of

Palestine.

Despite efforts by these companies to distance

themselves from the conflict, local franchises continue

to suffer. In Malaysia, Starbucks franchisee Berjaya

Food reported a substantial revenue drop, attributing

it to the ongoing boycott. [Al Jazeera]

Indonesia: Activists criticize government’s

handling of human rights issues

(jb) Indonesian activists have voiced criticism regarding

the government's approach to human rights concerns

following the International Covenant on Civil and

Political Rights (ICCPR) session in Geneva the previous

week.

They highlighted the government's perceived

avoidance and inadequate responses to questions

regarding the country's human and political rights

record, particularly concerning President Joko

Widodo's neutrality in the recent general election.

During the session, a document listing 26 human rights

notes, including concerns over the revised Criminal

Code and past violations, took center stage. However,
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activists deemed the government's responses

defensive and lacking accountability, especially

regarding instances of violence in Papua and the

murder of activist Munir Said Thalib.

Despite government claims of progress in addressing

rights issues, activists remain skeptical, emphasizing

the need for transparent and inclusive processes in the

national reconciliation of past abuses. [Asia News

Network]

Indonesia: Military to probe torture video

of Papuan man

(jb) Indonesia's military has vowed to launch an

investigation into a disturbing video circulating online,

showing a Papuan man being brutally tortured. The

victim, believed to be a member of a West Papuan

armed rebel group advocating for independence, is

seen sitting in a barrel of water while being punched,

kicked, and cut with a machete by men who appear to

be Indonesian soldiers.

The clips, recorded in early February in Papua's Puncak

regency, were met with public outrage and

condemnation.

Amnesty International has identified the man in the

video as Definus Kogoya, who later died from the

torture.

Major General Nugraha Gumilar, head of the

Indonesian military's Information Centre, confirmed

the involvement of military personnel in the video.

[ABC News]

Laos: Man arrested by police for criticizing

checkpoint bribery

(lvw) A 24-year-old Lao man alleged that police officers

demanded bribes from travelers passing through a

checkpoint in Laos’ northern Bokeo province, near the

Chinese border. The man was arrested and taken into

police custody. While there, an apology video is filmed

and uploaded to the Phongsaly provincial police’s

website.

In the video the arrested man says, “The content I

posted was actually propaganda slandering the

authorities, and it was against the government and the

(ruling) party ...I’d like to apologize to the party,

government and public.” However, there are
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discrepancies between the audio and image of the

footage, his mouth movements do not match to the

words, illustrating that the audio portion may have

been laid over the video. He was ‘re-educated’ and

released after the filming of his apology video.

This incident highlights Laos’ uphill battle against

corruption. In a climate of intimidation and pervasive

corruption, where those who try to defame authorities

online, or speak out against state corruption, are often

arrested, silenced and reeducated. [Free Radio Asia]

Malaysia: House of Representatives

approves Supplementary Supply Bill

(2023) for 2024

(ba) The House of Representatives (Dewan Rakyat)

approved on March 20 the Supplementary Supply Bill

(2023) for 2024, entailing the withdrawal of a sum not

exceeding USD 5 billion from the Consolidated Fund to

accommodate additional expenses for services in

2023.

Following debates from Members of Parliament (MPs)

from both the government and opposition, the bill

secured majority support.

The supplementary allocations encompass allocations

for various sectors: Treasury General Services (USD

3,08 billion), Statutory Funds (USD 894 million),

Education Ministry (MoE, USD 420 million), and

Domestic Trade and Cost of Living Ministry (USD 250

million).

Additionally, funds are designated for the Health

Ministry (MoH, USD 146 million), Defence Ministry (USD

87,3 million), Election Commission (USD 63,8 million),

Public Service Department (USD 32,6 million), Housing

and Local Government Ministry (USD 12 million), and

Youth and Sports Ministry (KBS, USD 6,8 million). [The

Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Deliberation on assignment of

opposition members to take place in

imminent future

(ba) Deputy Prime Minister Fadillah Yusof is set to

engage in discussions with opposition representatives

concerning their requests for allocations for their

respective Members of Parliament (MPs). Fadillah, who

also serves as the Minister of Energy Transition and
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Water Transformation, stated that the outcomes of

these discussions would be presented at the upcoming

Cabinet meeting.  In Malaysia, the Opposition also gets

budget allocations in accordance with an agreement

with the federal government. Perikatan Nasional

(Opposition Coalition) itself has requested an annual

allocation of US$ 740,000 for its MPs as presented in a

draft agreement with the federal government. [The

Malay Mail]

Regarding his recent meeting on March 19 with

opposition leader Hamzah Zainudin, Takiyuddin, and

Beluran MP Ronald Kiandee, Fadillah mentioned that

various issues, including the allocation for opposition

MPs, were addressed. Furthermore, on March 19 Yang

di-Pertuan Agong (King of Malaysia) Sultan Ibrahim

expressed a desire for equitable attention and

allocation distribution from Putrajaya to all cities

across the 13 states. He emphasized that fostering

development in tandem across all states could mitigate

urban migration and alleviate traffic congestion in

major cities. [Free Malaysia Today] [Astro Awani]

Malaysia: Prime minister urges legal

action in “Allah” socks matter

(ba) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has called for swift

legal action following the recent controversy over the

sale of socks bearing the word "Allah" at KK Super

Mart.

Addressing reporters Anwar, who also serves as the

Minister of Finance, emphasized the importance of

respecting Islam and urged all parties to refrain from

insulting the religion. Expressing his clear stance on

the matter, Anwar stressed the need for immediate

action based on reported incidents, advocating for

decisions to be made in accordance with legal

procedures to prevent prolonged discussions on the

issue.

Referring to the viral video and screenshots circulating

on social media depicting the controversial socks

allegedly sold at a convenience store in Petaling Jaya,

Selangor, Anwar highlighted the outrage sparked

among Muslims.

Regarding the differing opinions within the Unity

Government leadership, Anwar emphasized the

importance of allowing diverse perspectives within a

democratic framework, cautioning against hasty

judgments and narrow-mindedness. Anwar criticized

the concept of "wala'" within political organizations,

which denotes loyalty, stating that it hinders free
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thinking and problem-solving. He reiterated the need

for any punitive measures to be proportionate and not

overly harsh, recognizing that mistakes can happen

unintentionally and urging against excessive

punishment. [Astro Awani] [The Star]

Malaysia: Former Prime Minister

Mahathir target of corruption

investigation, his sons concede

(ba) Dr. Mahathir Mohamad's two eldest sons have

disclosed that they've been instructed by the anti-graft

agency to aid in an inquiry involving their father,

marking the first public acknowledgment that a lengthy

investigation is focusing on the 98-year-old former

prime minister.

In January, the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission

(MACC) directed Mokhzani and his elder brother,

Mirzan, aged 65, to disclose their assets from as far

back as 1981, coinciding with the year Mahathir

assumed office as prime minister. The MACC, citing

offshore business records uncovered by a journalism

consortium, stated at the time that these directives

were part of an ongoing investigation, although they

didn't explicitly identify Mahathir as the main focus.

In the interview, both brothers revealed that they are

cooperating with the investigation, albeit finding the

process arduous and time-consuming. [Free Malaysia

Today]

Malaysia: Police shut down illicit e-waste

gold mine

(ba) On March 19, federal law enforcement conducted

a comprehensive operation, leading to the

apprehension of 50 individuals and the confiscation of

a substantial volume of electronic waste at an illicit e-

waste processing site clandestinely situated within an

expansive oil palm plantation in Teluk Panglima

Garang, Banting, where it had operated unchecked for

half a decade. This covert enterprise is suspected of

yielding considerable profits by processing tons of

electronic waste since 2019, extracting valuable metals

such as uranium, gold, copper, and lead. As a result,

this operation effectively put an end to this illicit

activity.

During the raid, authorities also seized five tons of

Telekom Malaysia telecommunication cables valued at
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US$ 33,200, suspected to be stolen, in the operation

codenamed Ops Lusuh, conducted at 11 am. The

crackdown followed four months of meticulous

investigation and surveillance by the Criminal

Investigation Department’s Intelligence, Operations,

and Records Division (D4). Principal Assistant Director

SAC Datuk S. Shanmugamoorthy Chinniah revealed

that the factory was nestled deep within the

plantation, approximately six kilometers away from the

nearest main road, and was operating without legal

authorization.

The manager, a 38-year-old local, was among those

arrested, alongside 49 foreign workers from

Bangladesh, Myanmar, Nepal, and China, suspected to

be residing unlawfully, and subsequently handed over

to the Immigration Department. Initial findings

indicated that the e-waste activities commenced

modestly on a single acre of land before expanding.

The facility had amassed significant quantities of

discarded telecommunication circuit boards and other

scheduled waste to extract valuable metals. Efforts are

underway to determine how the factory operated

undetected since 2019 and whether the ewaste was

procured locally, internationally, or both. [The Star]

Malaysia: NGO expresses concern over

government's citizenship law proposal

(ba) The Malaysian Citizenship Rights Alliance (MCRA)

has expressed opposition against any alteration to the

Federal Constitution that would strip away the existing

rights of children, born to "permanent residents", to

automatically attain Malaysian citizenship.

Such a change, they argue, would disproportionately

affect the indigenous populations of Sabah, Sarawak,

and Peninsular Malaysia, many of whom already

grapple with statelessness despite being long-term

residents.

Even though Malaysia has reached its 60th year of

independence, the MCRA points out that indigenous

communities such as the Orang Asli and Orang Asal

still hold only "red IC" cards, indicating their status as

"permanent residents" rather than full citizens. This

predicament renders them stateless, without

belonging to any nation, despite their deep-rooted ties

to the land.

While the government recently announced the

withdrawal of two out of five proposed citizenship

amendments deemed regressive by civil society

groups, the MCRA underscores the potential harm
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posed by the remaining regressive amendments.

These amendments, if passed, could exacerbate the

plight of stateless individuals in Malaysia.

The government's decision not to amend Section 19B

of the Second Schedule's Part III (which safeguards

Malaysian citizenship for foundlings or abandoned

babies born in Malaysia) and Section 1(e) of the Second

Schedule's Part II (which prevents individuals born in

Malaysia from becoming stateless) has been noted.

[The Malay Mail]

Myanmar: Next election possibly not

nationwide

(jw) The military regime plans to have an election if

they are able to maintain peace and stability. However,

junta chief Min Aung Hlaing said that the elections may

not be nationwide as the junta continues to fight

armed rebels on multiple fronts.

Since the military took control in February 2021, the

regime has repeatedly extended emergency rule every

six months, citing the need to stabilize the country by

crushing the ethnic rebel forces. The regime regularly

refers to these rebels as terrorists.

Critics and analysts have warned that any election

Myanmar's military plans to hold would be a farce, as

more than 40 parties have dissolved since the military

coup and strict rules have prevented the formation of

any new ones. [Reuters]

Indonesia: KIA and allies capture three

more military bases from Myanmar junta

(jb) The Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and allied

resistance forces have seized three additional military

battalion headquarters from Myanmar's junta over the

weekend. According to the KIA, the Kachin People’s

Defense Force (KPDF), and other resistance

organizations, the regime forces deserted their

positions at Infantry Battalion 121’s headquarters in

Mai Khong Village, Mansi Township, allowing the KIA

and its allies to take control without any resistance.

In Nawng Kawn Village, Momauk Township, the

resistance forces captured the junta’s Artillery

Battalion 370 following intense clashes. Infantry

Battalion 121, which had over 50 troops led by Colonel

Thant Zin Ko Ko, has been stationed in Mansi Township
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for over a decade, frequently conducting inspections

and arresting local residents.

Since the offensive began on March 7, the KIA and its

allies have seized more than 40 military positions,

including at least seven battalion bases, in

Sumprabum, Waingmaw, Momauk, and Mansi

townships. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Junta raids force 5,000 Sagaing

civilians to flee

(jb) Following airstrikes and raids by the Myanmar

military in Sagaing Region's Taze Township, over 5,000

villagers have been forced to flee their homes since

March 17, according to local residents. The attacks,

involving approximately 180 troops from Light Infantry

Battalion 361 and allied militias, resulted in the

destruction of houses and grain silos in Myauk-Inn

village, leaving one woman dead.

Residents reported that troops continued to occupy

villages, prompting fear-driven evacuations among

nearby residents.

Earlier instances of junta attacks on villages in Taze

Township resulted in casualties and widespread

destruction. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Hunta airstrikes claim 23 lives

in Rakhine state's Tharde village

(jb) Myanmar's junta conducted airstrikes in Tharde

village in Minbya Township, Rakhine State, killing 23

civilians and injuring at least 10 others on March 18.

Among the casualties, ten were residents of Tharde,

while 13 were internally displaced persons seeking

refuge.

The airstrikes also caused significant damage to

numerous houses and buildings, including the

destruction of four houses and two paddy barns,

according to local sources. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Military regime blocks Rakhine

people from leaving Yangon

(jw) As the Arakan Army advances towards the Rakhine

state capital, the military junta blocked Yangon bus
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operators from selling tickets to anyone holding

citizenship identification cards from the Rakhine State,

preventing Rakhine people from leaving Yangon and

returning to their homes. The instructions also

threatened harsh penalties if operators do not comply.

Residents of other states face similar restrictions when

attempting to leave Yangon. The manager of a Yangon-

based tour company said that buyers must provide

their citizenship ID, travel permission letter issued by

authorities, or a letter from employers to purchase a

bus ticket.

In February, the military junta imposed travel

restrictions on air travel from Rakhine to Yangon after

announcing mandatory military service.

Many believe that these new restrictions are an

additional attempt to prevent young people from

evading the newly enforced conscription law amid a

mass exodus. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Village leaders resign amid

anger over military recruitment in

Rakhine state

(jb) More than 20 village administrators in Rakhine

state have tendered their resignations following orders

from the military junta to select residents for military

service and form militias.

The junta's February decision to enforce the

conscription law nationwide amid recent defeats by

ethnic armies, has sparked outrage and resistance

within the country (see AiR No. 7, February/2024, 2).

Residents in Thandwe township described how

administrators were instructed to select individuals,

particularly those who had not passed the country's

matriculation exam, for military service. Moreover,

they were pressured to form local militias, leading to

confrontations with villagers who refused to

participate.

Simultaneously, reports emerged of Rohingya youths

being detained by junta troops, suggesting forced

conscription into the military. [Radio Free Asia]

Myanmar: Local officials exploit

conscription law to extort money from

civilians
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(jw) As residents of Yangon and Mandalay are called

for military service, junta administrators are exploiting

the conscription law to extort money from civilians.  

Cases of extortion have been reported across the

country, with residents claiming that administrators

are demanding money from civilians seeking to avoid

military service.

In Yangon's Latha Township, parents of a resident

were invited to discuss the draft process with

administrators after finding out that their son was on

the conscription list. The parents said that they were

asked to pay 2 million kyats to remove their son from

the draft.

Administrators, police, and military officers have also

warned families that they will burn down houses or

arrest family members if anyone attempts to evade

conscription. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Resistance forces double down

on conscription warning with

assassinations

(jw) Rebel forces across Myanmar warned junta

officials against forcibly recruiting residents or they

would face heavy consequences.

Indeed, several regime officials have already been shot

by resistance forces while attempting to recruit

civilians.

Junta-appointed village administrators have begun

collecting household lists and selecting residents for

military service. As the military regime increases their

conscription efforts, residents have continued to

express concerns, with many fleeing the country to

evade military service.

On March 19, the Yangon Urban Guerrillas and four

other resistance groups said anyone enforcing

conscription would face severe punishment.

Likewise, rebel armed forces across the country have

urged residents to report the names of administrators

aiding conscription efforts, while some have

assassinated officials seeking to enforce the draft.

The Wundwin Township Revolution Force claimed that

they assassinated U Maung Pu, an official tasked with

conscripting residents of Thee Kone village on March

19. In Bago Region, the Thayawady People's Defense

Forces claimed responsibility for shooting former
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village administrator, U Soe Lay, because he was

responsible for conscripting residents of Pyin Pon

village in Nattalin Township. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: UN rights expert urges global

action to halt Myanmar junta atrocities

(jb) In a plea to the international community, the UN's

independent human rights expert on Myanmar, Tom

Andrews, has called for urgent and decisive action to

protect civilians from the ongoing atrocities

perpetrated by the country's military junta.

Since the military coup in February 2021, Myanmar has

descended into chaos, marked by the arrest of

hundreds of officials, political leaders, and activists,

including President Win Myint and State Counsellor

Aung San Suu Kyi. This coup has led to intensified

armed conflicts across the nation, characterized by

indiscriminate air strikes and mass killings of

detainees.

Despite some resistance successes, Andrews

cautioned that the junta remains "extremely

dangerous," with a sharp rise in airstrikes against

civilians in recent months. Approximately 2.7 million

people are displaced, and 18.6 million, including six

million children, require urgent humanitarian aid.

Andrews underscored the need for coordinated

sanctions and immediate humanitarian assistance to

mitigate the suffering of Myanmar's people, urging the

international community to seize the moment and

stand in solidarity with those fighting for freedom and

justice. [United Nations]

The Philippines: Both Parliament

chambers commit to passing priority bills

by June

(lb) In the Philippines, there's a significant legislative

push to advance all 23 priority bills outlined by the

Marcos Jr. administration, with a strong commitment

from members of both chambers of Congress to see

them through by June. Among these legislative

priorities are measures aimed at reinstating the

mandatory Reserve Officers' Training Corps (ROTC),

demarcating the country's maritime zones, and

refining laws related to agricultural smuggling and

government procurement. [Zawya]
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This pledge to expedite legislative processes was

reiterated during the latest meeting of the Legislative-

Executive Development Advisory Council (LEDAC), a

high-level body composed of the President, the Vice

President, the Senate President, the Speaker of the

House of Representatives, and other key government

officials.

In terms of progress, the upper House, the Senate, has

already achieved a significant milestone by approving

the reconciled versions of the Philippine Maritime

Zones Bill, which defines the country's maritime

boundaries in accordance with international laws like

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea

(UNCLOS) and the 2016 Arbitral Ruling.

In related developments, the proposed New

Government Procurement Reform Law is anticipated

to be ready for signing by President Marcos Jr. in May.

The proposed law seeks to repeal and replace Republic

Act 9184, the present procurement statute. It aims to

streamline the procurement process, reduce the

timeline from 120 days to 27 days, implement a single

electronic portal for procurement activities, and

eliminate the post-qualification of bidders. [Philippine

News Agency]

The Philippines: Negros Island Region law

set for signing

(lb) In the Philippines, lawmakers expect President

Marcos Jr. To sign the proposed Negros Island Region

(NIR) law into law soon. The legislation aims to

establish a new Region 18, named the Negros Island

Region, comprising Negros Occidental, Negros

Oriental, and Siquijor provinces. Currently divided into

Regions 6 and 7, these provinces will benefit from

improved accessibility to government services,

ensuring citizens do not need to travel far for

administrative transactions. [Inquirer]

The Philippines: Senator seeks legalization

of medical use of cannabis

(lb) In the Philippines, a member of Parliament’s upper

House, Senator Robinhood Padilla, sponsored a bill

during the Senate's plenary session, seeking to legalize

the medical use of cannabis or marijuana. [Inquirer]

Padilla emphasized the importance of listening to the

pleas of parents and patients who urgently need
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access to treatment. He outlined the key points of the

proposed legislation, including the establishment of a

Philippine Medical Cannabis Authority (PMCA) modeled

after the Israel Medical Cannabis Agency. Qualified

patients diagnosed with debilitating medical conditions

would be eligible for medical cannabis treatment,

which is intended to complement existing medications.

Minor patients would require approval from a certified

doctor and parental consent. The bill limits legal

medical cannabis products to specific forms and

proposes importing from countries with strict

regulations.

The Philippines: President Marcos Jr. signs

five new laws

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

Jr. has signed five new laws renaming various roads, a

bridge, and a national highway in different regions of

the Philippines, as well as creating a new

administrative division in Surigao del Sur. [Philippine

News Agency]

Headline: The Philippines: The Department of Foreign

Affairs has been urged by Senator Tolentino to

consider forming closer ties with multiple countries for

non-military maritime purposes

(lb) Senator Francis Tolentino has urged the

Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) to explore

alliances with non-defense allies like Norway and the

Netherlands for maritime exploration, research, and

development amidst escalating tensions with China

over the West Philippines Sea (WPS). Tolentino's

suggestion follows a recent incident where the Chinese

coast guard water cannoned civilian vessels involved in

resupply missions to the BRP Sierra Madre in Ayungin

Shoal. He emphasized the need to continue resupply

missions while considering alliances as one of two

possible steps to address the conflict with China.

Additionally, Tolentino raised concerns about the

recruitment of Chinese nationals into the Philippine

Coast Guard auxiliary corps (PCGA) during the previous

Duterte administration, calling for accountability

among officials responsible for facilitating their entry

without proper vetting. Representative Robert Ace

Barbers echoed Tolentino's sentiments, urging an

investigation into the matter and describing the

recruitment as an "embarrassment" for the PCG.

[Philstar]
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The Philippines: Senate passes Bulacan

Special Economic Zone and Freeport Bill

(lb) In the Philippines, Parliament’s upper House has

unanimously passed the the Bulacan Airport City

Special Economic Zone and Freeport Act, aiming to

establish the largest ecozone in the country around the

new international airport being constructed in Bulacan

province. The creation of the Bulacan Ecozone (BuZ) is

projected to generate approximately USD 21.43 million

to USD 74.24 million in investments, and create 1.2

million jobs. [Xpert Times]

The Philippines: No rebel has so far

applied for government amnesty,

amnesty commission says

(lb) In the Philippines, the National Amnesty

Commission (NAC) has yet to receive any applications

for government amnesty from former rebels, despite

the approval of a presidential proclamation granting

reprieve to insurgents. [Inquirer]

This proclamation was supported by Congress, aiming

to extend amnesty to members of various rebel groups

such as the New People’s Army (NPA), the Moro Islamic

Liberation Front (MILF), the Moro National Liberation

Front (MNLF), and others. In November 2023,

President Marcos Jr. had previously granted amnesty

to several rebel returnees, entrusting the NAC with the

responsibility of processing applications for

surrendering insurgents from various rebel factions,

including the MILF, MNLF, RPMP-RPA-ABB, NPA,

Communist Party of the Philippines, and National

Democratic Front.

The NAC plans to publish the implementing rules and

regulations (IRR) of the Amnesty Program by March 28,

expecting around 80,000 ex-insurgents to apply. The

MILF is highlighted as having the most potential

applicants, advocating for the president to grant

amnesty.

The Philippines: Supreme Court finds ex-

Special Action Force chief iable in

choppers deal

(lm) In the Philippines, the Supreme Court has held

former police general and Special Action Force (SAF)

chief Leocadio Santiago Jr. accountable for the

irregular purchase of two supposed brand new police
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helicopters in 2009, which were later discovered to be

secondhand. Santiago was found administratively

liable for serious dishonesty and conduct prejudicial to

the best interest of the service. The court overturned a

2013 ruling that cleared Santiago of the charges.

[Inquirier]

Singapore: Opposition leader Pritam Singh

criminally charged with lying to

parliament

(lb) Singapore opposition leader Pritam Singh has been

charged under the Parliament Act in connection with a

lying scandal involving a former member and

lawmaker of his Worker’s Party. The charges stem from

allegations that Singh "willfully made false answers to

material questions" during an examination by the

Committee of Privileges. Despite the charges, Singh

pleaded not guilty. [TIME] [South China Morning Post]

In 2022, a parliamentary committee, predominantly

composed of ruling party officials, found that Singh

had "told untruths" during his testimony regarding the

investigation of former lawmaker Raeesah Khan, who

allegedly lied in parliament about a sexual assault case.

This led to a motion in parliament to refer Singh to the

prosecutor for potential criminal charges.

If convicted, prosecutors plan to seek a fine for Singh,

with penalties including a fine of up to USD 5,200 and a

maximum jail term of three years for each of the two

charges.

Therefore, Singh's potential disqualification as an MP

hinges on the interpretation of the Constitution, with

experts weighing in on whether his cumulative fines, if

convicted, would exceed the threshold set for

disqualification. While some argue that each charge

should be treated as a separate offence, others

contend that the total fine may present a risk of

disqualification. However, legal scholars suggest that

unless there are compelling reasons otherwise, the

courts are likely to follow the prosecution's

recommendation for a fine for each charge.

[ChannelNews Asia]

The timing of these charges is significant as Singapore

prepares for a meticulously planned political

succession ahead of the upcoming general election,

scheduled to be held by November 2025. Prime

Minister Lee Hsien Loong has announced his intention

to hand over power to his deputy, Lawrence Wong,

before the election. Furthermore, Singh’s case adds to

a series of controversies that have rocked the city-
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state, including the resignation of a former Transport

Minister over corruption charges and the departure of

a Workers' Party lawmaker following an extramarital

affair with a colleague.

Singh's Workers' Party made significant strides in the

2020 election, winning a record ten seats and securing

two group representation constituencies. The party

positioned itself as a crucial check on the ruling

People's Action Party, which has held power since

Singapore's independence in 1965.

Singapore: Former transport minister

faces eight new corruption charges

(lm) Former Singaporean Transport Minister S Iswaran

faces eight new corruption charges, bringing the total

to 35 offenses. The charges relate to allegations that

Iswaran obtained valuable goods worth about USD

14,077 from an individual who had business dealings

with the Transport Ministry. [ABC News]

These additional charges are part of a wider corruption

case involving inducements from billionaire Ong Beng

Seng related to agreements between race promoter

Singapore GP and the Singapore Tourism Board [see

AiR No. 7, February/2024, 2]. Iswaran, who has pleaded

not guilty, is accused of accepting gifts, including

bottles of whisky, golf clubs, and the bicycle, which he

allegedly received despite a ban on ministers accepting

improper gifts. If convicted, he could face up to seven

years in jail and hefty fines.

Iswaran's legal proceedings have garnered significant

attention, especially given his previous role as a long-

serving Member of Parliament and Minister in the

Prime Minister's Office. Following his court appearance

on January 18, Iswaran issued a statement asserting

his innocence and vowed to focus on clearing his

name. He was granted bail and permitted to leave

Singapore to assist his son in settling into university in

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

during his trip, he was reportedly hospitalized for

respiratory illness, which subsequently led to

restrictions on his travel and the surrender of his

passport upon his return to Singapore.

Singapore: Foreign affairs ministry

director-general charged over use of

diplomatic bags to plead guilty
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(lm) Gilbert Oh Hin Kwan, a director-general at the

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) in Singapore, intends

to plead guilty in a case involving the improper use of

diplomatic bags to transport medication and luxury

watches. He faces charges for deceiving the MFA,

abetting this deception, and providing false

information to a public servant. His hearing is

scheduled for April 26. If convicted, Oh could face

imprisonment or fines under Singaporean law.

[ChannelNews Asia]

Singapore: Authorities deepen

understanding of nuclear energy, but no

decision made on deployment

(lm) Singapore is intensifying efforts to understand

nuclear energy's implications, although no decision has

been made on its deployment, according to the

National Environment Agency and Energy Market

Authority. [ChannelNews Asia]

As Singapore endeavors to achieve net-zero carbon

emissions by 2050, it encounters constraints stemming

from its "energy-disadvantaged" status. Despite its

status as a developed nation with a substantial energy

demand, Singapore lacks substantial domestic energy

resources like oil, coal, or natural gas reserves. In light

of this, Singapore is implementing the "four switches"

approach to transform its energy sector towards

sustainability and reduce carbon emissions. This

strategy involves switching to natural gas, solar power,

electricity imports, and low-carbon alternatives.

While natural gas currently dominates Singapore's

energy mix, Deputy Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

emphasized the need to explore alternatives. Nuclear

energy was proposed as a potential option in

Singapore's Energy 2050 Committee Report, yet its

risks, highlighted by events like the Fukushima

disaster, warrant careful consideration.

Thailand: Lawmakers approve USD 96

billion 2024 budget bill despite criticism of

ISOC allocation

(bk) In Thailand, Parliament’s lower House on March 22

approved a delayed budget of THB 3.48 trillion (nearly

USD 96 billion) for the 2024 fiscal year, aiming to revive

the country's economy. The budget includes a 9.3

percent increase in spending and a slight decrease in

the budget deficit compared to the previous year.
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Passed with the support of 298 lawmakers, opposed by

166, with one abstention, and one member absent, the

budget bill is set for approval by Parliament’s upper

House and royal endorsement. [Bangkok Post]

[Reuters]

Notably, a substantial portion of the approved budget,

amounting to THB 718 billion USD 19.7 billion, is

allocated for investments aimed at bolstering various

sectors of the economy and supporting societal

welfare initiatives. However, while the budget bill

envisions a financing shortfall of THB 693 billion, the

legislation does not provide support for Prime Minister

Srettha’s flagship “digital wallet” program. Designed to

stimulate the economy, the government plans to hand

out a total of about USD 14 billion in cash to some 50

million eligible adults — money they are then required

to spend on select goods and services. [Yahoo!news]

A significant highlight of the three-day debate was the

discussion held on March 20, when the main

opposition Move Forward Party (MFP) criticized the

Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) for

seeking a budget of THB 350 million for activities

unrelated to national security. Questionable

allocations included two notable projects: one at the

cost of THB 10.5 million for political development and

national unity promotion and another at THB 33

million for security of key national institutions. When

pressed for details by the Budget Scrutiny Committee,

inadequate explanations were reportedly provided.

The MFP proposed a THB 23.5 million budget cut for

ISOC. [Thai PBS World]

ISOC is a government agency responsible for

coordinating security operations and maintaining

internal security within the country. It was created in

1965 in response to the escalating insurgency in the

southern provinces of Thailand, particularly in the

predominantly Muslim regions. The primary purpose

of ISOC was to coordinate and oversee security

operations aimed at addressing internal security

threats, including insurgencies, separatist movements,

and other forms of domestic unrest.

In July last year, the MFP submitted a bill to dismantle

the organization, arguing that the 2008 Internal

Security Act, which established ISOC, gives excessive

power to the military and duplicates the functions of

other security agencies, resulting in the inefficient use

of resources [see AiR No. 44, October/2023, 5]. In the

following week, Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin shared

his position on X, formerly Twitter, that he opposed the

proposed ISOC dissolution, adding that "Dissolving Isoc

was never a part of the Pheu Thai Party’s (PTP) policy,
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neither before, during nor after the election" [see AiR

No. 45, November/2023, 1].

Thailand: National police chief Torsak,

deputy Surachate transferred to inactive

posts

(bk/lm) Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has ordered

the transfer of two top national police generals,

national police chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol and his

deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn, to inactive posts at

Government House for a two-month period. Deputy

national police chief Pol Gen Kitrat Panphet will

assume the role of acting national police chief during

this time. [Bangkok Post]

The transfers came after the conflict between the two

high-ranking police officials escalated during the

weekend, starting on March 17 when the Thai police

issued a summons for Pol Gen Surachate obligating his

appearance to receive service by March 21 regarding a

money-laundering charge linked to online gambling

network, called BNK Master, whose alleged operators

were arrested last year. According to Pol Gen Torsak,

disregarding the summons will prompt the issuance of

an arrest warrant and the deputy chief's suspension.

[see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3]

Two days later, on March 19, the situation then took a

critical turn when the team of lawyers representing Pol

Gen Surachate opened Pandora's box, exposing in

their press briefing a flow diagram illustrating the

pathways of financial transactions linking over 30

police officers to the BNK Master and thereby

implicating them in a bribery case tied to the illicit

online gambling network, without explicitly naming

individuals but hinting at their initials. The team

pointed out that while these officers are suspected of

receiving kickbacks from the BNK Master network, the

same network allegedly involved in accusations against

Pol Gen Surachate himself, some of the suspects

appear to be immune to the ongoing prosecution,

which vigorously pursues their client.

The legal team announced their subsequent steps

including: firstly, submitting a plea for justice to Prime

Minister Srettha through the Office of the Permanent

Secretary; secondly, requesting the National Anti-

Corruption Commission (NACC) to thoroughly

investigate the involvement of high-ranking officials;

thirdly, engaging the Department of Special

Investigation (DSI) to clarify jurisdictional matters,

particularly in cases involving funds exceeding THB 300

million; and lastly, filing a complaint with the Central
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Investigation Bureau (CIB) concerning the

dissemination of false information suggesting their

client's misuse of gambling website funds to evade

taxes. [Bangkok Post]

On March 21, Prime Minister Srettha presided over a

meeting of senior police officials from across the

nation at the Royal Thai Police headquarters. He urged

the police to prioritize unity and public interest over

personal fraternal loyalties and assured that a fact-

finding committee would investigate the cases

impartially. He emphasized that both transferred

officers should be considered innocent until proven

otherwise. [The Nation 2]

Prime Minister Srettha underscored that both police

generals are considered innocent pending

investigation by a probe committee. Their transfer is

aimed at ensuring due process and preventing any

potential interference, although it remains uncertain

whether the committee's inquiry will conclude within

the allotted 60 days or before Torsak's retirement in

September.

In response to mounting criticism, Torsak and

Surachate convened a joint press conference on March

20 to refute rumors of high-level conflict within the

Royal Thai Police. They announced the National Anti-

Corruption Commission's involvement in investigating

the BNK Master online gambling case. [Thai PBS]

Thailand: Nonthaburi police chief shuffled

after casino bust

(lm) Pol Maj Gen Prattana Phaenpha, head of the

Nonthaburi Provincial Police, has been transferred to

an inactive position at the Royal Thai Police

headquarters for allowing a large illegal casino to

operate under his watch. [Bangkok Post]

The timing of this transfer is notable, as it follows a

meeting chaired by the acting national police chief, Pol

Gen Kittirat Phanphet. During the meeting, they

discussed the allocation of responsibility in case a

gambling establishment was discovered by provincial

officials rather than the police. Pol Gen Kittirat recently

assumed this role following the temporary

reassignment of national police chief Pol Gen Torsak

Sukvimol and his deputy Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn

for a two-month period. [see article in this edition]
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Thailand: Deputy Police Chief Roy

transferred to be new National Security

Council chief

(lm) In Thailand, Pol Gen Roy Inkhapairote, a deputy

national police chief, has been named as the new

secretary-general of the National Security Council

(NSC), a crucial government body tasked with advising

the Prime Minister on national security matters. This

decision follows a cabinet resolution made in January,

prompted by the vacancy at the NSC’s helm after the

retirement of Gen Supot Malaniyom in September of

the previous year. [Bangkok Post]

It is significant to note that the position of NSC chief

has predominantly been held by Army generals,

particularly over the past decade. The last five NSC

chiefs were retired Army generals, all of whom served

during the nine-year tenure of former Prime Minister

General Prayut Chan-o-cha. Out of the 23 chiefs of the

NSC since its establishment in 1959 to replace the

Kingdom’s Defense Council, 17 had military

backgrounds (15 from the Army and two from the Air

Force), five were civilians, and one was from the police

force. Pol General Wichien Poteposri was the first

police officer to serve as NSC secretary-general,

holding the position for a year between October 2011

and September 2012.

Pol Gen Roy Inkhapairote was among the four

candidates considered for the national police chief

position last year, but the incumbent, Pol Gen Torsak

Sukvimol, was ultimately chosen for the role, despite

Pol Gen Roy being the most senior among the four

deputy police chiefs competing for the position.

Pol Gen Roy’s former position is expected to be filled

by assistant police chief Pol Lt-General Prachuab

Wongsuk, who reportedly has close connections with

the family of former Prime Minister Thaksin

Shinawatra. Additionally, it is noteworthy that Pol Gen

Roy is scheduled to retire from his new position as NSC

chief in October. [Thai PBS]

Thailand: Constitutional Court seeks more

documents in opposition Move Forward

Party dissolution case

(lm) Thailand’s Constitutional Court has called for more

documents in a petition seeking the dissolution of the

country’s main opposition Move Forward Party (MFP).

The Election Commission (EC), which submitted the

petition for the MFP's dissolution earlier this month,

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-wu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ydl/


has seven days to supply additional documents, as

some evidence submitted was unclear, the court said

on March 20. [Bangkok Post 1]

The EC on March 18 had submitted a petition to the

Constitutional Court asking it to dissolve the MFP, two

days prior to the court’s weekly meeting on

Wednesdays [see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3]. However,

in its latest statement, the court did not say when it

would decide whether to accept the case for

consideration.

Earlier this month, the EC on March 12 resolved

unanimously to ask the Constitutional Court to

disband the MFP after following a ruling by the same

court 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.

In related developments, a faction of MFP supporters

submitted a petition to the Central Investigation

Bureau on March 22, urging an investigation into

alleged misconduct by the EC in its handling of the

MFP's dissolution case. The petitioners claim that the

EC had a duty to verify the legitimacy and

constitutionality of the MFP's policy on the royal

defamation law, which was submitted to the EC upon

the party's registration for the general election in May.

They argue that since the EC is now seeking the court's

approval to dissolve the MFP, it should also be held

accountable for purportedly failing to thoroughly

scrutinize the MFP's royal defamation policy and reject

it at the outset. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Senate poll ‘prone to

manipulation’, main opposition Move

Forward Party says

(lm) Thailand’s main opposition Move Forward Party

(MFP) has criticized the process behind the upcoming

election to Parliament’s upper House, the Senate, for

paying lip service to professional representation and

being prone to manipulation. [Bangkok Post]
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Under current regulations, elections must occur at

least 30 days before the expiry of the current senators'

terms, set for May 11. The new Senate will consist of

200 members, down by 50 from the current

composition. These members are selected from 20

social and professional groups, each contributing 10

members. These groups encompass professionals

from various sectors, including both private and public,

as well as identity-based groups like women and

persons with disabilities. If a candidate qualifies in

multiple groups, they can choose which group to apply

to.

In the intra-group elections, candidates within the

same group vote among themselves. The top 5

candidates proceed to the second round, where they

vote across different randomized groups. This process

is repeated at district (Amphoe), provincial (Changwat),

and national levels, with winners advancing to the next

stage. At the national level, the top 10 candidates from

each group join the new Senate. [iLaw]

MFP contends that this election process fails to provide

democratic legitimacy to the new senators. The party

also highlights concerns that starting the polls at the

district level forces candidates to rely heavily on local

support, potentially disadvantaging candidates

respected in their fields who lack sufficient local

backing and must seek assistance from local politicians

to secure victory.

Thailand: Main opposition leader Pita

strongly favored for prime minister,

Premier Srettha’s popularity slips

(lm) In Thailand, Pita Limjaroenrat, the former prime

ministerial candidate and chief advisor to the main

opposition Move Forward Party (MFP), emerged as the

top choice for prime minister in a recent poll.

Conducted by the National Institute of Development

Administration and released on March 24, the survey

showed a slight decline in the popularity of Prime

Minister Srettha Thavisin. [Bangkok Post]

Pita garnered nearly 43 percent of the respondents'

support, up from 39.40 percent in the previous poll.

This significant lead of 24 percentage points over

incumbent premier Srettha reflects a notable shift in

public sentiment. Srettha's popularity declined to 17.75

percent from 22.35 percent in the December poll.

Meanwhile, Paetongtarn Shinawatra, the leader of the

ruling Pheu Thai Party, trailed behind significantly in

the race for prime minister. Her popularity remained
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largely unchanged at 6 percent, compared to 5.75

percent in the previous survey.

The NIDA poll, which gauges opinions on the

popularity of politicians and parties, is conducted

quarterly and sampled 2,000 eligible voters,

representing diverse demographics across Thailand.

Thailand: First national climate change

bill forthcoming

(lm) Thailand’s first-ever climate change bill is expected

to be submitted for the cabinet’s consideration by June

this year. It aims to serve as a tool for limiting the

nation's losses due to global warming while improving

its ability to adapt and be more resilient in the face of

crises, according to the Department of Climate Change

and Environment. A public hearing will be held in the

capital, Bangkok, next week. [Bangkok Post]

Crafted in alignment with the principles outlined in the

2016 Paris Agreement, which necessitated

participating nations to report their greenhouse gas

emissions and develop strategies for climate change

adaptation, the bill encompasses provisions tailored to

various key sectors. These include energy,

transportation, agriculture, and industry, requiring

stakeholders to collect data on greenhouse gas

emissions and submit reports to the Office of Natural

Resources and Environmental Policy and Planning.

Moreover, the department is deliberating the issue of

carbon taxes – a form of environmental taxation levied

on the carbon content of fuels – in collaboration with

the Department of Revenue and the Department of

Excise. The objective is to explore the feasibility of such

measures without adversely impacting manufacturers.

Thailand: Government must form PM2.5

panel, policy research institute says

(lm) In a recently published paper, the Thailand

Development Research Institute (TDRI) has suggested

that government establish a dedicated national

committee to tackle PM2.5 pollution, with allocated

funding for its operations. Additionally, the institute

recommends the creation of an agency to oversee

smog management and the implementation of a

sandbox-type management system in the northern

region. Revisions to pollution control laws are also

advised. [Bangkok Post]
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Moreover, the paper suggests the establishment of a

comprehensive big data system to share information

on pollution hotspots and air quality with Thailand and

neighboring countries. Sufficient budget allocation for

local authorities to address the issue and collaboration

with neighboring nations to reduce hotspots are

emphasized.

The research highlights that despite the government's

efforts to promote renewable energy sources like solar

and biomass, they only account for 18 percent of the

total energy mix. Furthermore, emissions from

approximately 3.28 million diesel engine vehicles,

constituting 27.37 percent of vehicles in the capital,

along with numerous factories in Bangkok's

neighboring areas, contribute to worsening air

pollution. In the northeastern region, farmland burning

is identified as the primary factor exacerbating air

quality issues.

Thailand: Authorities launch crackdown

on foreign nationals accused of job theft

(lm) In response to numerous complaints regarding

foreign nationals unlawfully occupying job positions,

the Department of Employment in Thailand has

initiated random inspections of workplaces situated in

popular tourist and commercial areas nationwide.

[Bangkok Post]

In Thailand, not all jobs are open to foreigners. The

country has laws and regulations that restrict certain

occupations to Thai nationals only. These restrictions

are typically aimed at protecting the local labor market

and ensuring that job opportunities prioritize Thai

citizens.

From October of the previous year to March 18 of the

current year, a total of 25,628 workplaces underwent

inspection, resulting in 820 establishments facing legal

consequences for labor law violations. Among the

inspected workplaces, a collective of 306,577 foreign

nationals were employed, comprising 232,106 from

Myanmar, 42,698 from Cambodia, 18,001 from Laos,

and 236 from Vietnam.

Legal actions were taken against 1,689 workers, with

721 found to be engaged in occupations restricted to

Thai nationals. Of the individuals in violation, 316 were

from Myanmar, 175 from Cambodia, 106 from Laos, 65

from India, 42 from Vietnam, and five from China.

Furthermore, in an interconnected development, the

lower House committee on economic development has
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been petitioned to investigate dubious businesses in

Phuket province. As per the petitioner, a legislator

representing the main opposition Move Forward Party,

certain illicit enterprises were reportedly managed by

foreign nationals holding long-stay visitor visas.

Thailand: Police motorcyclist ordered to

pay THB 27 million for killing doctor on

crossing

(lm) In Thailand, the Civil Court ruled on March 25 that

a police motorcyclist, who fatally struck and killed a

doctor on a zebra crossing in 2022, must pay THB 27.3

million (approximately USD 765,000) in compensation

to the victim's parents. The parents had filed a lawsuit

seeking THB 72.26 million (approximately USD 2.03

million) for the lost financial support from their

daughter. [Bangkok Post]

Although the parents also sued the Royal Thai Police

Office, the court dismissed the case, holding the police

officer, Pol L/Cpl Norawich Buadok, personally

accountable for the doctor's death. Pol L/Cpl Norawich,

who also faced criminal charges, was convicted and

sentenced to prison. In January, the Court of Appeal

extended his prison term to five years and one month.

Thailand: Veteran Democrat Party leader

Chuan Leekpai acquitted of defaming ex-

Premier Thaksin

(lm) A Thai court on March 26 acquitted Chuan

Leekpai, a former prime minister and esteemed leader

of the opposition Democrat Party, of defamation

charges related to his criticism of former prime

minister Thaksin Shinawatra's southern security policy

in 2012. [Bangkok Post]

The case stemmed from remarks made by Chuan in

October 2012, where he commented on a security

operations policy implemented by then-prime minister

Thaksin for security authorities in April 2001. This

policy was initiated following a bomb explosion at Hat

Yai train station in Songkhla province on April 7, 2001,

resulting in one fatality and 38 injuries.

Chuan stated that the policy was a mistake and

highlighted subsequent violent incidents in the Deep

South, including the robbery of over 400 guns from the

4th Development Battalion in January 2004. He also
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mentioned the toll of approximately 5,700 lives lost in

the violence in the southern border provinces.

Thailand: Police probe trainee’s complain

of physical, mental abuse

(lm) In Thailand, police are currently investigating a

complaint lodged by a recently recruited policewoman.

She alleges that she endured both physical and mental

abuse throughout her inaugural year of training,

resulting in her suffering from depression. [Bangkok

Post]

Thailand: Former abbot gets 468-year

term for embezzlement

(lm) In Thailand, a former abbot has been handed a

468-year sentence for his involvement in an

embezzlement case involving almost THB 300 million.

The ruling was handed down by the Central Criminal

Court for Corruption and Misconduct Cases on March

20 in response to lawsuits filed by prosecutors against

Phra Ajarn Khom, the former abbot of Wat Pa

Dhammakiri in Pak Chong district, and eight

accomplices over their involvement in the case.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Anti-Fake News Centre under

scrutiny for inefficiency; opposition calls

for funding cut

(lm) The Move Forward Party (MFP), Thailand's main

opposition party, has criticized the performance of the

Anti-Fake News Centre (AFNC), a government-

established organization aimed at combating fake

news and misinformation since 2018. The MFP has

called for cutting the proposed funding of over USD 1.9

million for the AFNC due to its perceived inefficiency.

[Bangkok Post]

According to the MFP, despite receiving 5.47 million

complaints about fake news in September of the

previous year, the AFNC only flagged 539 messages for

fact-checking. Out of these, only 235 were verified as

accurate for dissemination.

An example cited by the MFP highlighted the AFNC's

handling of news concerning cabinet approval of a

public debt management plan, involving the creation of
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approximately USD 5.3 million in new debt. Although

the AFNC forwarded the item to the Public Relations

Department, which confirmed its authenticity, the

department declined to publish the news due to its

negative portrayal of the government, as alleged by the

MFP.

Thailand: Defence ministry to cut back on

personnel, restructure military forces

(lm) Thailand's Defense Ministry has announced plans

to reduce its service personnel by 700 over the next

three years and initiate a comprehensive restructuring

of the military, with anticipated savings of up to USD

0.9 million. Following a recent meeting of the Defense

Council, the initial phase of downsizing the armed

forces is slated for the fiscal years 2025-2027.

[Bangkok Post]

In addition, the Defense Council, chaired by the Prime

Minister and comprising senior military officials,

government representatives, and other stakeholders,

has approved the consolidation of certain divisions to

eliminate redundancy in operations. For instance, the

Office of the Secretary of the Reserve Personnel

Committee and the Recruitment Division of the

Department of Defense Resources are slated for

amalgamation with the Ministry's Office of the

Permanent Secretary.

Furthermore, the Council has outlined plans to reform

several military structures, including the Defense

Information and Space Technology Department, to

enhance synergy with the upcoming elevation of the

Military Cyber Centre to the status of the Military Cyber

Command. Organizational transformations are also on

the agenda, with the ASEAN Office of Defense Policy

and Planning set to transition into the Office of

International and ASEAN Cooperation, while the Royal

Initiative Project and Security Coordination Centre will

evolve into the Royal Initiative Project Development

Office.

These initiatives follow Defense Minister Sutin

Klungsang's earlier commitment to downsizing the

military, which was raised during discussions on the

fiscal 2024 budget bill in early January. The minister

announced the issuance of a new regulation focused

on early retirement, aiming to reduce the number of

high-ranking officers across the three military

branches by 50 percent, or approximately 380, by

2027.
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Thailand: Death of military conscript

ignites concerns over mandatory

conscription

(bk) The recent death of Komthach Phanrit, a former

assistant to an opposition lawmaker, has reignited

public apprehensions regarding mandatory

conscription in Thailand. Komthach, serving as a

conscript and awaiting discharge, was discovered

hanged in his military camp on March 19. He had

confided in the opposition Move Forward Party (MFP)

lawmaker, Tisana Choonhavan, about the challenging

conditions he faced, including overwork and witnessing

drug use among fellow conscripts. He expressed his

desire to leave the military due to financial difficulties

and mentioned the possibility of using bribery to

expedite his discharge.

In response, Tisana questioned the official ruling of

suicide, citing Komthach's imminent discharge and

their recent communications. She called for a thorough

investigation into his death and criticized the military's

approach to addressing mental health issues among

conscripts. The House Committee on the Armed Forces

has committed to further investigation. [Prachatai

English]

Before the May 2023 election, both the MFP and the

Pheu Thai Party of Prime Minister Srettha pledged to

replace mandatory conscription with voluntary

enlistment if they gained power. However, in January

2024, the Defense Ministry reaffirmed the armed

forces' recruitment policy, emphasizing the

continuation of conscription or voluntary applications.

The abolition of conscription could only occur if

individuals voluntarily enlisted to fill annual vacancies.

More recently, Defense Minister Sutin Klungsang from

the Pheu Thai Party emphasized the need for the

government to "compromise" with the military to avoid

conflict over its role in politics. He highlighted the

importance of gradually implementing reforms while

fostering trust with the military, despite past clashes.

Regarding military conscription, he proposed improved

compensation and educational provisions for troops

during their service. [Nikkei Asia]

Thailand: Personal data of 2.2 million

individuals reportedly leaked from public

health ministry

(bk) Personal data belonging to 2.2 million Thais has

been discovered for sale on the dark web, allegedly
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originating from the Public Health Ministry's IT system.

This data, reportedly stolen from the Public Health

Ministry's IT system, includes sensitive information

such as full names, phone numbers, 13-digit ID

numbers, and birthdates. While the Ministry denied

being the source of the leak, the Rural Doctor Society

highlighted the broader issue of cybersecurity in

hospitals, noting a lack of allocated budget for such

measures despite Ministry directives. [Prachatai

English]

This incident is not an isolated case, as Thailand has

experienced several data leaks in recent years, totaling

six significant breaches between 2018 and 2023. Last

year, data on 55 million Thais was hacked and sold on

a dark web by an army sergeant. Purportedly sourced

from the MOPH's Mor Prom application, the origin of

the leaked data has never been officially confirmed.

Earlier this year, in February, PII with sensitive details

like names, ID card numbers, phone numbers, emails,

salaries, and personal photographs, totaling nearly

19.7 million records, was leaked from the Ministry of

Social Development and Human Security [see AiR No.

7, February/2024, 2].

Thailand: Political activist Parit faces 25th

royal defamation charge

(lm) In Thailand, political activist Parit Chiwarak

reported to police last week to answer another royal

defamation case, bringing the total number he faces to

a record-setting 25. Each conviction under the royal

defamation law carries a jail term of between 3 and 15

years. [Bangkok Post]

The latest complaint was lodged against Parit by

former Palang Pracharath Party lawmaker Pareena

Kraikupt in connection with a social media post he

made in December 2021.  In the post concerning a

Constitutional Court ruling on the qualifications of

then-Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha, Parit was

accused of offending the monarch as well as violating

the computer crime law.

In a related development, the Criminal Court rejected

another bail application for hunger-striking activists

Tantawan Tuatulanon and Natthanon Chaimahabut on

March 22. The court cited no grounds for

reconsideration. Both activists face sedition charges

stemming from an incident in early February involving

a motorcade carrying Her Royal Highness Princess

Maha Chakri Sirindhorn [see AiR No. 8, February/2024,

3]. They have been in custody since February 14, when

they began a hunger strike to protest the denial of bail
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to individuals accused of political offenses [see AiR No.

9, February/2024, 4]

Thailand: Youngest activist charged with

royal defamation announces end of

political activism

(msz) In Thailand, a 15 year-old student activist has

announced the halt to her political activism and return

to her education and estranged family. The activist,

Thanalop Phalanchai, was the youngest person

charged with royal defamation. Her case has yet to

begin in court. [Bangkok Post]

Thanalop was arrested in March of the previous year

and spent 50 days in a juvenile detention center before

being released by court order. Subsequently, she was

placed under the care of Netiporn Saneysangkhom, a

key member of the anti-monarchy Thalu Wang protest

group. Netiporn has been on a hunger strike since

January of this year following her sentencing to one

month in jail for contempt of court related to her

involvement in a protest supporting another individual

facing royal defamation charges.

Thailand: Suspected insurgents cause

havoc in Deep South

(lm) Suspected insurgents have recently ignited fires at

over 30 locations across Thailand’s southernmost

border provinces of Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat,

resulting in at least one civilian fatality. [Bangkok Post]

Security authorities suspect that these attacks were

orchestrated to sow unrest, coinciding with the 20th

anniversary of the so-called Tak Bai incident, which

occurred on October 25, 2004, in Narathiwat’s Tak Bai

district. The incident unfolded during a protest by local

Muslims demanding the release of detainees. Security

forces intervened, resulting in a violent crackdown,

using tear gas, water cannons, and batons to disperse

the protesters. Subsequently, hundreds of

demonstrators, including men, women, and children,

were arrested, and the handling of the detainees

sparked widespread controversy. They were forced to

lie prone in military trucks with their hands tied behind

their backs, leading to the tragic deaths of 85

detainees due to compression asphyxia during

transportation to a detention facility, with several

others sustaining injuries.
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While the anniversary date on the Gregorian calendar

is October 25, according to the Islamic lunar calendar,

the anniversary falls within the month of Ramadan.

Thailand: Commander of misfiring navy

ship transferred to inactive post pending

investigation

(lm) In Thailand, the commander of the HTMS

Chonburi has been transferred to an inactive post at

the Royal Thai Fleet pending an investigation, following

a recent incident where the ship accidentally fired a

shell at another frigate. [Bangkok Post]

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. 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. [AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3]

Vietnam: President Vo Van Thuong resigns

amidst an ongoing anti-corruption

campaign

(wn) On March 20, the Central Committee of the

Communist Party of Vietnam voted to acknowledge the

resignation of President Vo Van Thuong, marking the

conclusion of a remarkable downfall for a leader who

was once seen as promising. Subsequently, an

extraordinary session of the National Assembly

convened the following day to formalize his

resignation, yet no successor was elected. In the

interim, Vice President Vo Thi Anh Xuan will assume

the role of acting president until the National Assembly

proceeds with the election of a new president. [Al

Jazeera] [BBC]

The president holds a primarily ceremonial role but is

among the top four political positions in the Southeast

Asian nation. The other three key positions include the

General Secretary of the Communist Party of Vietnam,

which is the highest-ranking role within the country’s

sole ruling party; the prime minister, who serves as the

head of government; and the chairman of the National

Assembly, which is Vietnam's highest legislative body.

The government statement did not elaborate on

Thuong’s shortcomings, but major leadership changes

in the one-party state have recently been all linked to
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the wide-ranging “blazing furnace” anti-bribery

campaign. It is aimed at stamping out widespread

corruption but is also suspected by critics to be a tool

for political infighting.

Since December 2022, wo deputy prime ministers, two

presidents and one other Communist Party of Vietnam

Politburo member, as well as other ministers and

former ministers, have been dismissed. Just earlier this

month, the government moved to discipline five high-

ranking officials in response to investigations into

violations of accounting and bidding regulations, as

well as the acceptance of bribes. [Radio Free Asia]

In this context, it is worth noting that Thuong was

widely regarded as being close to aging General

Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong, Vietnam’s most powerful

figure and the main architect of the anti-graft

campaign. He had also been a senior party official of

economic hub Ho Chi Minh City, which has been

rocked by a multi-billion-dollar long-running financial

scam, for which a large trial is currently underway.

Furthermore, Thuong quit just days after Vietnamese

police announced the arrest for alleged corruption a

decade ago of a former head of central Vietnam’s

Quang Ngai province, who served while Thuong was

party chief there.

Vietnam: Two Khmer Krom activists given

prison sentences

(lm) Two activists from the Khmer Krom, the ethnic

Khmer people who reside in the southern part of

Vietnam, have been sentenced to prison for

distributing books on indigenous peoples' rights, under

the charge of "abusing democratic freedoms." Critics

argue that these charges are unjust and aimed at

silencing dissent, with the convictions reflecting the

government's suppression of minority voices. [Radio

Free Asia]

Vietnam: Local government bans Buddhist

pagoda repair

(lm) In Ba Ria-Vung Tau province, Vietnam, local

government officials are preventing the repair of a 35-

year-old Buddhist pagoda owned by a religious group

that lacks state authorization. The abbot of the pagoda

revealed that officials instructed workers to halt

repairs and await further guidance – despite
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regulations allowing renovations without permits

unless they significantly alter the structure. This

incident reflects ongoing harassment against the

Buddhist group, attributed by the abbot to their

affiliation with the Unified Buddhist Church of Vietnam,

known for advocating democracy and religious

freedom. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Detained activist denied access

to lawyer

(wn) Phan Tat Thanh, a Vietnamese activist detained

since July last year on charges of "propaganda against

the State," has been denied access to his lawyer

despite the police investigation being completed and

the case file being transferred to the City Procuracy. He

is accused of using Facebook to distribute content

deemed as distorting information, causing public

confusion, and defaming the ruling Communist Party

of Vietnam. Thanh asserts that investigators lacked

evidence against him and alleges being beaten by

police while in detention. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Data center market growing

rapidly

(wn) Vietnam emerges as one of the world's fastest-

growing data center markets, which surged to over

USD 1 billion USD in 2023, nearly doubling from the

previous year, with domestic telecommunications

companies dominating participation. [Vietnam Plus]

There are currently 28 data center projects nationwide,

with Amazon Web Services (AWS) notably launching

centers in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. Despite its

growth, Vietnam still lacks data center infrastructure

compared to its population, posing challenges such as

construction obstacles and labor shortages. Investors

are advised to focus on larger-scale projects in

southern provinces, which offer advantages like

abundant land reserves, available electricity, and

proximity to major national submarine cable landing

stations.

Vietnam: Country will transition to aged

society by 2038, says ministry of health

(wn) Vietnam is expected to transition into an aged

society by 2038, with over 21 million elderly individuals
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constituting nearly 20 percent of the population. This

demographic shift, from 11.9 percent in 2019 to over

25 percent by 2050, will take over 20 years. The

Ministry of Health notes that the aging population may

lead to labor shortages, affecting productivity and

economic growth. [The Star]

Vietnam: Country seeks to upgrade stock

market to ‘emerging’ status by 2025

(wn) Vietnam aims to upgrade its stock market from

"frontier" to "emerging" status by 2025, but faces

hurdles related to pre-trade margin requirements for

foreign investors and foreign ownership ratios in

specific sectors. [Vietnam Plus]

The terms "frontier" and "emerging" status categorize

the development level of a country's financial markets,

especially its stock market. Frontier markets,

exemplified by countries like Bangladesh, Vietnam, and

Nigeria, denote those with less developed financial

markets. In contrast, emerging markets, represented

by countries like India or China, have more developed

but still evolving financial markets. Vietnam's transition

to "emerging" status could potentially attract an

additional USD 25 billion in investment by 2030, as

estimated by the World Bank.

Vietnam: Premier urges Tien Gian

province to prioritize sustainable growth,

address climate challenges

(wn) Vietnam’s Prime Minister Chinh has urged Tien

Giang province, located in the Mekong Delta region, to

prioritize sustainable development while addressing

climate challenges. The province was advised to

implement resolutions and policies effectively, focusing

on sectors such as sci-tech, green transition, and e-

commerce. Additionally, Tien Giang was tasked with

improving its business environment, enhancing

infrastructure, and combating corruption. [Nhân Dân]
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China and Russia veto UN resolution for

Gaza ceasefire

(jm) On March 22, Russia and China vetoed a US-

sponsored resolution at the UN Security Council calling

for a cease-fire in the Israel-Hamas war and release of

hostages in Gaza. Proposed by the United States, the

resolution aimed to protect civilians and facilitate

humanitarian aid but was vetoed, along with a no vote

from Algeria and an abstention from Guyana. This

marked the fourth time the Security Council voted on a

cease-fire resolution for Gaza. [Foreign Policy]

China condemned the US resolution as politicized and

failing to address concerns about a potential Israeli

military operation in Rafah. Moreover, China criticized

the US of ambiguity due the US’s past vetoes on

multiple council resolutions. [Permanent Mission of

the PRC to the UN]

Despite the failure to pass the resolution the US is

working on an alternative resolution without

provisions supporting diplomatic efforts for a

ceasefire, and French President Macron announced

plans to work with other countries for a new

resolution. [Reuters]

While the US led resolution marks a shift in the US

stance on the conflict, moving away from unfettered

support of Israel to emphasizing the need to protect

Palestinian civilians in Gaza the resolution's defeat

reflects tensions between permanent council members

and the challenge of addressing the humanitarian

crisis in Gaza amid geopolitical interests.

US and UK accuse China of cyberattacks

(jm) On March 25, both the UK and US have accused

China of engaging in significant cyberattacks targeting

democratic institutions and individuals critical of

Beijing.
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The UK accuses China of cyberattacks on British

democracy, asserting that "Chinese state-affiliated

actors" were behind malicious attacks on the UK's

electoral watchdog and lawmakers. Deputy Prime

Minister Oliver Dowden summoned the Chinese

ambassador following the UK’s National Cyber Security

Center finding evidence of cyber intrusions. [UK Gov]

[Politico]

Meanwhile, US and UK officials unveiled charges and

sanctions against alleged Chinese hackers, citing a

decade-long cyberespionage campaign dubbed

"Advanced Persistent Threat 31" (APT13). The

campaign targeted various individuals and entities

critical of Beijing, including lawmakers, journalists, and

defense contractors.

US prosecutors unsealed an indictment against seven

alleged Chinese hackers, detailing compromises of

millions of Americans' data. China dismissed the

accusations, labeling them "fabricated and malicious

slanders."

Both the US and UK imposed sanctions on a Chinese

firm linked to the hacking activity.  [Reuters] [Embassy

of PRC in the UK]

Australia, Britain criticize China's actions

on South China Sea, support for Russia

(jm) On March 22, Australia and Britain jointly criticized

China for its actions in Hong Kong, the South China

Sea, and its support for Russia.

During a meeting in Adelaide, the two countries

condemned China's behavior in the South China Sea,

expressing concern over recent incidents involving

Chinese vessels and Philippine crew near the Second

Thomas Shoal.

In the Joint Statement on Australia-UK Ministerial

Consultations (AUKMIN), they also voiced

apprehension about Hong Kong's new security law that

enter into force last week (see article in this edition)

and highlighted human rights abuses in China.

[Minister for Foreign Affairs, Australia]

Additionally, Australia and Britain urged all countries,

including China, to refrain from supporting Russia's

invasion of Ukraine. The AUKMIN statement also

addressed concerns about the potential consequences

of an Israeli ground invasion of Rafah in Gaza.

Additionally, Australia and Britain signed a new
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defense and security agreement aimed at enhancing

cooperation between their defense forces. [Reuters]

China responded by reaffirming its opposition to

external interference in Hong Kong's affairs. [Ministry

of Foreign Affairs of the PRC]

International reactions to Hong Kong's

national security law

(jm) Hong Kong's new national security law (see article

in this edition) has drawn criticism and caution from

international actors, particularly the US, Britain,

Australia, and Taiwan.

The US and Britain have criticized the new national

security law, expressing concerns about its vague

language and potential implications for residents. The

Safeguarding National Security Ordinance, shelved for

over two decades due to public opposition, covers 39

offenses and includes broad definitions of national

security and external interference. [SCMP 1]

While both countries have refrained from immediate

countermeasures, they view the law's passage as

rushed and worry about its impact on freedom of

speech and human rights. The US State Department is

analyzing potential risks for American citizens, while

Britain suggests the law could create uncertainty for

diplomats and businesses in Hong Kong. [US

Department of State]

Australia, in response, has issued a travel advisory

urging its citizens to exercise caution due to the law's

broad interpretation and strict enforcement. The

advisory warns travelers of the law's strict

interpretation and broad applicability, even to activities

outside Hong Kong, such as social media posts. It

highlights the risk of unintentional law-breaking and

the possibility of detention without charge or access to

legal representation. [The Standard]

Taiwan followed suite with their own warning to its

residents when entering Hong Kong.

However, Hong Kong's government defends the

ordinance, dismissing foreign criticisms as

fearmongering and asserting its commitment to

maintaining stability and security in the region. [SCMP

2]
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US support for India in Arunachal Pradesh

dispute escalates tensions with China

(jm) The United States' recent declaration supporting

India's claim over the region of Arunachal Pradesh has

intensified the ongoing territorial dispute between

India and China. While India asserts its sovereignty

over the area, China vehemently opposes external

interference and insists on resolving the issue through

bilateral negotiations.

On March 20, the US State Department emphasized its

opposition to any unilateral attempts to alter territorial

boundaries, particularly across the Line of Actual

Control (LAC) between India and China. [US

Department of State] This statement came after Indian

Prime Minister Narendra Modi's visit to Arunachal

Pradesh, where he inaugurated a USD 100 million

tunnel project that would bolster India’s defense along

its border LAC. China swiftly responded, asserting its

own claim over the region and denouncing Modi's visit.

The tension between India and China in the Arunachal

Pradesh region dates back to a long-standing

boundary dispute and a war in 1962. [Nikkie Asia]

The Chinese Foreign Ministry emphasized that the

boundary issue between China and India is a bilateral

matter and criticized the US for intervening in regional

disputes for its own geopolitical interests. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs of the PRC]

Despite diplomatic efforts and talks between India and

China, tensions persist along their shared frontier, with

both countries reinforcing their military presence in

the region. [Reuters]

EU, US contemplate addressing China's

role in supplying goods to Russia

(jm) On March 21, the European Union (EU) and the US

discussed ways to address China's role in supplying

goods to Russia's military, possibly through further

sanctions.

EU Sanctions Envoy David O'Sullivan highlighted

concerns over China's increasing involvement, along

with production hubs in Southeast Asia, as sources of

advanced technology products. This collaboration aims

to curb Moscow's circumvention of Western sanctions

imposed in response to the conflict in Ukraine.

Efforts to intercept shipments through other routes

have prompted a shift towards China and Southeast
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Asia. China's embassy in Washington refrained from

immediate comment on these discussions. Previously,

China has expressed staunch opposition to EU

sanctions targeting Chinese entities involved in

facilitating exports to Russia amid the Ukraine conflict.

O'Sullivan emphasized ongoing dialogue in Washington

aimed at addressing these concerns, including the

imposition of sanctions on certain Chinese and Hong

Kong entities involved in procurement networks.

Despite China's opposition to EU sanctions, discussions

in Washington aim to explore diplomatic and

sanctions-based solutions. Additionally, there are

concerns about the ecological risks posed by aging

tankers used in transporting Russian oil, prompting

efforts to disrupt their supply to prevent potential

disasters. [Reuters]

Indonesia aims for majority foreign

investment amid global uncertainties

(jb) Indonesia sets its sights on foreign investors to

contribute over half of its annual investment target

amid global economic uncertainties. Investment

Minister Bahlil Lahadalia emphasized the importance

of maintaining foreign direct investment (FDI) at a

minimum of 52 percent, despite geopolitical tensions

and economic challenges.

In 2023, Indonesia attracted IDR 1,418 trillion (USD

89,819,239.60) in combined foreign and domestic

investments, with FDI accounting for 52.4 percent.

Now, with a higher investment target of IDR 1,650

trillion (USD 104,514,630.00) for 2024, Indonesia seeks

to sustain foreign investment dominance.

Despite concerns over the transition to a new

president, Lahadalia expressed confidence in foreign

investor interest, noting commitments from

companies to proceed with investment plans. Notably,

Singapore emerged as Indonesia's top foreign investor

in 2023, followed by China, Hong Kong, Japan, and

Malaysia. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Dozens of Rohingya refugees

missing after boat capsizes off Indonesian

coast

(jb) Indonesian rescuers engaged in a frantic search for

dozens of Rohingya refugees after their boat capsized

in the waters off Aceh province on 20 March 2024. The
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vessel, en route to Australia, overturned near

Meulaboh city in West Aceh regency, leaving several

Rohingya stranded at sea.

Local fishermen managed to rescue at least six

survivors, but officials estimate that many more are

still clinging to the overturned boat. Tragically, one

survivor reported that approximately 50 people had

perished during the journey from Malaysia.

Footage captured by a fisherman depicted over 50

Rohingya desperately seeking assistance atop the

capsized vessel. The cause of the incident is suspected

to be large waves near Kuala Bubon port.

The rescued individuals, two men and four women,

have been brought ashore and are receiving assistance

from local authorities. Efforts are underway to locate

and rescue the remaining refugees stranded at sea.

[Benar News]

Indonesian Foreign Minister advocates for

positive role of democracy and technology

(jb) Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi

emphasized the crucial role of democracy and

technology as forces for good during the 3rd

Democracy Summit in Seoul, South Korea. Minister

Retno urged global cooperation to enhance

democracy, preventing its failure, and ensuring that

technology, particularly Artificial Intelligence (AI),

strengthens democratic values.

Highlighting Indonesia's initiatives, Minister Retno

outlined three key steps: promoting democratic global

digital governance, closing the digital divide, and

collective risk mitigation against AI misuse. She

stressed the need for digital literacy and innovation to

combat misinformation and cyber threats.

Moreover, Minister Retno addressed the humanitarian

crisis in Gaza during Ramadan, calling for unhindered

aid and a ceasefire.

The summit, convened to promote democracy,

focused on the theme "Digital Technology/AI and

Democracy," attracting representatives from 28

countries. Minister Retno also engaged in bilateral

discussions with South Korea's Foreign Minister Cho

Tae-yul and shared an iftar meal with the local Muslim

community. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic

of Indonesia]
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Japan’s diplomatic bluebook to counter

China

(sh) In its 2024 Diplomatic Bluebook, Japan’s annual

report on its foreign policy released last week, Japan’s

foreign ministry emphasizes the necessity of

strengthening collaboration with the United States and

the Philippines to counteract China's assertive actions

in the Indo-Pacific region.

The report highlights concern about China's unilateral

attempts to alter the status quo through force,

particularly evident in its military activities in the South

China and East China seas. The report contends that

these actions have created a challenging security

environment for Japan, prompting calls for collective

efforts with like-minded nations such as the United

States, the Philippines, Australia, and South Korea.

Additionally, the report stressed the urgency of

resolving the long-standing issue of North Korea's past

abductions of Japanese nationals, as victims' families

continue to age. Moreover, Japan urged China to lift its

blanket import ban on Japanese seafood products,

which was implemented following the release of

treated radioactive wastewater from Fukushima

nuclear power plant. [Kyodo News]

Japan to host Tokyo International

Conference on African Development in

August 2024

(sh) On March 22, the Japanese government

announced its decision to host the next Tokyo

International Conference on African Development,

known as TICAD, in Yokohama in August next year.

TICAD, a conference focused on development and aid

for Africa, takes place every three years, with Japan set

to host the ninth edition in 2025. The government

approved the plan to hold the conference in Yokohama

during a Cabinet meeting on March 22, scheduling it

for three days from August 20 to 22.

This will mark Yokohama's fourth time as the venue for

the TICAD conference. At the 2022 TICAD conference

held in Tunisia, Japan emphasized its commitment as

"a partner growing together with Africa," highlighting

investments and personnel training in both public and

private sectors for the region. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, Japan] [NHK]
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Japan conducts first-ever cybersecurity

with Pacific Island nations

(sh) In February, Japan conducted its inaugural

cybersecurity exercise with five Pacific Island nations,

in collaboration with the United States, aimed at

bolstering digital security in a region strategically

significant due to China's growing influence.

The exercise, held in Guam from February 18 to 26,

marked Japan's potential entry into cyber diplomacy

with Pacific Island nations. This move gains significance

as Prime Minister Fumio Kishida prepares to host a

summit with Pacific Island leaders in July 2024.

Led by Japan's Ministry of Internal Affairs and

Communications, the exercise involved officials and

communication providers from Palau, Micronesia, the

Marshall Islands, Nauru, and Kiribati, with Fiji and

Tonga participating as observers. The exercise focused

on cyber defense against malware attacks on critical

infrastructure and cyber incident response training.

Analysts suggest Japan's approach should prioritize

capacity-building measures to avoid forcing

participating countries into geopolitical alignments

amid ongoing power struggles between major powers.

[Kyodo News]

Japan holds ministerial-level defense talks

with Pacific Island nations

(sh) Meanwhile, Japanese Defense Minister Minoru

Kihara vowed that Japan would cooperate with Pacific

Island nations to build a future of peace, stability, and

prosperity for them.  

He made the pledge on March 20, the second day of

second ministerial-level defense talks in Tokyo

between Japan and Pacific Island states.

In a veiled criticism of Beijing's maritime assertiveness

in the area, Kihara added: “In this day and age,

unfortunately, attempts to unilaterally change the

status quo by force or coercion have advanced in the

world and the Indo-Pacific region."

He affirmed that Japan would continue to help the

states build their capabilities in dealing with natural

disasters and share knowledge in areas such as

influence operation, outer space, cyber defense and

artificial intelligence.

He also expressed Tokyo's willingness to deepen

defense collaboration with the Pacific Island nations
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through its new program called Official Security

Assistance, or OSA, aimed at offering defense

equipment for like-minded partners that share

fundamental values.

Fiji and Papua New Guinea dispatched their defense

ministers to the talks, while Tonga was represented by

its crown prince. The 11 other participating nations

with no military forces had senior officials attending in

person or online.

Launched in 2021, it was the second defense

ministerial gathering for Japan and Pacific islands. In

July, Japan will host the 10th Pacific Islands Leaders

Meeting. The summit, which has taken place every

three years since 1997, involves Japan and 18 countries

and territories, including Australia and New Zealand.

[The Mainichi] [Ministry of Defense, Japan]

UN nuclear agency initiates examination

on TEPCO anti-terrorism measures

(sh) On March 25, the International Atomic Energy

Agency (IAEA) kicked off an onsite expert mission at a

nuclear facility along the Sea of Japan coast to evaluate

Tokyo Electric Power Company's (TEPCO) upgraded

anti-terrorism measures.

TEPCO, widely known as the operator of Fukushima

nuclear power plant that was wrecked by a tsunami in

2011, sought the IAEA's assessment of the security

measures at the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa nuclear power

plant in Niigata Prefecture, aiming for an independent

evaluation.

The inspection will run until April 2, with experts

checking facilities related to anti-terror measures and

conducting interviews. [NHK]

South Korea attends Nuclear Energy

Summit

(oy) South Korea has pledged to strengthen its nuclear

energy industry as part of global efforts to increase the

use of nuclear power as a clean energy source. This

commitment was made by Science Minister Lee Jong-

ho at the Nuclear Energy Summit 2024 in Brussels on

March 21, attended by 38 pro-nuclear countries. The

summit aimed to discuss ways to innovate the nuclear

energy industry in response to climate change,

enhance energy security, and encourage economic

development.
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South Korea’s commitment follows its participation in

the 28th United Nations Climate Change Conference,

where it was among 22 signatory countries advocating

for a tripling of nuclear energy by 2050. South Korea

plans to invest in the development of small modular

reactors (SMRs) and other technologies to meet the

international community’s nuclear energy expansion

target. Additionally, South Korea is calling for

international support for the Carbon-Free Energy

Initiative, which promotes the use of nuclear power

and green hydrogen to achieve global carbon

neutrality goals. [Yonhap] [International Atomic Energy

Agency]

South Korea hosts Summit for Democracy

(oy) On March 20, President Yoon Suk Yeol, during the

3rd Summit for Democracy in Seoul, called on

democratic nations to jointly tackle disinformation to

ensure fair elections and protect democracy. The

summit, launched by the US in 2021, aims to

strengthen democracy and confront authoritarianism

worldwide.

Yoon highlighted the importance of preserving

democracy for future generations, noting its role in

expanding individual freedom, human rights, global

peace, and prosperity. He emphasized that this year is

a “super election year” with one-third of the world’s

population going to the polls.

Yoon urged democracies to prepare laws and systems

to firmly manage disinformation, including foreign

attempts to influence elections. He also advocated for

technological sharing to combat forces that use

artificial intelligence (AI) and digital technologies to

spread disinformation, and for creating new AI and

digital systems to identify and eliminate these forces.

[The 3rd Summit for Democracy Preparatory Office]

[Yonhap]

Bangladesh ‘robbed’ of USD 14 billion in

three years because of global oil price

spike

(lm) In Bangladesh, the prime minister's energy

adviser, Tawfiq-e-Elahi Chowdhury, has stated that the

country suffered a loss of USD 14 billion over three

years due to the surge in global oil prices. He

highlighted how this impacted the country's economy,

leading to increased fuel costs, dwindling foreign
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currency reserves, and high inflation. Chowdhury

attributed the price hike to geopolitical tensions,

particularly the Russia-Ukraine war. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh's garment exports to United

States decline, but rise in EU, non-

traditional markets

(tg) Garment exports from Bangladesh to the United

States experienced a 2.58 percent decline in the July-

February period of the current fiscal year, primarily

due to reduced imports by American retailers and

brands amid inflationary pressures. Despite facing a

high tariff, Bangladesh remains the third-largest

garment supplier to the US. However, there is

optimism as clothing sales in the US have started to

increase with the market's recent recovery. [The Daily

Star]

In contrast, garment exports to the European Union

(EU), Bangladesh's largest trade partner, saw a 3.27

percent year-on-year increase during the same period.

Growth was particularly notable in shipments to Spain,

France, Netherlands, Poland, and Denmark. However,

exports to Italy decreased. Garment exports to

Germany, the largest market in the EU, declined, while

exports to the United Kingdom and Canada grew.

Additionally, exports to non-traditional markets,

including Japan, Australia, and South Korea, showed

significant growth, but declined to India.

China, United States extend

congratulations and commitment to

Bangladesh on Independence Day

(ms) As Bangladesh commemorates its Independence

Day, both China and the United States have extended

warm wishes and reiterated their commitment to

strengthening ties with the South Asian nation.

Chinese President Xi Jinping, in a congratulatory

message, emphasized the significance of Beijing-Dhaka

relations, highlighting their longstanding friendship

and the fruitful cooperation between the two

countries. President Xi pledged to further advance

high-quality Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) cooperation

and deepen the strategic partnership between China

and Bangladesh. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [New Age]

Similarly, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken

highlighted the collective efforts with Bangladesh on
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various critical issues, including climate change,

economic development, Rohingya refugee crisis,

peacekeeping operations, and global health

challenges. Secretary Blinken underscored the

importance of their partnership in ensuring a free,

open, secure, and prosperous Indo-Pacific region. He

reaffirmed the commitment to strengthening

democratic governance and protecting human rights in

Bangladesh, aiming to enhance bilateral ties and

people-to-people connections in the future. [Dhaka

Tribune 2] [U.S. Embassy in Bangladesh]

India’s external affairs minister starts

three-leg Southeast Asia tour with visits

to Philippines, Singapore

(lb) India's Minister of External Affairs, S. Jaishankar,

last week embarked on a comprehensive tour of

Southeast Asia, including visits to the Philippines,

Singapore, and Malaysia. The visits to the Philippines

and Singapore took place from March 23 to 27, with a

scheduled visit to Malaysia later this week.

Singapore

During a three-day visit to Singapore from March 23-

25, Jaishankar met with top Singaporean leaders,

including Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, to discuss

regional and global developments and strengthen

bilateral cooperation. He engaged with his

counterpart, Minister for Foreign Affairs Dr. Vivian

Balakrishnan, and other key ministers. Additionally,

Jaishankar delivered a lecture on "Why Bharat Matters"

at the NUS Institute of South Asian Studies and

interacted with the Indian community at an event

organized by the High Commission of India. [Business

Standard 1] [The Times of India]

Coinciding with Jaishankar’s visit, Singapore President

Tharman Shanmugaratnam arrived in Jodhpur,

Rajasthan, India on March 24. [Business Standard 2]

Philippines

Jaishankar’s visit to Manila between March 25-27

marked the Indian top diplomat’s second to the

Philippines in his current role. During a press

conference on March 26 after talks with his Filipino

counterpart Enrique Manalo, Jaishankar affirmed New

Delhi's firm support for the Philippines in upholding its

national sovereignty, particularly amidst the maritime

dispute with China in the South China Sea. He also

highlighted the importance of closer cooperation
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between India and the Philippines to adapt to changing

global dynamics. [Reuters] [The Hindu]

Indian Navy chief affirms proactive

measures in pirate operations

(fd) India's Navy Chief, Admiral R. Hari Kumar, has

affirmed the navy's commitment to safeguarding the

Indian Ocean Region and preventing pirate attacks. He

highlighted the significance of the Maritime Anti-Piracy

Act, 2022, which has empowered the Indian Navy to

enhance security efforts in the region. Emphasizing

India's role as the largest resident naval power in the

Indian Ocean Region, Kumar underscored the

importance of proactive measures in ensuring

maritime safety. [Economic Times]

India's decision to prosecute the pirates on its shores

underscores its commitment to combating piracy in

the region. The country has significantly ramped up its

anti-piracy patrols in response to a surge in maritime

assaults, particularly in areas like the Gulf of Aden and

the northern Arabian Sea. This increased naval

presence aims to protect shipping routes that have

been targeted by Iran-backed Houthi militants of

Yemen, ensuring the safety and security of maritime

trade in the region.

In separate but related developments, the Indian navy

has brought 35 suspected Somali pirates who were

detained earlier this month aboard a hijacked vessel to

Mumbai for prosecution. This move marks a notable

shift in India's approach to dealing with piracy

incidents, as disarmed pirates were typically left at sea

after vessels and crew were rescued. [Deutsche Welle]

The MV Ruen, flying a Maltese flag, was seized by

pirates off the coast of Somalia in December. It had

been converted into a mother ship by the pirates, who

used it to launch attacks on other vessels in the region.

The Indian navy conducted a daring operation to

retake the hijacked ship, with navy commandos

parachuting from a military airplane to board the

vessel. This assault forced the pirates to surrender,

and all 17 crew members of the Ruen were

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

Pakistan, IMF reach staff-level agreement

to release final USD 1.1 billion tranche

from bailout package

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-jtl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-jtr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-jty/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-jtj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-jtt/


(lm) Pakistan and the International Monetary Fund

(IMF) have reached a staff-level agreement to release

USD 1.1 billion as the final tranche of a USD 3 billion

bailout package secured last July to avert a sovereign

debt default. The staff-level agreement is pending final

board approval in April following a recent IMF mission

to review fiscal consolidation benchmarks [see AiR No.

12, March/2024, 3]. [Al Jazeera]

While Pakistan's economic and financial position has

shown improvement, with growth and confidence

recovering, challenges persist, including inflation above

target. The IMF emphasized the need for further policy

reforms to address economic vulnerabilities. Pakistan

has already met several IMF conditions, including

budget revisions and tariff adjustments, but broader

tax base and energy sector reforms are still required.

Notably, Pakistan is seeking a new medium-term

bailout from the IMF once the current deal expires,

with discussions expected to begin in the coming

months. Economists caution that meeting IMF

conditions for a new package may lead to increased

taxation and austerity measures, potentially impacting

the public with higher inflation and economic burdens.

[Deutsche Welle] [DAWN]

UNICEF launches campaign to tackle

‘sexploitation’ in Cambodia

(lvw) The United Nations International Children’s

Emergency Fund (UNICEF), has voiced concern over the

alarming rise of 'sexploitation' targeting children in

Cambodia, especially in the digital age. In this era of

widespread internet access, online scamming,

harassment, and exploitation, including abusive

threats, requests, and blackmail, have become

dangerous realities lurking behind screens. These pose

a particular threat to certain demographics, such as

children and the elderly, who may lack the necessary

threat perception and digital literacy skills.

To address the issue, UNICEF Cambodia, in

collaboration with the Ministry of Social Affairs,

Veterans and Youth Rehabilitation, has launched a new

digital online safety campaign. This initiative aims to

raise awareness about and prevent online abuse,

sexual extortion, exploitation, and help users identify

and report grooming practices.

Over the next three months, the campaign is predicted

to reach more than two million adolescents, fostering

safer online spaces and digital skills. Will Parks, the

representative of UNICEF Cambodia, emphasizes the
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significance of leveraging storytelling and technology

on social media platforms, where youth is already

active. This strategic approach aims to empower and

protect young individuals from potential harm in the

digital realm.  [Phnom Penh Post]

Methamphetamine sales in the ‘Golden

Triangle’ remain high

(lvw) The illicit drug trade, particularly

methamphetamine in the Southeast Asian ‘Golden

Triangle’ region shows no signs of letting up, warns the

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. The office

emphasizes the complex geopolitics of the ‘Golden

Triangle’, one of the world’s biggest drug production

and trafficking corridors. A significant proportion of the

world’s methamphetamine, in both table and crystal

form is produced in this region, at the intersecting

border regions of Myanmar, Laos and Thailand.

It is particularly difficult to regulate drug production

and trade given the restricted presence of authorities

in Myanmar’s, where ethnic armed insurgency groups,

some of whom also engage in the drug trade, control

the remote Eastern Shan State. The region historically

produced opium and heroin, but as synthetic drugs are

less labor intensive and can be produced at an

industrial scale, have shifted towards

methamphetamine, a class A drug that is increasingly

used in Asia. 

The UN agency’s 2023 report on the Synthetic Drugs in

East and Southeast Asia highlighted the “High volumes

of methamphetamine continue to be produced and

trafficked in and from the region while the production

of ketamine and other synthetic drugs has expanded”.

It is also the most used drug in East and Southeast Asia

and plays a key proponent in the illicit trade networks

that transport drugs via land, sea and air throughout

the Asia Pacific region.

Despite large drug busts occurring yearly across the

region, regional governments are hampered by slow

and bureaucratic inter-agency coordination,

inadequate resources and personnel, and limited cross

border cooperation". [Independent] [United Nations]

Thailand evaluates Myanmar crisis

intently, UN Rapporteur says
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(jb) Tom Andrews, the United Nations special

rapporteur on human rights in Myanmar, highlighted

Thailand's significant role in addressing the crisis in its

neighboring country. Speaking to Radio Free Asia (RFA),

Andrews noted Thailand's proximity to conflict zones

and the immense pressure it faces due to the crisis. He

emphasized Thailand's scrutiny of the situation,

acknowledging the recent seminar hosted by the Thai

parliament to discuss Myanmar's humanitarian crisis.

Andrews expressed optimism about Thailand's

engagement in seeking solutions, suggesting that the

seminar's open forum allowed for diverse perspectives

to be heard. He viewed this as a positive step towards

building stronger ties and a more stable future for

both countries.

The UN rapporteur also underscored the importance

of ASEAN's involvement, urging the enforcement of its

five-point consensus on Myanmar to end violence and

initiate dialogue. He emphasized international

cooperation to deny the junta resources and

legitimacy, advocating for consequences and

accountability for atrocities committed by the military

regime. [Benar News]

US Deputy Secretary of State meets with

Japanese, Philippines senior diplomats

ahead of April summit

(lb) Senior diplomats from Japan, the United States,

and the Philippines convened in Tokyo to discuss and

reinforce their collaborative efforts, setting the stage

for their inaugural trilateral summit slated for the

following month. Notably, the discussions reflected a

concerted effort to counter China's territorial

assertions and military expansion in the East and

South China Seas, as well as around Taiwan. [The Japan

Times]

Vice Foreign Minister Masataka Okano of Japan, U.S.

Deputy Secretary of State Kurt Campbell, and Maria

Theresa Lazaro, an undersecretary of the Philippine

Foreign Affairs Department, engaged in deliberations

aimed at bolstering regional stability and prosperity.

They emphasized the need to strengthen cooperation

across various domains, including maritime security,

cyber defense, economic resilience, strategic

infrastructure development, and energy resource

management.

One of the focal points of their discussions was the

upcoming trilateral summit involving Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida of Japan, President Joe Biden of the
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United States, and President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. of

the Philippines, scheduled for April 11 in Washington.

[AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3]

Singapore’s foreign affairs minister

concludes Middle East tour, tells Israel

military actions in Gaza have 'gone too

far'

(lb) Singapore's Minister for Foreign Affairs, Vivian

Balakrishnan, concluded his tour to the Middle East,

which had started on March 15 with visits to Qatar and

Jordan, where Singapore’s third tranche of

humanitarian aid for Gaza arrived on March 17. The

last stops on the tour included visits to Israel, United

Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia.

Israel

In Israel, Balakrishnan met with various Israeli leaders

including President Isaac Herzog, Prime Minister

Benjamin Netanyahu, Minister of Foreign Affairs Israel

Katz, Minister Benny Gantz, and former Prime Minister

Naftali Bennett. Of note, while expressing sympathies

for families affected by Hamas attacks in October 2023,

Balakrishnan also voiced his concerns to the Israeli

leaders about the situation in Gaza, stating that Israel's

actions have "gone too far." [Singapore Ministry of

Foreign Affairs]

On March 18, his delegation met officials from the

Palestinian Authority in Ramallah, a visit that analysts

suggest a subtle shift in Singapore’s evolving stance,

responding to mounting domestic pressures and a

desire to resonate with regional sentiments. [South

China Morning Post]

Egypt

On March 23, Balakrishnan met with his Egyptian

counterpart Sameh Shoukry to discuss enhancing

bilateral trade and boosting Singaporean investment in

Egypt and other North African countries. They

emphasized their countries' commitment to

maximizing benefits for Singaporean companies

investing in Egypt, particularly in renewable energy,

agriculture, and tourism sectors. They also discussed

establishing a joint business council to promote

cooperation between private sector representatives

from both countries. [Xinhua] [The Star]

United Arab Emirates
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On March 24, the Singaporean top diplomat arrived in

the United Arab Emirates, where he met with his

counterpart Sheikh Abdullah Bin Zayed Al Nahyan and

discussed mutual interests, regional and global

developments. Additionally, he met with Khaldoon

Khalifa Al Mubarak, Chairman of the Abu Dhabi

Executive Affairs Authority and Managing Director and

Group CEO of Mubadala Investment Company, to

exchange views on COVID-19 pandemic recovery and

discuss further regional and global developments.

[Singapore Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

Saudi Arabia

On March 24, Balakrishnan met with his Saudi

counterpart, Prince Faisal Bin Farhan, in Riyadh. The

meeting centered on discussions about the evolving

relations between the two nations and exploring

avenues to bolster and reinforce these ties across

diverse sectors. [Saudi Gazette]

Warm Indian ties needed for country’s

development, Bangladesh’s foreign

minister says

(lm) Against the larger backdrop of an anti-India

boycott campaign gathering pace in Bangladesh,

Foreign Minister Hasan Mahmud has underscored the

significance of fostering strong and cooperative

relations with neighboring India for the advancement

and development of Bangladesh. He emphasized the

historical ties and geographical proximity between the

two nations, stating that mutual support and

collaboration are essential for regional progress. [The

Daily Star]

After Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

secured her fourth term in January's general elections,

boycotted by the opposition, an "India Out" campaign

emerged, alleging Indian interference in Bangladeshi

politics. The movement, propelled by the Bangladeshi

diaspora and opposition groups, has advocated for

boycotts of Indian products. The campaign in Dhaka is

contextualized by India's strong ties with Hasina's

government and strained relations with the opposition,

leading to perceptions that India supports the existing

political status quo.

Speaking against this backdrop, Foreign Minister

Mahmud criticized the recent boycott calls by the main

opposition BNP, questioning their timing during

significant religious periods like Ramadan and Eid. He

suggested that such actions could disrupt the market

and adversely affect the public, insinuating that the
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motive behind the boycott might be to instigate

instability rather than promote genuine concerns.

South Korea seeks economic partnership

agreement with Bangladesh

(lm) South Korea’s ambassador to Bangladesh, Park

Young-sik, has underscored the importance of

fostering economic ties between the two countries

through an Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA). He

emphasized that unlike other major global players like

India, China, or the United States, South Korea does

not harbor strategic interests in Bangladesh.

Therefore, the relationship between Seoul and Dhaka

can be shaped purely by economic cooperation for

mutual benefit. [Dhaka Tribune]

Ambassador Park acknowledged the consistent growth

in Bangladesh's exports to South Korea, reaching USD

624 million last year. However, he pointed out that

Seoul currently maintains a trade surplus with Dhaka,

which could be balanced through an EPA. Such an

agreement could facilitate increased investments from

South Korea into Bangladesh, thereby fostering

economic growth and cooperation.

Despite the potential for deeper economic

engagement, Ambassador Park identified several

challenges that need to be addressed. These include

visa-related issues, customs clearance procedures, tax

policies, and the ease of repatriation of profits for

South Korean investors. He also noted the importance

of creating a conducive environment for foreign direct

investment (FDI).

Bangladesh visit from Irish Minister

brings hope for collaboration in trade,

climate

(tg) In a visit to Bangladesh, the Irish Minister for

Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Simon Coveney,

told Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina that Ireland is their

friend in the European Union (EU). He signaled wishes

to cooperate on issues of climate and trade. Coveney

stated that Ireland is willing to raise issues for

Bangladesh, as well as aid any processes they

encounter with the European Commission. [Dhaka

Tribune]

Bangladesh’s trade relations with the EU are currently

under a review period, after which they may be
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granted a Generalised Scheme of Preference status

with the supranational body. This will allow

preferential opportunities in trade and tariffs. Irish

Minister Coveney stipulated that this would come as a

result of concessions from the Bangladeshi

government, however. These included improvements

in workers’ rights and environmental policy.

Bhutanese king’s Bangladesh visit brings

plans of closer economic cooperation

(tg) The king of Bhutan, Jigme Khesar Namgyel

Wangchuck, on March 25 began a four-day official visit

to Bangladesh for high-level talks with Prime Minister

Sheikh Hasina and other senior government officials.

During the visit, significant agreements were signed,

focusing on areas such as health, economic zones, and

cultural exchange. These agreements signify a

commitment to expanding collaboration and fostering

mutual growth. Moreover, discussions emphasized the

importance of trade, connectivity, and regional

cooperation, recognizing them as pivotal drivers for

economic integration and shared prosperity in South

Asia. [Dhaka Tribune ] [The Business Standard]

Of note, Bangladesh’s Foreign Minister, Hasan

Mahmud, highlighted interest in importing hydropower

from Bhutan. During his meeting with Bhutan’s king,

Mahmud suggested that India could assist in delivering

hydropower from Bhutan to Bangladesh. For this to be

possible, a tripartite agreement would be necessary,

with the goal of bringing the electricity through India.

The Foreign minister also encouraged Bhutan to join

the BBIN (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal) initiative

to increase air connectivity.

Relations between the two countries have remained

close since Bangladesh’s secession from Pakistan in

1971. Bhutan was the first state to recognize

Bangladeshi statehood following conflict with Pakistan.

Last year, large celebrations were held to

commemorate the 50th anniversary of the

establishment of diplomatic relations between

Thimphu and Dhaka.

India’s Prime Minister Modi visits Bhutan

to shore up New Delhi’s position amid

Chinese outreach

(lm) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi's visit to

Bhutan aimed to bolster the strong ties between the
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two nations, in a signal to China which is negotiating a

boundary agreement with the Himalayan kingdom.

This visit, which could potentially be Modi's final

foreign trip before India's upcoming general election,

was characterized by discussions focused on various

areas of cooperation, including renewable energy,

agriculture, and tourism. [Nikkei Asia]

During the visit, Modi and his Bhutanese counterpart

Bhutanese Tshering Tobgay engaged in talks and

reached agreements to further deepen cooperation

across multiple sectors. Of note, Modi announced that

his government will provide assistance amounting to

approximately USD 1.2 billion during its 13th five-year

development plan, marking the largest-ever support

from New Delhi for Bhutan's development. This

includes USD 1.02 billion to support Bhutan's 13th plan

and USD 180 million for the Economic Stimulus Plan

requested by the Bhutanese government. [Kuensel]

Furthermore, the two countries signed seven

Memorandum of Understandings (MoU) to enhance

co-operation in different fields such as energy

efficiency, energy conservation measures as well as

infrastructure.

One of the MoUs concerns two railroad projects

between the two countries, the first from Gelephu to

Kokrajhar with a length of 60 kilometers and the

second from Samtse to Banarhat with a length of

between 15 and 18 kilometers. [Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

Additionally, Modi was honored with the prestigious

Nga-dag Pelgi Khorlo, also known as the Order of Druk

Gyalpo, by Bhutan's King Jigme Khesar Namgyel

Wangchuck. The Indian premier is the first foreign

recipient of this highest civilian decoration in Bhutan.

The timing of Modi's trip, closely following on the heels

of Tobgay's visit to New Delhi, indicates the importance

of maintaining strong ties amidst shifting regional

dynamics, particularly with regard to China's growing

involvement in Bhutan. China, although lacking formal

diplomatic relations with Bhutan, has been actively

seeking to enhance its presence in the country through

border negotiations and economic engagements.

Experts have noted that China's efforts in Bhutan carry

significant strategic implications for India, especially

considering India's longstanding border disputes with

China. The Doklam Plateau, a region where the

borders of India, China, and Bhutan converge, has

been a focal point of tensions between India and China

in recent years. Progress in border negotiations

between China and Bhutan could potentially impact

India's security interests, particularly concerning
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access to the strategically vital Siliguri Corridor. [South

China Morning Post]

Despite China's increasing economic footprint in

Bhutan, India remains Bhutan's principal security and

development partner. India's substantial aid

allocations and ongoing infrastructure projects in

Bhutan reflect the depth of their bilateral relations.

Furthermore, initiatives such as planned rail

connectivity between India's northeastern state of

Assam and Bhutan's Gelephu town underscore India's

commitment to enhancing connectivity and

development in the region.

Japan provides USD 30.6 million grant for

Cambodian water supply project

(lvw) Cambodia has received a grant of USD 30.6

million from the Japan International Cooperation

Agency

(JICA) to expand the capacity of a water supply system

in Svay Rieng province.

The province is an important player in the country’s

industrial, trade and agricultural sectors. Further,

100,000 people both from the province and beyond,

find their employment there.

Commenced in January, the project is expected to be

completed by late 2025. [Khmer Times]

Philippines, Cambodia forge alliance

against illegal mine and explosive usage

(lvw) Last week the National Defense Secretary of the

Philippines, Gilberto C. Todoro Jr. met with Cambodia’s

Ambassador to the Philippines, Phan Peuv to discuss a

collaboration in the fight against illegal mine and

explosives.

The two countries made a joint commitment to combat

the pervasive threat of illegal mines and explosives.

Cambodia is a country scared by decades of violence

and a long history with mines and has one of the

highest rates of amputees globally. In the Philippines

non-state armed groups and persistent guerilla activity

in the southern islands play a significant role in the use

and trade of illegal explosive devices.
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Both the Philippines and Cambodia are ASEAN

member states which have ratified the Convention of

Cluster Munitions and share concern and committed

to preventing the illegal use of improvised explosive

devices (IEDS) and mines.

This year Cambodia is set to host the conference

dubbed the “Siem Reap-Angkor Summit on a Mine-Free

World,” in Phnom Penh, to which the Philippines has

been invited. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia, Thailand pledge closer

cooperation

(lvw) The National Assemblies (NA) of Thailand and

neighboring Cambodia met last week to recommit to

closer cooperation in trade, communication, and

security as well as in party-to-party connections and

people-to-people exchange in the tourism and labor

sectors.

The commitment was made during a meeting between

acting Cambodian NA president Cheam Yeap and Wan

Muhammad Noor Matha, president of the Thai NA on

March 21, during the latter’s formal visit in Phnom

Penh.

With almost one million Cambodian workers living and

working in Thailand at present, key themes of the

discussion were ensuring legal incomes and

development. By enhancing diplomatic ties and

investing in cooperative initiatives, the two countries

seek to enhance their partnership and prosperity.

[Phnom Penh Post]

It comes after the announcement of the strategic

partnership between the two countries in February,

where five Memoranda of Understanding were signed

by Cambodian PM Hun Manet and Thai PM Srettha

Thavisin. These MoUs of comprehensive cooperation

span topics including trade and investment, disaster

management, academic and scientific and

technological cooperation (see No. 7, February/2024,

2).

Cambodia, Azerbaijan to sign MoU on

tourism cooperation and connectivity

(lvw) A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) is to be

signed by Cambodia and Azerbaijan which emphasizes

connectivity and cooperation on tourism.
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Sok Soken, Minister of Tourism and Shovgi Mehdizada,

Ambassador of Azerbaijan, met on March 22 to discuss

the potential for collaborating around tourism and

cultural diplomacy. [Khmer Times]

US legislators pursue restrictions on

Chinese access to oil and technologies

(jm) In response to perceived threats to national

security, US lawmakers are taking steps to restrict

Chinese access to critical resources and technologies.

A bill, introduced by US Senators last week, aims to

expand the ban on selling US oil from Strategic

Petroleum Reserves (SPR), the world’s largest publicly

know emergency stockpile of petroleum, to China. It

seeks to block Chinese companies from purchasing US

crude oil from the SPR, extending the prohibition to all

Chinese companies, regardless of whether the oil is

intended for export to China or not.

The move comes after President Biden previously

signed a funding bill blocking Chinese companies from

purchasing US crude oil from the SPR but still allowing

sales to Chinese entities under certain conditions. [Oil

Price]

Another bipartisan effort seeks to increase tariffs and

impose restrictions on Chinese-made drones, citing

risks to data security and infrastructure. Led by

Representative Mike Gallagher and supported by

thirteen other members of Congress, the group calls

for stronger action against Chinese drone

manufacturers such as DJI and Autel Robotics.

The legislators highlight the dominance of Chinese

drones in the US market and allege that these

products could compromise sensitive data and

infrastructure. They criticize current tariff levels as

insufficient and accuse Chinese manufacturers of

circumventing tariffs through third countries. They call

for stronger enforcement measures and tighter

regulations to safeguard national security and protect

domestic industries. [Drone Life]

These initiatives underscore the growing tensions

between the US and China over economic and

strategic interests.

China and Australia take further steps to

improve diplomatic relations
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(jm) On March 20, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi

met with Australian Foreign Minister Penny Wong in

Canberra, where discussions centered on trade,

regional security, human rights concerns, and bilateral

cooperation.

Despite ongoing tensions over issues such as the

sentencing of Australian writer Dr. Yang Hengjun (see

AiR No. 6, February/2024, 1), both sides acknowledged

progress in stabilizing relations. The meetings highlight

the importance of constructive dialogue in addressing

differences and advancing mutual interests.

Prominently featured in the discussions were trade

and economic concerns. More specifically, Wang and

Wong’s talks focused on the trade restrictions

stemming from the aftermath of Australia’s exclusion

of Huawei from its 5G network and Australia’s call for

an international investigation into the origins of COVID-

19. Efforts to ease trade restrictions, especially those

on Australian wine exports, demonstrate possible

routes to improve economic ties between China and

Australia.

Meanwhile, on March 21, Wang met with former

Australian Prime Minister Paul Keating at the request

of Beijing. Wang’s discussions with Keating emphasized

Beijing’s support for Australia to pursue an

independent foreign policy. [Reuters] [HKFP] [Xinhua]

These meetings reflect a latest step towards rebuilding

ties between the two nations under the Albanese

administration, following years of strained relations.

Former Taiwanese President Ma Ying-jeou

to Visit Mainland China

(jm) Former Taiwanese President Ma Ying-jeou is set to

visit mainland China to bolster cross-strait relations

amidst heightened tensions. The 11-day trip, starting

April 1, will be his second since leaving office in 2016.

The possibility of a meeting with Chinese President Xi

Jinping remains uncertain.

Ma's visit, welcomed by Beijing, aims to promote

cultural exchange and understanding, particularly

among youth. While past visits facilitated student

exchanges, tensions persist between Taiwan and

China, exacerbated by recent incidents. The visit

occurs amid broader concerns over regional stability.

[SCMP]
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China, North Korea reinforce bilateral ties

(jm) Recent high-level talks between North Korea and

China in Beijing signal a commitment to strengthening

bilateral ties, according to reports from North Korean

media.

Led by Kim Song Nam, head of the International

Department of the ruling Workers' Party Central

Committee, the North Korean delegation engaged in

discussions on March 22 aimed at bolstering relations

with countries in the region.

During the meeting, Wang Huning, Chairman of the

Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, the

country’s top advisory body, and fourth-ranked leader,

reaffirmed the unwavering nature of the China-DPRK

friendship, emphasizing its strategic importance amid

changing international dynamics. [Rodong Sinmum]

[KNCA]

Despite the challenges posed by the COVID-19

pandemic, including border restrictions and

suspended diplomatic exchanges, both countries have

recently shown signs of increasing engagement.

Talks between Kim Song Nam and Cai Qi, head of the

Secretariat of the Communist Party of China,

highlighted the prospects of future collaboration.

Additionally, discussions with Liu Jianchao, responsible

for managing ties with foreign political parties,

underscored the ongoing efforts to enhance political

cooperation between North Korea and China. [Reuters]

The visit to China is part of the delegation's three-

nation tour this week that includes also Vietnam and

Laos (to be covered in the next AiR edition).

China, Honduras sign cooperation

agreement

(jm) On March 22, Honduras and China signed a USD

275.99 million cooperation agreement to improve

educational infrastructure in Honduras through

development of educational institutions.

This marks their first collaboration, reflecting growing

bilateral ties since Honduras switched allegiance from

Taiwan to mainland China in March last year (see AiR

No. 13, March/2023, 4).

Negotiations between the two countries extend

beyond the cooperation agreement, encompassing

discussions on a free trade pact and various
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infrastructure projects, including those related to dams

and power generation. [Reuters]

Peru seeks to reobtain exclusivity at

megaport from Chinese state-owned

shipping company

(jm) Peru's National Port Authority (APN) seeks to

rectify an "administrative error" that granted China's

Cosco Shipping exclusivity over operations at the

Chancay megaport in Northern Peru.

The rectification comes from the APN stating that it

lacks the authority to grant exclusivity. Despite legal

challenges, port construction continues with the

cooperation of Cosco, aiming to begin operations by

year-end.

Additionally, Peru recently awarded a USD 405 million

port construction contract to another Chinese

company, Jinzhao. [Reuters]

For a discussion of the strategic significance of the

Chanchay mgaport in China’s foreign policy see Sergey

Sukhankin in [The Jamestown Foundation] who argues

that the megaport is an example for Bejing’ “broader

strategy of acquiring ports globally to enhance trade

dominance and military presence, posing long-term

challenges for regional security and stability.”

China, India need to find ways to return

stability to disputed border, external

affairs minister says

(lm) India's External Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar, has

emphasized the critical need for stability in the

enduring border dispute with China as a prerequisite

for progress in the broader bilateral relationship

between the two Asian powers. Addressing the recent

escalation in tensions, particularly over the disputed

region of Arunachal Pradesh, Jaishankar underscores

the complexity of resolving the territorial issue,

highlighting extensive diplomatic efforts spanning

multiple rounds of talks at various levels. [The Straits

Times]

The core objective, Jaishankar asserts, is the

restoration of peace and tranquility along the border,

which had endured for 45 years before being

disrupted by deadly clashes in 2020. These clashes

resulted in casualties on both sides and a deterioration
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in relations between India and China. Amidst these

challenges, the recent intervention of the United

States, recognizing disputed territory as Indian, further

complicates the situation, triggering reactions from

both China and the US.

Regarding troop movements along the border,

Jaishankar opts for caution, refraining from confirming

details, particularly to foreign entities. However, he

stresses the significance of maintaining stable relations

with China, acknowledging the importance of dialogue

and diplomatic engagement in resolving conflicts.

Furthermore, Jaishankar discusses India's diplomatic

approach to engaging with major global powers,

advocating for a non-exclusive stance with countries

like the US and Europe. He elaborates on India's

strategic positioning, characterized by a multi-vector

policy that allows for flexible engagement without

aligning exclusively with any one power.

In addition to the China-India dynamic, Jaishankar

addresses India's relationship with Pakistan,

emphasizing a firm stance against terrorism and

signaling a departure from previous approaches. He

asserts that India will no longer overlook Pakistan's use

of terrorism as a tool of statecraft, signaling a shift

towards a more assertive posture in dealing with its

neighbor.

Indian Central Bureau of Investigation,

Europol sign working arrangement on

combatting terror

(fd) The Indian Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI)

and the European Union Agency for Law Enforcement

Cooperation (Europol) have signed a working

agreement on combatting and prevention of terror

and serious crime. The arrangement is supposed to

increase the communication and exchange of

information between the two organizations. Its 26

articles cover over 30 crime categories including

financial crime, fraud, corruption, terrorism,

cybercrime, human trafficking, drug trafficking, money

laundering, environmental crimes, and illicit trafficking

in cultural goods, including antiquities and works of

art. [Hindustan Times] [The Hindu]

Maldives President Muizzu seeks debt

relief from India amid tensions
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(aa) In a noteworthy shift of tone, Maldivian President

Mohamed Muizzu has recently emphasized India’s role

as island nation’s “closest ally” acknowledging the

substantial aid and project implementation New Delhi

has provided to the island nation, in particular under

the administration of former President Ibrahim

Mohamed Solih. [Hindustan Times]

However, underlying this cooperative sentiment might

be the pressing issue of the Maldives' mounting debt

to India, which stands at a staggering USD 400.9 million

as of last year. Muizzu's appeal for debt relief

underscores the economic strain these loans pose to

the Maldives, prompting discussions with Indian

authorities to explore leniencies in repayment

structures. Furthermore, Muizzu's conciliatory stance

aligns with the impending parliamentary elections in

mid-April, indicating a strategic move to garner

support and stabilize relations with India. [The Hindu]

Strained ties between the two nations have been

exacerbated by the agreement of Indian troop

withdrawal and civilian replacement. Muizzu assures

that his policies on no foreign military presence

concern every foreign power and their personnel

equally and do not specifically target India.

Nevertheless, skipping the traditional first visit to India,

not renewing the Maldives-India hydrology pact, and

the political misconduct of three ministers towards PM

Modi point towards a shift away from the long-

standing partnership.

Indonesia, Japan sign agreement to boost

maritime safety

(jb) On March 22, the Japan International Cooperation

Agency (JICA) inked a grant agreement with the

Government of Indonesia in Jakarta. Japan will provide

JPY 9,053 million (USD 60,000) in grant aid for "The

Project for the Enhancement of Ability in Maritime

Safety and Security."

The initiative aims to enhance the capabilities of

Indonesia's Maritime Security Agency (BAKAMLA) by

deploying a patrol vessel. This move seeks to combat

illegal activities like fishing, smuggling, terrorism,

piracy, and human trafficking in Indonesia's territorial

waters. [Japan International Cooperation Agency]

Majority of Indonesians view China's

actions in South China Sea as threatening
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(jb) A recent survey conducted by Indonesia Strategic

and Defence Studies (ISDS) and Kompas Research and

Development revealed that 73 percent of Indonesians

perceive China's activities in the South China Sea as a

threat to their country's sovereignty. Most

respondents, 79 percent, believe that China's actions

also pose a threat to ASEAN member-states, with the

sentiment being strongest among people aged 27-42.

The poll indicates a preference among Indonesians for

ASEAN as the primary partner for defending their

territory, with a defensive alliance with these nations

seen as the best security option. The United States was

highlighted as the most favored non-ASEAN partner.

[Radio Free Asia]

Indonesia, Vietnam aim to strengthen

economic ties

(jb) Indonesian Cooperatives and Small and Medium

Enterprises (SMEs) Minister, Teten Masduki, was on a

working visit to Vietnam from March 21-22 to enhance

economic collaboration between the two nations.

Masduki is targeting deeper ties in the micro, small,

and medium enterprises (MSMEs), cooperatives, and

food production sectors.

Highlighting the economic potential shared by

Indonesia and Vietnam as fellow ASEAN members,

Masduki emphasized the importance of joint efforts to

leverage domestic advantages.

During his visit to Khanh Hoa province, he met with

local officials to discuss potential areas of cooperation,

including increasing food production, enhancing digital

agricultural ecosystems, and optimizing the potential

of MSMEs and cooperatives.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) data

indicates that ASEAN contributed 16.4 percent of the

world's total fish production in 2022 and more than a

fifth of the global rice production in 2023. Masduki

stressed the need for strengthened research and

development in agriculture and fisheries to enhance

product quality and competitiveness in global markets.

This cooperation is expected to generate quality jobs,

particularly targeting the younger generation in the

agriculture and fishery sectors. [Antara News] [Vietnam

Plus]
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Dutch King expresses regret and formally

acknowledges Indonesia’s independence

(jb) Dutch King Willem-Alexander expressed regret for

Dutch aggression against the former colony and

formally acknowledged Indonesia's independence date

during his first state visit to the country. The apology,

conveyed during a ceremony with Indonesian

President Joko Widodo, addresses historical tensions.

The Netherlands initially apologized in 2013 after

pressure from victims' families. Indonesia declared

independence in 1945, facing Dutch resistance until

1949.

The royal visit is intended to deepen economic ties and

promote mutual respect between the states. [Yahoo!

News]

Liverpool City Region strengthens trade

ties with Surabaya

(jb) Liverpool City Region has sealed a two-year

agreement with Surabaya, Indonesia's second-largest

city, marking a milestone in strengthening trade links

between the UK and Indonesia. Mayor Steve Rotheram

and Surabaya Mayor Eri Cahyadi signed a

memorandum of understanding, emphasizing mutual

collaboration.

This partnership, forged during the 75th anniversary of

UK-Indonesia diplomatic relations, aims to bolster

economic growth and foster shared prosperity.

Surabaya's strategic position as Indonesia's key

economic hub, with a thriving port handling millions of

tons of cargo annually, presents lucrative trade

opportunities for Liverpool.

The agreement builds upon the existing sister city

relationship established in 2018, facilitating deeper

collaboration across various sectors. Through

initiatives involving local partners such as Tranmere

Rovers FC and St Vincent's School, both regions seek to

leverage their strengths for mutual benefit, echoing a

commitment to overcome shared challenges and

enhance community welfare. [The Business Desk]

Indonesia’s Central Sulawesi and

Guangzhou explore investment prospects
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(jb) Central Sulawesi Governor Rusdy Mastura met with

representatives from China's Guangzhou municipal

government to discuss investment opportunities

aimed at driving economic growth in the province.

Governor Mastura emphasized that investments could

stimulate employment and benefit micro, small, and

medium enterprises (MSMEs), enhancing local income.

Welcoming potential collaboration with Guangzhou's

Development Research Institute, Mastura highlighted

the aspiration for a more prosperous Central Sulawesi.

The region's suitability for horticultural crops like

durian, grapes, and jackfruit was emphasized by

Agriculture Minister Andi Amran Sulaiman.

With plans to plant durians on a large scale, the

provincial government expressed interest in

Guangzhou's offer of cooperation. Zhao Yan,

representing Guangzhou, proposed tailored

cooperation to meet the region's potential and

requirements. [Tempo.co]

Indonesia, India collaborate on seaweed

cultivation project

(jb) Indonesia and India are collaborating on a

groundbreaking seaweed cultivation project in East

Lombok, aiming for economic growth and

environmental sustainability. Led by Coordinating

Minister Luhut B Pandjaitan, the initiative showcases

Indonesia's potential as a seaweed leader.

With India's support, including Sea6 Energy's expertise,

Indonesia seeks to maximize seaweed's benefits. The

comprehensive approach involves government,

research, and private sectors to streamline processes

and boost productivity.

Despite Indonesia's coastal advantage, the seaweed

industry is underdeveloped, prompting such initiatives.

Through joint efforts, both nations aim to unlock

seaweed's full potential, promoting a sustainable blue

economy and community welfare. [The Financial

Express]

Japan discusses with China seafood

export

(sh ) On March 20, senior diplomats from Japan and

China convened to address bilateral concerns,

particularly China's halt of Japanese seafood imports.

Namazu Hiroyuki, Director-General of Japan's Asian
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and Oceanian Affairs Bureau, and Liu Jinsong, Director-

General of China's Department of Asian Affairs, met in

Guangzhou, China.

Namazu reiterated Japan's stance on Fukushima

Daiichi nuclear plant's treated water discharge,

reaffirming that the plant's has managed to reduce

tritium levels of the released water to about one-

seventh of the World Health Organization's guidance

level for drinking water. He urged China to lift the

seafood import suspension promptly. Since the 2011

tsunami disaster, the plant has dealt with

contaminated water, treating it to remove most

radioactive substances.

Despite dilution efforts to meet safety standards,

China banned marine imports from Japan. [NHK]

Japan, US to discuss AUKUS technological

collaboration during Kishida state visit

(sh) On March 21, a senior US government official

hinted that the upcoming Japan-US summit will

address technological collaboration between Japan

and AUKUS, a security framework involving Australia,

Britain, and the United States.

US Deputy Secretary of State Kurt Campbell, speaking

in Tokyo, suggested that President Joe Biden and

Japan's Prime Minister Kishida Fumio will likely discuss

this topic during their meeting in Washington. AUKUS,

established in 2021 to counter China's maritime

activities, focuses on two main aspects: deploying

nuclear-powered submarines to Australia and

cooperation in advanced technologies.

Campbell mentioned understanding Japan's stance on

nuclear technology in security but suggested

discussing AUKUS's technological cooperation,

including robotics and cyber technology, at the

summit.

The US administration is open to allies and partners

participating in AUKUS's technological initiatives, with

Campbell expressing hope for Japan's involvement,

citing its capacity to contribute significantly to security

and technological advancements in the Indo-Pacific.

[NHK]

Russian navy fleet carries out naval

exercise in Sea of Japan  
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(sh) On March 20, a detachment from the Russia's

Pacific Fleet had engaged in extensive naval drills. The

exercises, which included live fire, were conducted in

the Peter the Great Gulf, which is situated between

Russia and Japan, stands as the largest gulf within the

Sea of Japan.

The detachment, consisting of ships such as the Hero

of the Russian Federation Aldar Tsydenzhapov,

Gromky, and Sovershenny corvettes, practices fending

off simulated attacks from unmanned boats and aerial

drones, according to the fleet's news service.

The fleet's statement outlined that the crews practiced

tactical maneuvers for naval combat against

hypothetical enemy surface ships. However, specific

details regarding the time and duration of the

exercises remained undisclosed. [Reuters]

Japan seeks meeting between Prime

Minister Kishida and North Korean leader

Kim Jong-un

(sh) On March 25, North Korea revealed that Japan's

Prime Minister had proposed a meeting with North

Korean leader Kim Jong Un. However, Pyongyang

emphasized that the likelihood of their first summit in

two decades hinges on Japan's willingness to tolerate

North Korea's weapons program and overlook its past

abductions of Japanese citizens.

Japan confirmed its efforts to arrange a bilateral

summit but rejected North Korea's conditions as

unacceptable, dampening prospects for an immediate

meeting between Kim and Kishida. [ABC News] [Japan

Times] [Reuters]

Meanwhile, the National Police Agency of Japan has

disclosed the strategies utilized by North Korean IT

workers who use fake identities to secure employment

from Japanese companies. Furthermore, the earnings

of North Korean IT workers abroad reportedly

contribute to funding the country's nuclear and missile

programs.

The advisory, issued jointly by the National Police

Agency, Foreign Ministry, Finance Ministry, and

Economy, Trade and Industry Ministry, outlines the

fraud tactics. Many North Korean IT workers reside in

China, Russia, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere and

reportedly create accounts on online job platforms,

falsifying their nationalities and posing as freelancers

seeking various jobs, such as website and software

developmenter.
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Japanese investigators have uncovered three cases of

illicit money transfers and other crimes involving North

Korean IT engineers. [NHK]

Japan to support Argentine economy

(sh) On March 21, Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko

Kamikawa held a bilateral meeting her Argentine

counterpart during the latter’s visit to Japan.

Kamikawa pledged support the South American

country for sustainable growth. The pledge comes as

Argentinia’s President Javier Milei, elected last

November, is currently facing first resistance of

lawmakers against his radical austerity agenda. [Al

Jazeera]

Both ministers discussed enhancing cooperation in

various sectors, including science, technology, and

culture, and addressing global challenges. They

emphasized collaboration among like-minded nations

to foster international cooperation. [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, Japan] [Japan News]

Laos, Cambodia ink agreement to advance

cooperation

(dql) Laos and Cambodia have vowed to advance their

comprehensive strategic partnership during

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet’s visit to Laos

this week at the invitation of his Lao counterpart

Sonexay Siphandone.

His visit also saw the signing of a number of

agreements to further enhance cooperations, as well

as of memoranda of understanding on clean and

renewable energy projects, with a view of exporting

electricity from Laos to Cambodia. [The Star]

Laos, Vietnam set to enhance security

cooperation

(wn) Deputy Defence Minister Sen. Lieut. Gen. Hoàng

Xuân Chiến and his Lao counterpart, Vongkham

Phommakone, chaired the fourth Việt Nam-Laos

ministerial-level defence policy dialogue in Điện Biên.

They agreed that bilateral defence cooperation has

been fruitful in promoting friendship between the two

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-try/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-trj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-trj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-trt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-trt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-tri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-trd/


governments, armies, and peoples. The cooperation

has been practical in areas like delegation exchange,

border management, training, consultation, and

support at multilateral forums.

Both sides agreed to continue cooperation and

assigned delegations to review and evaluate the

protocol outcomes for 2020-2024 and recommend

collaboration for 2025-2029. [Vietnam News]

Malaysia, Hungary engage in talks to

enhance bilateral relations

(ba) Malaysia and Hungary convened to discuss

strategies for bolstering their bilateral relations,

particularly focusing on investment and trade,

agricultural initiatives, and collaboration in the realm

of electro-mobility.

In a bilateral meeting on March 20, Malaysian Foreign

Minister Datuk Seri Mohamad Hasan and Hungarian

Foreign and Trade Minister Peter Szijjarto delved into

topics including Malaysia-European Union (EU) bilateral

ties, ASEAN-EU Dialogue relations, as well as shared

interests in regional and global affairs.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs disclosed that the two

ministers exchanged Diplomatic Notes for Bilateral

Work and Cooperation Agreements between

Malaysia's Institute of Diplomacy and Foreign Relations

(IDFR) and Hungary's Diplomatic Academy (MDA).

During his official visit to Malaysia, Szijjarto engaged in

discussions with Minister of Higher Education Datuk

Seri Zambry bin Abdul Kadir to fortify collaboration in

higher education, including the Stipendium

Hungaricum scholarship program. Highlighting the

longstanding rapport between Malaysia and Hungary,

it was noted that in 2023, bilateral trade amounted to

USD 0.67 billion, with exports totaling USD 0.52 billion

and imports at USD 0.15 billion.

Szijjarto’s visit to Malaysia marked the conclusion of his

Southeast Asia tour following engagements in Thailand

and Singapore. [Astro Awani] [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs Malaysia]

Malaysia further strengthens cooperation

with Thailand

(ba) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim highlighted

Malaysia's commitment to enhancing collaboration
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with Thailand across trade, investment, and tourism

sectors. He expressed optimism about future

endeavors in various realms. Anwar emphasized

efforts to bolster cooperation, with the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs facilitating ASEAN engagement and

strengthening bilateral ties with neighboring nations.

He said in his welcome speech at the Madani iftar

ceremony with ambassadors, delegates foreigners,

heads of international organizations and students

from Maahad Tahfiz Sulaimaniyah, Kajang at the Seri

Perdana Complex on March 21.

Thailand stands as Malaysia's seventh-largest global

trading partner, with a trade volume totaling USD

24.83 billion in 2023. Additionally, Malaysia is actively

engaged with Singapore in finalizing the Johor-

Singapore Special Economic Zone (JS-SEZ), aiming to

sign a joint agreement by year-end, envisaging mutual

benefits for both regions.

Addressing ASEAN collaboration, Anwar, also serving

as the Minister of Finance, underscored Malaysia's

commitment to expanding cooperation in pivotal areas

like energy transition, digitalization, public health, and

education. He reiterated Malaysia's dedication to

regional partnerships, citing extensive visits to ASEAN

member states. Notably, ASEAN, China, the United

States, the European Union, and Japan remain

Malaysia's key trading partners, collectively

constituting 67.7 percent of its total trade in 2023.

[Astro Awani]

Mongolia seeks South Korean expertise in

public service improvement

(fg) On March 21, the Minister of Mongolia and Head of

the Cabinet Secretariat Amarbayasgalan Dashzegve

and the South Korean Minister of Human Resources

Kim Seung-ho met in Ulaanbaatar. They discussed the

expansion of bilateral relations and cooperation,

particularly in human resources management in the

public sector.

They highlighted the successful current cooperation in

the training and specialization of civil servants.

The Mongolian minister emphasized his government's

efforts to improve performance, ethics and discipline

in the civil service and wished for further cooperation

to learn from South Korea's experience. [Montsame]
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Thailand sends aid to Myanmar amidst

ongoing conflict

(jb) Thailand has dispatched its first batch of

humanitarian aid to Myanmar amid the ongoing

conflict. On March 25, ten trucks carrying

approximately 4,000 aid packages worth THB 5 million

(USD 138,000) crossed the border into Kayin State, also

known as Karen State. The aid, mostly consisting of

food, instant beverages, and toiletries, is set to benefit

around 20,000 displaced individuals.

The Thai Red Cross is spearheading this initiative,

backed by Thailand's Foreign Ministry and with

logistical support from the Thai army. Myanmar’s Red

Cross will oversee the distribution of the aid. Thai Vice

Foreign Minister Sihasak Phuangketkeow emphasized

that the aid was purely humanitarian, not politically

motivated, and expressed hopes to extend assistance

to other affected areas if this initiative proves

successful.

Despite these efforts, critics argue that the aid will

primarily assist areas under Myanmar's military

control, potentially boosting the junta's propaganda

while neglecting most displaced people. More than 2.8

million people in Myanmar are displaced due to the

conflict, with 18.6 million, including 6 million children,

requiring humanitarian assistance, according to U.N.

agencies. [AP News]

Chinese Ambassador says Myanmar major

beneficiary of LMC special fund, junta

papers report

(jb) Chinese Ambassador to Myanmar, Chen Hai,

emphasized Myanmar's significant role as the primary

beneficiary of the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation (LMC)

special fund, according to junta newspapers. The fund,

which operated from 2017 to 2023, allocated

approximately USD 31.6 million to 106 projects in

Myanmar, spanning various sectors including

education, health, agriculture, and tourism.

Chen underscored the substantial impact of LMC

projects on Myanmar's socio-economic development,

praising the country's progress and achievements

within the framework of China-Myanmar cooperation.

The LMC, comprising China, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam,

and Thailand, aims to foster regional peace, narrow

development gaps, and promote sustainable

development along the Mekong River.
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Despite international criticism of Myanmar's military

regime following the 2021 coup and subsequent

crackdowns, China and Russia have refrained from

condemning the regime and have even deepened ties

with the regime. China has affirmed its support for

Myanmar on international platforms. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar junta soldiers cross border into

Thailand amid escalating conflict

(jb) Nearly 50 soldiers from Myanmar's junta regime

fled across the Moei River into Thailand's Tak province.

The exodus followed an attack by joint resistance

forces on a junta base near the border.

According to the Karen National Union (KNU), 48 junta

troops fled from Karen State to Thailand on March 19

after their base near Mae Tha Raw Hta village came

under assault. Colonel Saw Nal Dar Htoo of the KNU

reported that 36 soldiers from the junta's Light Infantry

Battalion 558, including its commander, and 12

soldiers from Light Infantry Battalion 557 sought

refuge in Thailand, carrying their weapons.

Residents of Tak province's Paikhalan village witnessed

the junta soldiers being detained by the Thai army

after crossing the river. The Royal Thai Army also

confiscated their weapons, as confirmed by residents

of Umphang district.

The base near Mae Tha Raw Hta village, located

approximately five kilometers from the border, fell to

resistance forces after being surrounded by troops

from the Karen National Liberation Army and People's

Defense Forces. The conflict resulted in casualties on

both sides, with the bodies of five junta soldiers

discovered at the captured base. [The Irrawaddy]

Nepal’s Deputy Prime Minister Shrestha

visits China; BRI implementation looms

uncertain

(tg) Nepal’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of

Foreign Affairs, Narayan Kaji Shrestha, reached

neighboring China on March 25 for a nine-day visit and

started meetings with top leaders of the Communist

Party of China (CPC).

This visit holds considerable importance because it

marks the first high-level interaction between

Kathmandu and Beijing since Prime Minister Pushpa
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Kamal Dahal reshuffled his coalition partners earlier

this month to revive the so-called "Left Alliance" with

the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist–

Leninist) [see AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1]

On his first day in Beijing, Shrestha held discussions

with Wang Huning, the chairman of the National

Committee of the Chinese People’s Political

Consultative Conference (CPPCC). Shrestha also met

with Sun Haiyan, the deputy head of the International

Department of the CPC Central Committee who had

visited Kathmandu in January, over dinner to discuss

various aspects of Nepal-China relations. [The

Himalayan Times]

On March 26, Shrestha was scheduled to meet with

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi and discuss the

status of various China funded projects in Nepal and

possible economic cooperation between Nepal and

China including some projects to be built under the

Chinese economic and technical assistance. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Looming over these engagements are ongoing

speculation surrounding the Nepali government's

stance on the implementation of the Belt and Road

Initiative (BRI) proposed by China. Despite signing a

Memorandum of Understanding on the BRI in 2017, no

projects under the initiative have materialized due to

the delay in finalizing the implementation plan since

early 2020. Disagreements over investment modalities

have hindered progress, preventing both countries

from moving forward with negotiations or execution of

projects.

Nepal, European Union renew

commitment to work together to uphold

democracy, human rights

(lm) During their 15th Joint Commission meeting, Nepal

and the European Union on March 20 reaffirmed their

commitment to collaborate on upholding democracy,

human rights, and achieving Sustainable Development

Goals (SDGs). The meeting was co-chaired by Nepal's

Foreign Secretary and the EU's Deputy Managing

Director for Asia and the Pacific. [The Kathmandu Post]

The two sides discussed regional and multilateral

processes, including the South Asian Association for

Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and the Bay of Bengal

Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic

Cooperation (BIMSTEC), and expressed commitment to

cooperation within global forums.
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Pakistan to consider resuming trade with

India, foreign minister says

(lm) Pakistan’s Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar announced

that the country would consider reestablishing trade

relations with neighboring India, following years of

suspension due to political tensions and occasional

cross-border violence. He emphasized that Pakistani

businessmen were keen on resuming trade with India.

[The News International]

Hopes for a diplomatic thaw were first prompted when

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi congratulated

Pakistan's new Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif on

becoming the head of government. Following Modi's

message, the United States said it would "welcome

productive and peaceful talks between India and

Pakistan."

It is worth recalling the assertive stance of the Prime

Minister's elder brother, Nawaz Sharif, during his

tenure. Nawaz Sharif notably challenged the military's

authority by facilitating a historic visit from then-Indian

Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee to Pakistan in 1999,

marking an effort to normalize relations with India. At

the time, Nawaz and Vajpayee signed a treaty that was

seen as an historic confidence-building breakthrough

between the two countries, less than a year after both

of them conducted nuclear tests that had escalated

tensions in the region.

However, three months after the treaty, the two

countries engaged in a war in Kargil in Indian-

administered Kashmir. India accused Pakistani soldiers

of infiltrating into territory it controlled. Nawaz blamed

his then-military chief, General Pervez Musharraf and

other top commanders for orchestrating the incursion

behind his back. Only a few months later, Musharraf

carried out a military coup in October 1999 in which

Sharif was removed from power, just two years after

assuming charge as the prime minister. Two years

after returning to power in 2013, Nawaz again

surprised military leaders by extending an invitation to

Prime Minister Modi for his granddaughter's wedding

in late 2015.

Pakistan does not desire armed conflict

with Afghanistan, says Defense Minister

Khawaja Asif
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(tj) In response to recent airstrikes targeting alleged

terrorist hideouts across the Afghan border, Pakistan's

Defense Minister Khawaja Asif emphasized that

Islamabad does not intend to engage in armed conflict

with neighboring Afghanistan. Notably, however, Asif

highlighted that while force is a last resort, Pakistan

may block the trade corridor to Afghanistan if anti-

Pakistan terrorism persists unchecked. [Voice of

America] [Dawn]

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. 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 the TTP, which often targets

Pakistani soldiers and police. [AiR No. 12, March/2024,

3]

The recent escalation underscores long-standing

tensions between the two neighbors, with Pakistan

accusing Afghanistan of harboring militants who pose

a threat to its security. However, Kabul denies

sheltering anti-Pakistan militants.

United States diplomat denies pushing

Pakistani prime minister Khan out of

office

(lm) Donald Lu, the U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for

South and Central Asia, has for the first time publicly

addressed allegations of conspiring to oust Pakistan's

then-Prime Minister Imran Khan in 2022. In a written

testimony prior to a congressional hearing, Lu rejected

the charge that he or his government played a role in

fomenting Khan's ouster, labeling the accusations as

"complete falsehoods". [Voice of America] [Al Jazeera]

The controversy stems from a purported diplomatic

cable, known as the cypher, allegedly sent by then-

Pakistani Ambassador to Washington Asad Majeed

Khan. This document suggested US involvement in

Khan's removal from office, citing a meeting between

Ambassador Khan and Lu in March 2022 [see AiR No.

9, March/2022, 1].

That meeting, according to a report in The Intercept,

took place less than two weeks after then-Prime
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Minister Khan visited Moscow on February 24, the day

Russia invaded Ukraine. In the meeting, Lu reportedly

told Majeed that Washington and Europe were “quite

concerned” about Khan’s visit to Russia and Pakistan

taking an “aggressively neutral position” on the Ukraine

war. The US official then bluntly raises the issue of a

no-confidence vote: “I think if the no-confidence vote

against the Prime Minister succeeds, all will be forgiven

in Washington because the Russia visit is being looked

at as a decision by the Prime Minister,” Lu said,

according to the document. “Otherwise,” he continued,

“I think it will be tough going ahead.”

The day after the meeting, on March 8, an alliance of

Pakistani opposition parties moved forward with a key

procedural step toward a no-confidence vote against

Khan, seeking his removal from office over alleged

misrule and mismanagement of the economy [see Air

No. 11, March/2022, 3]. The no-confidence vote

removed Khan from office a month later, which he

denounced as illegal and accused former military chief

General Qamar Javed Bajwa and the US of plotting [see

AiR No. 15, April/2022, 2].

Moreover, Lu addressed concerns about irregularities

in Pakistan's February 8 general elections, stating that

the Biden administration has consistently urged

Pakistani authorities to investigate these issues

transparently and hold those responsible accountable.

Lu's testimony shed also light on what he referred to

as "irregularities" in the conduct of Pakistan's February

8 elections, emphasizing incidents such as attacks on

security officials, harassment of journalists, and

instances where political parties and candidates were

impeded from registering.

In this regard it is worth noting that the hearing was

convened following appeals from more than 30

members of the US Congress urging President Biden

and Secretary of State Antony Blinken to withhold

recognition of Pakistan's new government until a

credible investigation into election interference was

conducted. Despite these concerns, Secretary of State

Antony Blinken had congratulated Pakistan’s new

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif on his election. In his

testimony, Lu clarified that recognition decisions

depend on engagement with the government rather

than formal recognition processes.

Furthermore, Lu emphasized the significance of the

partnership between the US and Pakistan in

addressing shared challenges, particularly in

combating armed groups and promoting economic

stability. He reiterated the critical role the United

States plays in supporting Pakistan's economic

stability, especially amid the country's ongoing
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economic crisis. Lu's testimony underscored the

importance of constructive engagement between the

two nations despite the challenges surrounding the

recent elections and the broader geopolitical context.

United States envoy meets with

Pakistan’s Petroleum Minister

(nw) The United States ambassador to Islamabad,

Donald Blome, met with Pakistan's Federal Minister for

Petroleum, Musadik Malik, to discuss technology

transfer, investment opportunities, and capacity-

building initiatives in the energy sector, among other

topics. Ambassador Blome expressed optimism for the

transformation of Pakistan's energy sector and

highlighted an upcoming economic dialogue in

Washington in April, where energy-related matters will

be a focal point. Minister Malik emphasized Pakistan's

commitment to strengthening ties with the US and

highlighted the country's potential in the energy

sector. Prior to this meeting, Ambassador Blome also

held discussions with other Pakistani officials, including

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, Foreign Minister Ishaq

Dar and President Asif Ali Zardari, regarding bilateral

relations and regional issues. [Business Recorder] [The

News]

Saudi defense minister guest of honor at

Pakistan Day parade, gets top civilian

award

(lm) Saudi Arabia's Defense Minister, Prince Khalid bin

Salman, attended the Pakistan Day military parade in

Islamabad as the guest of honor, and both countries

used the opportunity to reaffirm their commitment to

further strengthening their bilateral ties. This

commitment was highlighted during a meeting

between Pakistan’s President Asif Ali Zardari and

Defence Minister Prince Khalid bin Salman Al Saud. The

meeting culminated with President Zardari conferring

the prestigious Nishan-i-Pakistan award – the highest

civilian award conferred by the government – on Prince

Khalid. [The News International] [Arab News 1]

In addition to the meeting between President Zardari

and Prince Khalid, Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif also engaged in discussions with the Saudi

defense minister, focusing on bilateral matters,

regional peace, security, and defense cooperation.

Both leaders expressed appreciation for the strong ties

between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, grounded in
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shared religious, historical, and cultural affinities. They

explored avenues for expanding cooperation,

particularly in defense and economic spheres, with

Prime Minister Shehbaz extending an invitation for a

visit by the Saudi crown prince to Pakistan. [Arab News

2]

The meeting also provided an opportunity to discuss

recent developments, including COAS General Munir's

visit to Riyadh, which was deemed instrumental in

further strengthening defense ties between Pakistan

and Saudi Arabia.

Philippines lodges ‘strongest protest’

against China; Beijing says bilateral

relations at ‘crossroads’

(lm) The diplomatic tensions between the Philippines

and China have escalated further due to a recent clash

over the Second Thomas Shoal, also known as Ayungin

Shoal, in the South China Sea. Manila alleges that

China's coastguard used water cannon against a

civilian boat supplying troops on March 23 at the

Second Thomas Shoal, resulting in damage to the boat

and injuries to some crew members. [Deutsche Welle]

The confrontation marked the latest and most serious

confrontation between the rival Asian claimants near

the disputed Second Thomas Shoal. Earlier in March,

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, 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].

Against this backdrop, on March 25 Manila summoned

a Chinese envoy to protest Beijing’s actions. China,

however, defended its actions, asserting that it was

lawful regulation and interception of a "foreign vessel"

attempting to intrude into Chinese waters. Chinese

Vice Foreign Minister Chen Xiaodong during a phone

call with Philippine counterpart Theresa Lazaro warned

Manila to behave cautiously and seek dialogue, saying

their relations were at a "crossroads". [Reuters]

Despite Beijing's stance, Philippines Defense Secretary

Gilberto Teodoro challenged China to resolve territorial

disputes through international arbitration for a

sustainable legal solution. Additionally, Philippine

officials convened to discuss new strategies to address

China's provocative actions in the South China Sea,
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with recommendations to be presented to President

Ferdinand Marcos Jr. [Associated Press]

In related developments, the Chinese coastguard on

March 21 reported an incident where 34 Philippine

nationals had “ignored warnings” and “illegally landed”

on Tiexian Reef, part of the northern Spratly Islands, in

the South China Sea.  Details about the individuals and

their fate remain undisclosed. [South China Morning

Post]

Japan, Philippines near long-range missile

milestones

(lb) Amid escalating tensions driven by China's

assertive actions in the Western Pacific, the Philippines

and Japan, key allies of the United States, are taking

significant steps to enhance their military capabilities

with the acquisition of advanced missiles. The

Philippines is on track to receive its first BrahMos anti-

ship cruise missiles by the end of March, a notable

development as it marks the country's debut as the

initial foreign purchaser of this sophisticated

weaponry. Meanwhile, Japan is gearing up to train its

military personnel in the operation of Tomahawk

missiles, a crucial component of its evolving defense

strategy. [Breaking Defense]

Philippines pushes for stronger defense

ties with Cambodia

(lb) The Philippines aims to strengthen defense ties

with Cambodia, as Defense Secretary Gilbert Teodoro

met with Cambodian Ambassador Phan Peuv.

Discussions highlighted bilateral cooperation in

cybersecurity, humanitarian mine action, and disaster

risk reduction. Both countries expressed concerns over

illegal mine usage and committed to combat

command-detonated mines and improvised explosive

devices. Additionally, Teodoro was invited to

Cambodia's hosting of the Fifth Review Conference of

the Convention on the Prohibition of Antipersonnel

Mines. [Zawya]

Philippines, Hong Kong work to enhance

relations

(lb) The Philippines and Hong Kong are working to

enhance relations through increased tourism and
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strengthened trade and economic ties. The Hong Kong

Economic and Trade Office (HKETO) has reported a 25

percent increase in Filipino visitors to Hong Kong in

January 2024, following efforts to attract tourists. Trade

between the two nations has also shown resilience,

with the Philippines being Hong Kong's 13th largest

trading partner globally and fifth largest within ASEAN.

The countries are also exploring economic

engagements through agreements like the ASEAN and

Hong Kong Free Trade Agreement (AHKFTA) and the

ASEAN-HKC Investment Agreement (AHKIA). [PhilStar]

Up to 1,000 Vietnamese agricultural

workers able to enter Australia under

facilitated rules

(lb) Australia has announced that up to 1,000

agricultural workers from Vietnam will be allowed to

enter the country for work purposes under facilitated

rules this year. An agreement between the two

countries, signed on March 1, enables Vietnamese

workers to participate in the Pacific Australia Labour

Mobility (PALM) scheme. The workers must meet

eligibility criteria, including being over 21, proving

English proficiency, and meeting health requirements.

[Visa guide]

United States military officials to visit

small Philippine island near Taiwan

(lb) American military personnel are set to visit Basco,

the second largest among the Batanes Islands, the

northernmost islands of the Philippines, next month to

discuss the construction of a new port funded by

Washington. The proposed port aims to bolster

regional security and disaster response capabilities.

[Stars and Stripes]

Amidst rising tensions in the region, particularly

concerning China's territorial disputes and threats

against Taiwan, the port project is seen as a strategic

response. The port's construction would enhance

maritime defense capabilities, potentially

accommodating US and Philippine naval vessels.

Additionally, the port's location near the Bashi Channel

holds significance in terms of regional security,

providing strategic positioning for potential military

operations.
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Philippines, European Union resume

stalled trade negotiations

(lb) The European Union (EU) and the Philippines

announced plans to restart negotiations on a free

trade agreement, aiming to leverage Asia's rapid

economic growth and secure access to vital raw

materials. Talks had stalled in 2017 due to EU concerns

over human rights under then-President Rodrigo

Duterte, but with his successor Ferdinand Marcos Jr. in

office since June 2022, negotiations are now set to

resume. EU Trade Chief Valdis Dombrovskis welcomed

this "positive change" while emphasizing the need for

progress on human and labor rights. [Arab News]

[Reuters]

The EU is the Philippines' fourth-largest trade partner,

with significant potential for increased trade through a

new agreement. Seeking agreements with Southeast

Asian nations, the EU aims to secure raw materials like

nickel and copper from the Philippines, reducing

reliance on China. Meanwhile, the Philippines seeks

capital and expertise from EU companies to enhance

domestic processing, aiming to surpass GSP+ benefits

and achieve upper-middle-class income status.

This development follows closely on the heels of

President Marcos Jr.'s recent visit to Germany and the

Czech Republic [see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3]. Unlike

his predecessor, Rodrigo Duterte, who refrained from

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

his opposition to European Union criticisms of his drug

war, which even included threats to expel EU

diplomats from the Philippines.

China warns citizens in Singapore to stay

away from gambling

(lb) The Chinese embassy in Singapore has issued a

stern warning to its citizens, urging them to refrain

from engaging in any form of gambling while abroad,

including in Singapore. This directive is in line with

China's intensified efforts to crack down on Chinese

nationals participating in gambling activities across

Southeast Asia, a region popular among Chinese

tourists. The embassy emphasized that such actions

violate Chinese laws, even if the gambling activities are

legal in the host country. [Channel News Asia]

China's crackdown on cross-border gambling extends

beyond Singapore, with similar warnings issued by

Chinese embassies in other countries like South Korea

and Sri Lanka. Additionally, recent collaborations
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between Chinese and foreign law enforcement

agencies have led to the repatriation of Chinese

nationals engaged in offshore gambling activities.

Singapore launches Cambodia-Singapore

Cooperation Centre in Phnom Penh

(lb) Singapore’s embassy in Phnom Penh, Cambodia,

has launched the Cambodia-Singapore Cooperation

Centre (CSCC) microsite, marking a significant step in

supporting learning and professional growth for

individuals in Cambodia. This initiative, the first of its

kind among cooperation centers funded by Singapore

in Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, and Vietnam, aims to

provide updated information and serve as a one-stop

center for those interested in technical cooperation

programs offered by the Singaporean government.

[Phnom Penh Post]

Singapore’s Senior Minister visits China;

Beijing’s Liu Jianchao visits city-state

(lb/lm) Singapore’s Senior Minister and Coordinating

Minister for National Security, Teo Chee Hean,

conducted an official visit to China from March 17-22,

encompassing Sichuan, Zhejiang, and Beijing. Of note,

during his visit, the Teo announced the resumption of

the Singapore-China Social Governance Forum in the

city-state in June. The forum, which began in 2012 and

was last held in 2016, addresses topics such as

managing diversity and social governance. [Singapore

Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

In Chengdu and Hangzhou, he met with provincial CPC

Secretaries Wang Xiaohui and Yi Lianhong,

respectively, discussing ways to enhance Singapore's

cooperation with Western China and the Yangtze River

Delta. He also engaged with representatives of

Singapore companies and observed the latest

economic developments in both provinces. [Channel

News Asia]

In Beijing, on March 21, Senior Minister Teo met with

President of the Party School of the CPC Central

Committee, Chen Xi, reviewing the long-standing

cooperation between Singapore and China in human

resource development and celebrating the resumption

of in-person exchanges post-COVID-19.

On March 22, Senior Minister Teo held separate

meetings with Vice President Han Zheng and Secretary
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of the Political and Legal Affairs Commission of the CPC

Central Committee, Chen Wenqing. Senior Minister Teo

and Secretary Chen discussed ongoing bilateral

cooperation on legal and judicial matters and explored

avenues for collaboration in addressing transnational

crime. They also highlighted the significance of other

bilateral forums, such as the Joint Council for Bilateral

Cooperation and the Singapore-China Forum on

Leadership, in promoting regular exchanges between

top officials from both countries. [The Straits Times]

While Senior Minister Teo was visiting China, Liu

Jianchao, head of the international department of the

Communist Party of China, made a visit to Singapore

from March 25 to 28, upon the invitation of

Singapore's Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan. Liu's

schedule included meetings with Singapore's Prime

Minister Lee Hsien Loong, Deputy Prime Minister and

Finance Minister Lawrence Wong, and Deputy Prime

Minister and Coordinating Minister for Economic

Policies Heng Swee Keat. [Reuters]

Top Laotian official visits Singapore on

Lee Kuan Yew Exchange Fellowship

(lb) Thongsavanh Phomvihane, head of the Lao

People’s Revolutionary Party’s External Relations

Committee, is currently in Singapore for a four-day visit

as part of the Lee Kuan Yew Exchange Fellowship.

During his stay from March 24 to 27, Thongsavanh will

meet with Singaporean officials, including Prime

Minister Lee Hsien Loong and Deputy Prime Minister

Lawrence Wong, and will also attend briefings on

Singapore's healthcare and education systems, and

visit local institutions. [The Straits Times]

Established in 1991, the fellowship invites

distinguished individuals to Singapore based on their

potential contributions to their countries and bilateral

relations. Recent fellows under this program include

British MP Wes Streeting and Brunei’s Prince Abdul

Mateen.

South Korea President meets British

Deputy Prime Minister

(oy) On March 20 South Korean President Yoon Suk

Yeol met British Deputy Prime Minister Oliver Dowden

at the Presidential Office. Dowden was visiting South

Korea to attend the 3rd Summit for Democracy (see

article in this edition).
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Yoon and Dowden agreed to closely cooperate to

promote and defend democracy. Yoon highlighted the

Downing Street Accord, signed with British Prime

Minister Rishi Sunak last November (see AiR No. 48,

November/2023, 4), as a milestone in bilateral

relations and urged its committed implementation. 

Dowden acknowledged the close cooperation between

the two countries in various sectors and emphasized

Britain’s commitment to strengthening ties with South

Korea, while Yoon proposed using the regular 2+2 talks

involving foreign and defense ministers from South

Korea, Britain, the United States, and Australia to

enhance cooperation in defense and security.

They also discussed issues related to the Korean

Peninsula and the wider region. [South Korea

Presidential Office] [Yonhap]

South Korea’s foreign minister meets

Indian and Australian officials

(oy) On March 19, Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul met

with Rajkumar Ranjan Singh, India's Minister of State

for External Affairs and Education, and Tim Watts,

Australia’s Assistant Foreign Minister. Both ministers

were in South Korea to also attend the 3rd Summit for

Democracy.

In the meeting with Singh, Cho highlighted the robust

high-level exchanges between India and South Korea,

including the procurement of the second batch of K-9

self-propelled howitzers. He emphasized the

importance of India’s support in enhancing the

investment environment for Korean companies and

deepening bilateral economic and security

cooperation.

In the meeting with Watts, Cho praised the strong

relations established under the “Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership” and agreed to strengthen

strategic communication and cooperation. Cho

expressed gratitude for Australia’s support regarding a

Korean company’s contract to export next-generation

infantry fighting vehicles to Australia.

Cho also underscored the threat posed by North

Korea’s provocations to peace and stability and

emphasized the need for a united response from the

international community. Both Singh and Watts agreed

with his view. [South Korea Ministry of Foreign Affiars]

[Yonhap]
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South Korea’s vice-minister meets

Australian Assistant Minister for Foreign

Affairs

(oy) On March 19, South Korean Vice-Minister of

Foreign Affairs Kim Hong-kyun met with Australian

Assistant Minister for Foreign Affairs Tim Watts. Watts

was visiting South Korea for the 3rd Summit for

Democracy. They discussed bilateral relations, the

Korean Peninsula, and regional and international

situations.

Kim expressed appreciation for the close cooperation

between South Korea and Australia in various fields

and commended Australia’s support for the export of

Korean next-generation infantry fighting vehicles. Both

sides agreed to strengthen strategic communication

and solidarity, and to convene the 6th Republic of

Korea-Australia Foreign and Defense Ministers’ 2+2

Meeting.

Kim and Watt shared concerns about North Korea’s

nuclear developments, provocations, and its military

cooperation with Russia, and affirmed their resolve to

respond firmly to these threats while working on the

denuclearization of North Korea and improving human

rights in the country. [South Korea Ministry of Foreign

Affiars]

South Korea’s vice-minister meets

Lithuanian Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs

(oy) On March 18, South Korean Vice-Minister of

Foreign Affairs Kim Hong-kyun met Lithuanian Vice-

Minister of Foreign Affairs Egidijus Meilū nas met

during Meilū nas’s visit to attend the 3rd Summit for

Democracy. They discussed bilateral relations, the

situation on the Korean Peninsula, and regional and

global affairs. Both ministers acknowledged the active

high-level exchanges between their countries and

expressed hope for further deepening of bilateral

cooperation.

Meilū nas hoped for expanded economic cooperation,

especially in the high-tech sector, and more active

investment by South Korean companies in Lithuania.

Kim requested support for the successful

establishment of the South Korean Embassy in Vilnius.

Both ministers agreed that North Korea’s nuclear and

missile provocations and military cooperation with

Russia pose threats to peace and stability in both the

Korean Peninsula and Europe. They also discussed the
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war in Ukraine and the Indo-Pacific strategy. [South

Korea Ministry of Foreign Affiars_2]

South Korea and US conduct joint military

exercise

(oy) South Korea and the United States have been

conducting combined military exercises to enhance

their readiness against threats.

On March 21, a five-day urban combat training began

in Paju, near Seoul, with about 400 troops, tanks,

helicopters, and drones. The focus was on attack and

defense operations in urban areas and underground

facilities, a new battle environment highlighted by the

Israel-Hamas conflict. [Yonhap_1]

On March 20, a two-week river-crossing drill took place

in Paju on the Imjin River. Approximately 470 troops

from the South Korean Army’s 5th Armored Brigade

and a U.S. engineering battalion participated, with 65

pieces of equipment, including helicopters, tanks, and

missiles. The drill aimed to ensure interoperability

among the allies’ river-crossing assets and establish

operational methods using their combined military

equipment. [Yonhap_2]

South Korea and Iraq agree to enhance

defense industry cooperation

(oy) South Korean Defense Minister Shin Won-sik and

his Iraqi counterpart Thabet Mohammed Saeed Al-

Abbasi agreed to strengthen defense industry

cooperation.

During their talks in Seoul, Shin and Al-Abbasi

discussed expanding bilateral defense ties, with Shin

briefing Al-Abbasi on various South Korean weapons

systems. Al-Abbasi expressed interest in advanced

South Korean weapons to enhance Iraq’s defense

capabilities.

Part of Al-Abbasi's visit schedule were also meetings

with CEOs of major South Korean defense companies,

including Korea Aerospace Industries Ltd. (KAI).

Earlier in March, Lieutenant General Sameer Zaki

Hussein Al-Maliki, commander of Iraq’s Army Aviation

Command, inspected a KUH-1 Surion helicopter at

KAI’s headquarters, sparking speculation about a

potential deal. [Yonhap]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-tdk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-tdk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-tdu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-thl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-thr/


South Korea insists on Indonesia meeting

2026 payment deadline for KF-21 project

(oy) The South Korean Defense Acquisition Program

Administratio reaffirmed its position that Indonesia

should complete its payment for their joint KF-21

fighter jet development project by 2026.

This comes after reports that Indonesia, which has

arrears of KRW 1 trillion (USD 747.6 million), requested

to postpone the deadline to 2034.

The KF-21 project, launched in 2015, involves Indonesia

contributing about 20 percent of the total cost of KRW

8.1 trillion (USD 6.0 billion). However, Indonesia has

only contributed KRW 278.3 billion so far (USD 206

million). The project faced a setback recently due to an

investigation into an Indonesian engineer’s alleged

attempt to steal the jet’s technologies. [Yonhap]

South Korea, Malaysia to recommence

free trade discussions

(oy) South Korea and Malaysia have agreed to resume

their bilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA) talks, which

have been on hold since 2019. The announcement was

made by South Korea’s Trade Minister Cheong In-kyo

and Malaysia's Minister of Investment, Trade and

Industry, Tengku Zafrul Aziz.

The scope of the proposed FTA will be expanded to

include new areas such as service, investment, digital,

and biotechnology. The two countries also agreed to

start a new dialogue channel between trade ministers

to enhance bilateral economic cooperation and

strengthen ties in the supply chain and emerging

industries.

While South Korea already has an FTA with the

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), it is

seeking to strengthen ties with individual members

through separate deals. Malaysia is South Korea’s

third-largest trade partner in Southeast Asia.  [Yonhap]

South Korea summons Japanese

ambassador over history textbooks

(oy) South Korea’s Foreign Ministry has summoned

Japanese Ambassador Koichi Aiboshi to protest against
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Japan’s approval of history textbooks that claim

sovereignty over the Dokdo islets and downplay its

wartime forced labor and sexual slavery. [The Korea

Herald]

South Korea expressed “deep regret” over the

Japanese government’s approval of middle school

textbooks that make unfounded claims over the Dokdo

islets and distort historical facts. It “strongly protests”

these claims and asserts that Dokdo is an “integral part

of its territory historically, geographically, and under

international law”.

South Korea also expressed “strong regret” over the

altered descriptions of “comfort women” victims and

forced labor victims during Japanese colonial rule,

urging Japan to pursue history education based on an

apologetic and remorseful spirit for its past. It

emphasized that a future-oriented bilateral

relationship begins with a “correct understanding of

history” and hopes that Japan will face history squarely

and educate its young generation responsibly. [South

Korea Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

U.S. Admiral denies permanent special

forces’ presence on Taiwan's Kinmen

Islands

(fg) On March 20, Admiral John Aquillo, the head of the

United States Indo-Pacific Command, refuted last

week's reports that US Army Special Forces were

permanently stationed on Taiwan's Kinmen Islands.

[Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan News 1]

Previously, American military news outlet SOFREP had

reported that the "green berets" would be

permanently stationed in the outlying islands of

Taiwan for training and exercise missions.

When asked about this, Taiwan Defense Minister Chiu

Ko-cheng stated on February 14 that the exchange

with friendly countries would take place on a "regular

basis", which was interpreted as confirmation of these

reports (see AiR No. 12, March/2024, 3). [Taiwan News

2]

Biden signs spending bill including

financial aid for Taiwan and “honest

maps”
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(fg) On March 23, US President Joe Biden signed the

USD 1.2 trillion (NTD 38.15 trillion) budget bill that had

previously been negotiated in the Senate. This budget

includes USD 300 million in military funding for Taiwan.

[Taiwan News]

With Biden's signature, Rep. Tom Tiffany's amendment

on "honest maps" was also adopted.

It prohibits the Department of Defense from "creating,

procuring, or issuing" maps that show Taiwan and all

its islands as part of the People's Republic of China

(see amendment document). [Tom Tiffany press

release]

Paraguayan minister visits Taiwan

(fg) Last week, from March 17 to 21, a delegation from

Paraguay visited Taiwan. It was led by the Minister of

Information and Communication Technologies,

Gustavo Villate.

The visit focused on discussion on cooperation

between the two countries in the fields of technology

and education. [Taipei Times]

China hands over one Taiwanese

fisherman, keeps the second for further

investigation

(fg) On March 23, China handed over one of the two

Taiwanese fishermen to the Coast Guard of Taiwan,

the second remains in Chinese custody. [Taiwan News

1]

On March 17, the two fishermen drifted into Chinese

waters near Quanzhou due to foggy conditions and

were rescued by the Chinese Coast Guard.

According to Taiwan News and UDN, the Chinese side

had initially announced that the fishermen would be

returned to the Kinmen Islands the following day, but

they were detained on the Chinese guard vessel for

several days. [Taiwan News 2] [UDN, in Chinese]

The Chinese authorities suspect one of the fishermen

of being a member of the Taiwanese armed forces,

which is why they are still holding him for further

investigation and have not handed him over.
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Taiwan blockade would have an “absolute

calamitous effect” on world economy, UK

foreign minister warns

(fg) UK Foreign Secretary David Cameron expressed in

an ABC interview that a Chinese blockade of Taiwan

would be devastating for the global economy. [ABC

News]

He opposed any unilateral actions changing the Taiwan

Strait's status, stating that China has become more

aggressive. [Taiwan News]

On March 8, members of the Inter-Parliamentary

Alliance on China (IPAC) launched the campaign

"Operation Mist (Measure Impact of a Shock in the

Taiwan Strait)" to call on governments worldwide to

assess the economic impact of a potential conflict in

the Taiwan Strait (see AiR No. 11, March/2024, 2).

Taiwan’s Vice President-elect meets

prominent politicians in Lithuania

(fg) On March 23, Taiwan's Vice President-elect Hsiao

Bi-Khim met with two Lithuanian presidential

candidates from different political camps during a

"low-key" visit to Lithuania.

This information emerged from a Facebook post by

journalist Marius Laurinavičius, who made Hsiao's visit

public.

According to him, a working breakfast was held in

which both Dimas Žalimas from the Freedom Party

which belongs to the governing coalition and

Giedrimas Jeglinskas from the opposition party Union

of Democrats "For Lithuania" took part. [Focus Taiwan]

Lithuania is one of Taiwan's biggest diplomatic

supporters in Europe. In November 2021, a de-facto

embassy was opened in Vilnius, prompting China to

impose sanctions on the Baltic country (see AiR No. 47,

November/2021, 4).

Taiwan's Vice President elect meets Vice

President of European Parliament

(fg) Taiwan's Vice President-elect Hsiao Bi-Khim met

with the first Vice President of the European

Parliament, Othmar Karas, in Brussels on March 24.

[Taiwan News]
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The Taiwanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs spoke via the

short news channel X, previously Twitter, of a "historic

milestone in relations between Taiwan and Europe".

[MOFA Taiwan via X]

According to a press release from the Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, the visit successfully promoted

understanding of Taiwan's determination to maintain

cross-strait peace and stability and helped to "deepen

and expand cooperation between Taiwan and the EU

in all areas." [MOFA Taiwan]

In addition to Karas, Hsiao met with other prominent

parliamentarians and representatives of friendship

groups. One of them was Reinhard Bütikofer,

Chairman of the European Parliament's Committee for

relations with the People's Republic of China, who led a

delegation of members of the EU Parliament and the

German Bundestag to Taiwan a few days later. [Focus

Taiwan]

The trip to Brussels in party Hsiao's Europe tour

included stays in the Czech Republic, Lithuania and

Poland.

Taiwan supports Africa’s largest vegetable

gene bank in Tanzania

(fg) Taiwan has played an important role in the

establishment of Africa's largest and most modern

vegetable gene bank, the World Vegetable Center-ESA,

in Tanzania.

Through the Taiwan Africa Vegetable Initiative, the

country aims to combat malnutrition and poverty by

providing NTD 200 million (USD 6.3 million) for the

modernization of the gene bank to maintain thousands

of seeds.

The inauguration of the gene bank in Arusha, Tanzania,

on March 19 was attended by the Representative to

Somaliland Allen Lou. [Taiwan News] [World Vegetable

Center via X]

British Foreign Secretary Cameron seeks

bolstered UK-Thai relations on first Indo-

Pacific trip in new role

(lm) British Foreign Secretary David Cameron

embarked on his inaugural visit to the Indo-Pacific

region, aiming to bolster trade and security ties with
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Thailand. During his visit, Cameron engaged in high-

level meetings with Thai Prime Minister Srettha

Thavisin, culminating in the signing of a comprehensive

UK-Thai "strategic partnership road map." This

roadmap outlined key areas of cooperation, including

defense, health, and climate initiatives, with the goal of

deepening collaboration between the two countries.

[Independent] [Associated Press]

In addition to formal discussions, Cameron

participated in various activities aimed at showcasing

UK support for Thailand's development endeavors. He

inspected Thai air force jets assembled with British

components and visited a university.

Cameron's visit underscored Thailand's significance as

a major player in the Indo-Pacific region, aligning with

the UK's foreign policy priorities, particularly amid

growing concerns over China's assertive behavior.

Thailand's pivotal role in ASEAN and its contributions

to regional peace, including efforts in Myanmar, were

highlighted as essential factors in strengthening

regional cooperation and upholding international law.

Moreover, Cameron emphasized the economic

benefits of collaboration with Thailand, citing the

potential for job creation and economic growth in the

UK through increased trade and investment. As part of

efforts to support Thailand's green growth agenda,

Cameron announced the launch of a fund worth up to

GBP 6 million aimed at promoting sustainable

development initiatives, including sustainable

transport and carbon pricing.

Vietnam tries to stabilize relations with

China following resignation of President

Vo Van Thuong

(wn) Following the surprise resignation of Vietnam’s

President Vo Van Thuong, and amidst ongoing

territorial disputes with Beijing, Hanoi sent a high-

ranking diplomatic official to China last week. Le Hoai

Trung, head of the Vietnamese Communist Party’s

diplomatic arm, held meetings with Chinese

counterparts, including Foreign Minister Wang Yi and

Cai Qi, on March 22 to discuss cooperation and peace-

building efforts. [South China Morning Post]

Despite the political upheaval in Hanoi, both sides

focused on economic cooperation and party relations

rather than addressing recent events directly. Trung

emphasized the need for enhanced political trust and

cooperation in all fields, advocating for peaceful
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resolution mechanisms in disputed areas like the Gulf

of Tonkin.

Indonesia, Vietnam looking to collaborate

on agriculture, aquaculture

(wn) Indonesia and Vietnam are currently exploring

collaboration in agriculture and aquaculture to bolster

their standing within Southeast Asia. Their mutual goal

is to improve the quality and quantity of agricultural

and fishery products through initiatives such as

modernization, digitalization, research, and

development. [Antara]

This partnership also encompasses the development

of business models and partnerships within fisheries

and agricultural supply chains. Notably, Indonesia is

prioritizing commodities like seaweed, shrimp, and

palm oil, whereas Vietnam's focus lies in barramundi

fish, shrimp, and lobster. Additionally, both nations

recognize promising opportunities for cooperation in

agricultural commodities such as durian, mango, and

jackfruit.

United Kingdom launches advert

campaign to deter Vietnamese nationals

from illegally migrating

(wn) The United Kingdom has launched a social media

ad campaign aimed at dissuading Vietnamese

nationals from attempting illegal migration to the UK,

particularly through small boat crossings. The

campaign features dramatic imagery and testimonies

highlighting the risks and dangers associated with such

journeys. Despite efforts to deter illegal crossings, the

number of Vietnamese migrants attempting the

journey has increased by 17 percent compared to last

year. [BBC]
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Upcoming online events

27 March 2024 @ 10:00-11:30 a.m. (GMT+7), CPG,

Thailand

CMC Expert Talk: Mediation Styles and

Strategies – Experiences from a Seasoned

Mediator

This online talk will delve into the intricacies of various

mediation styles, offering invaluable insights into their

effective application across different conflict scenarios

and share strategies for optimizing success within

mediation processes.

For more information, see [CPG].

28 March 2024 @ 3:00-5:00 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG,

Thailand

Contested Waters: Trends and Dynamics

in Indo-Pacific Maritime Security

This webinar will the state of affairs and emerging

issues in Indo-Pacific maritime security, featuring four

eminent experts, namely Rear Admiral Sascha Helge

Rackwitz, Commanding Officer of the 1st Flotilla of the

German Navy, Vice Admiral Girish Luthra (ret.), the

former Commander-in-Chief of both the Western Naval

Command and the Southern Naval Command of the

Indian Navy, Professor Jay L. Batongbacal from the

College of Law of the University of the Philippines, and

Dr. Sebastian Bruns, Department for Maritime Strategy

and Security, Institute for Security Policy, University of

Kiel, Germany.

Visit [CPG] for more event details.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ilj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eglykt-l-ilt/


27 March 2024 @ 2:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Italian Institute

For International Political Studies, Italy

Gulf in the Horn: Rivalries, Interests,

Projections

This event delves into the evolution of the Gulf

countries’ influence in the Horn of Africa, providing

experts’ insight into their attempts at asserting

political, military and financial ambitions. To this

purpose, the Horn of Africa will be analysed as a region

in close connection with the Red Sea basin, taking into

consideration its maritime, commercial and security

value for the Gulf countries. 

For more information, visit  [ISPI].

27 March 2024 @ 11:00 a.m.-12:00 p.m. (GMT+2),

Finnish Institute of International Affairs, Finland

Climate security in wartime Europe: What

can be done?

Countries such as Finland and Germany have aimed to

contribute to global climate security through

multilateralism. What kinds of concrete solutions can

these policies offer for climate security? How can these

be promoted amidst rising geopolitical tensions? The

topic will be introduced by Janani Vivekananda, Head

of Programme Climate Diplomacy and Security at

adelphi, followed by discussion with Emma Hakala,

Leading researcher at FIIA.

For more information, visit  [FIIA].

27 March 2024 @ 12:00 -1:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Stimson

Center, USA

The Israel-Hamas War: Impacts and

Prospects, Six Months On

Join experts as they analyze the ongoing conflict and its

far-reaching geopolitical implications in a conversation

moderated by Stimson Center Distinguished Fellow

Barbara Slavin.

For more information, visit  [Stimson Center].
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27 March 2024 @ 10:00 -11:30 a.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

The Legal and Political Implications of

Najib’s Sentence Reduction

This event will analyse the legal and political

ramifications of Najib’s sentence reduction. From the

legal perspective it will analyse the role of various

organizations and parties in the decision, then look at

legal precedents and the status of other ongoing

charges against the former prime minister. The

political perspective will set out the interests of key

stakeholders, implications of the specifics of the

sentence reduction, the reaction of different segments

of the public, and the outlook going forward.

For more information, visit  [ISEAS].

27 March 2024 @ 2:00  p.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic

Council, USA

The rising crackdown on free speech and

fundamental rights in Saudi Arabia

Atlantic Council’s Strategic Litigation Project hosts a

panel discussion about the arbitrary detention of

individuals in Saudi Arabia for peaceful expression and

legal avenues for accountability.

For more information, visit  [Atlantic Council].

28 March 2024 @ 8:00 -9:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for

a New American Security, USA

Forging a New Era of U.S.-ROK-Japan

Trilateral Cooperation

Join the event where experts discuss the report

findings and the future of trilateral relations post-

Camp David Summit. Speakers include Dr. Duyeon

Kim, Adjunct Senior Fellow for the Indo-Pacific Security

Program, Hannah Kelley, Research Associate for the

Technology and National Security Program, and Evan

Wright, Research Assistant for the Indo-Pacific Security

Program.

For more information, visit  [CNAS].
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28 March 2024 @ 10:00-11:00 a.m. (GMT-4), The

Heritage Foundation, USA

The American Case for Taiwan

Why is it important for the United States to protect

Taiwan? What can be done to ensure that Taiwan is

kept free from the Chinese Communist Party? Join this

event to learn more.

For more information, visit  [Heritage Foundation].

28 March 2024 @ 9:00-10:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

U.S.-China Scholarly Recoupling: The Path

Forward

This event centers around the release of a major

report with contributions from over two dozen of the

project participants. Trustee Chair Scott Kennedy will

moderate a discussion with Scott Rozelle (Stanford

University), Deborah Seligsohn (Villanova University),

Yu Tiejun (Peking University), Xie Tao (Beijing Foreign

Studies University), and Zhang Ran (Peking University).

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

28 March 2024 @ 2:00 -3:00 p.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

Indonesia’s Role in Global Climate Action

In this seminar, Masyita Crystallin Ph.D, Special Advisor

to the Minister of Finance Republic of Indonesia on

Macroeconomic and Fiscal Policy, will share insights

into how Indonesia plans to balance economic and

welfare priorities while strengthening its leadership in

global climate governance.

For more information, visit  [ISEAS].

28 March 2024 @ 7:00-8:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace, USA

On the Frontier of U.S.-Japan

Tech Collaborations
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Join the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

for this discussion on the important patterns in

cutting-edge, private-sector collaboration between the

United States and Japan, illustrated by specific case

studies. The conversation will be moderated by Kenji

Kushida, senior fellow for Japan studies in Carnegie’s

Asia Program, and will feature Aki Jiang, Doug

Kuribayashi, and Ricky Sakai. 

For more information, visit  [Carnegie].

29 March 2024 @ 10:00 -11:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Stimson

Center, USA

Understanding Myanmar’s Ethnic

Resistance Organizations

Join the event as experts discuss the implications of

the March 7 Kachin offensive for the resistance in

Myanmar. Amara Thiha, Stimson Nonresident Fellow

and Doctoral Researcher at the Peace Research

Institute Oslo, and Ami Acary (aka Sung Thluai Chin),

SJD Candidate at the Indiana University Maurer School

of Law, sit together to discuss the implications of the

Kachin offensive for the resistance.

For more information, visit  [Stimson Center].

29 March 2024 @ 1:00-2:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

Defending Democracy: Ensuring Election

Integrity in 2024

Join the event for a conversation on Ensuring Election

Integrity in 2024 with Iranga Kahangama, Assistant

Secretary for Cyber, Infrastructure, Risk, and Resilience

at the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). This

conversation will include current assessments of the

range of threats to elections and the pivotal role the

DHS plays in safeguarding election infrastructure and

public trust in the integrity of the process. 

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

29 March 2024 @ 9:30-11:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA
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Launch of the United States Guidance for

Online Platforms on Protecting Human

Rights Defenders Online

Online platforms have enormous potential to leverage

their resources and influence to reinforce respect for

human rights and to protect those who risk their lives

to defend these rights. The event will open with a

keynote address delivered by a U.S. government

official followed by a moderated panel discussion with

Q&A.

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

1 April 2024 @ 3:00-4:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

A Conversation with U.S. Ambassador to

the United Nations Linda Thomas-

Greenfield on U.S. Diplomacy in the Pacific

Islands

Over the past several years, the United States has

stepped up its engagement with the Pacific Islands

region—a strategically important area with deep

historical ties to the United States. To more effectively

address the needs of the Pacific, the Biden

administration released the first-ever Pacific

Partnership Strategy in 2022 and hosted two U.S.-

Pacific Island Country Summits in Washington in 2022

and 2023. Join the event to learn more.

For more information, visit  [CSIS].

2 April 2024 @ 9:00 -11:00 a.m. (GMT+8), Yusof Ishak

Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

E-Launch and Discussion of The State of

Southeast Asia: 2024 Survey Report

The survey canvassed the views of 1,994 respondents

from the policy, research, business, civil society, and

media communities. Among the questions explored in

this edition are the Israel-Hamas conflict; the Russia-

Ukraine War; Taiwan Strait tensions; ASEAN Digital

Economy Framework Agreement (DEFA); ASEAN

leadership; China’s Vision of a Community with a

Shared Future for Mankind; the US-China rivalry and its

impact on Southeast Asia, levels of trust regarding the

major powers; and soft power. The E-launch event will
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present key survey findings, which will be highlighted

for discussion and analysis, by a distinguished panel of

discussants.

For more information, visit  [ISEAS].

2 April 2024 @ 10:30  a.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic Council,

USA

Retaliation and resilience: China’s

economic statecraft in a Taiwan crisis

The launch of the GeoEconomics Center’s report on

Chinese retaliation and resilience during a Taiwan

Crisis update featuring Peter Harrell, Josh Lipsky,

Abigaël Vasselier, Yao Yan, and Logan Wright. Join the

event to learn more.

For more information, visit  [Atlantic Council].

Recent Book Releases

Peter Harmsen, Bernhard Sindberg: The Schindler of

Nanjing, Casemate, 375 pages, Published March 15,

2024, For a review, see [Asian Review of books].

Mikhail Suslov, Putinism – Post-Soviet Russian

Regime Ideology, Routledge, 300 pages, Published

February 23, 2024, For a review, see [Foreign Affairs

Review of Books].

Dan Morrison, The Poisoner of Bengal: The 1930s

Murder That Shocked the World, Juggernaut, 242

pages, Published January 12, 2024,  For a review, see

[Asian Review of Books].  

 Jeffrey A. Friedman, The Commander-in-Chief Test:

Public Opinion and the Politics of Image-Making in US

Foreign Policy, Cornell University Press, 234 pages,

Published December 15, 2023, For a review, see

[Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Gino Vlavonou, Belonging, Identity, and Conflict in

the Central African Republic, University of Wisconsin

Press,  256 pages, Published December 12, 2023,  For a

review, see [Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Adrian Bua & Sonia Bussu, Reclaiming Participatory

Governance: Social Movements and the Reinvention of

Democratic Innovation, Routledge, 304 pages,

Published May 12, 2023, For a review, see [LSE Review

of Books].
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Carolyn Woods Eisenberg, Fire and Rain: Nixon,

Kissinger, and the Wars in Southeast Asia, Oxford

University Press, 632 pages, Published February 17,

2023, For a review, see [Foreign Affairs Review of

Books].

Calls

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, 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].

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 Legal Specialist to be based in New

York, USA. Applications are accepted until March 29,

2024. More information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a Project Assistant to be based in

Nepal. Applications are accepted until April 5, 2024.

More information is provided at [UNDP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a

Programme Associate SC-6 (Gender &Protection) to

be based in Honduras. Applications are accepted until

April 14, 2024. More information is provided at [WFP].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a

Procurement Associate FT-G6 to be based in Mersin,

Turkey. Applications are accepted until April 14, 2024.

More information is provided at [WFP].
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The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Program Assistant G6 to be based in Juba, South

Sudan. Applications are accepted until April 7, 2024.

More information is provided at [WHO].

The World Health Organization (WHO) seeks a

Program Management, Resource Mobilization and

Partnerships Specialist to be based in Belize City,

Belize. Applications are accepted until April 13, 2024.

More information is provided at [WHO].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Human

Resources Officer to be based in Bonn, Germany.

Applications are accepted until May 5, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a

Management and Programme Analyst to be based

in New York, USA. Applications are accepted until May

5, 2024. More information is provided at [UN].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Partnerships Manager to be Based in Bangkok,

Thailand. More information is provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a

Deputy Director of Human Resources to be based in

Bangkok, Thailand. More information is provided at

[IRC].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a National Programme Assistant to be based in

Tamale, Ghana. Applications are accepted until April 6,

2024. More information is provided at [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Project Specialist - Restoring riverine eco-systems

for climate adaptation to be based in Jowhar,

Somalia. Applications are accepted until April 6, 2024.

More information is provided at [FAO].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Programme Coordinator (Community

Stabilization) to be based in Tunis, Tunisia.

Applications are accepted until April 3, 2024. More

information is provided at [IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Project Officer, Compliance to be based in

San Salvador, El Salvador. Applications are accepted

until April 4, 2024. More information is provided at

[IOM].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

seeks a Legal Officer (Data Protection) to be based in
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Geneva, Switzerland. Applications are accepted until

March 28, 2024. More information is provided at [IOM].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Deputy Project Manager to be

based in Freetown, Sieera Leone. Applications are

accepted until April 4, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks an ICT Associate to be based in

Bangkok, Thailand. Applications are accepted until

April 4, 2024. More information is provided at

[UNOPS].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) seeks a Data Protection and Privacy

Specialist. This is a remote work position. Applications

are accepted until April 8, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNOPS].

UN Women seeks a Policy Analyst, Transitional

Justice to be based in New York, USA. Applications are

accepted until April 12, 2024. More information is

provided at [UN Women].

UN Women seeks a Deputy Head, Women’s Peace

and Humanitarian Fund to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until April 12,

2024. More information is provided at [UN Women].

UN Women seeks a Gender and Policy Expert to be

based in Abuja, Nigeria. Applications are accepted until

March 27, 2024. More information is provided at [UN

Women].

The World Bank seeks a Manager, Finance, Private

Sector, Sustainable Development and

Infrastructure Unit of IEG to be based in Washington,

D.C., USA. Applications are accepted until April 12,

2024. More information is provided at [WB].

The World Bank seeks a Senior Finance Assistant -

Finance & Accounting to be based in Chennai, India.

Applications are accepted until March 31, 2024. More

information is provided at [WB].

The World Bank seeks a Senior Railway Specialist -

Transportation to be based in Washington, D.C., USA.

Applications are accepted until April 4, 2024. More

information is provided at [WB].

The Department of Law of the Faculty of Law,

Economics and Finance of the University of

Luxembourg welcomes applications for the position of

a Doctoral researcher (PhD) in Philosophy of Law or
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Theory of Law. Application submission deadline is April

15, 2024. For more information, see [University of

Luxembourg].

The Institute for the Law of Obligations of

Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (KU Leuven)

welcomes applications for the position of Assistant.

Application submission deadline is April 8, 2024. For

more information, see [KU Leuven].

The Department of Economics at the University of

Southern Denmark welcomes applications for the

position of Assistant Professor in Economic History.

Application submission deadline is August 14, 2024.

For more information, see [University of Southern

Denmark].

The Department of Political Science and Public

Management at the University of Southern

Denmark welcomes applications for the position of

Assistant Professors in Border Region Studies.

Application submission deadline is April 1, 2024. For

more information, see [University of Southern

Denmark].

The Faculty of Law at the University of Oxford

welcomes applications for the position of Associate

Professor of Law in a Digital World. Application

submission deadline is April 4, 2024. For more

information, see [University of Oxford].

The Department of Politics & International

Relations at the University of Oxford welcomes

applications for the position of Departmental

Lecturer in Feminist Political Theory. Application

submission deadline is April 12, 2024. For more

information, see [University of Oxford].

The Leverhulme Centre for the Future of

Intelligence at the University of Cambridge

welcomes applications for the position of Assistant

Professor in the policy or law of AI, data and

algorithms. Application submission deadline is April

11, 2024. For more information, see [University of

Cambridge].

The School of Humanities and Sciences at Stanford

University welcomes applications for the position of

Social Science Research Professional. For more

information, see [Stanford University].

The School of Humanities and Sciences at Stanford

University welcomes applications for the position of

Associate Director of Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies.

For more information, see [Stanford University].
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The Faculty of Law at the University of Hamburg

welcomes applications for the position of Professor in

Civil Law and Civil Procedure Law. Application

submission deadline is April 11, 2024. For more

information, see [University of Hamburg].

 

Team:

Alexandra Antonic (aa), Bintang Wicaksono Ajie (ba),

Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk), Duc Quang Ly (dql),

Felicitas Diecke (fd), Florian Gareis (fg), Jason Wang (jw),

Jennifer Martinez (jm), Joseph Black (jb), Lottie van Wijck

(lvw), Lucas Meier (lm), Morten Strantzen (ms), Myat

Sandar Zaw (msz), Nang Su Thiri Win (nw), Saw Lalbwel

Htoo (sh), Theodore Griffin (tg), Tomwit Jarnson (tj),

Vanrika Satyan (vs), Venus Phuangkom, Wai Yan Phyo

Naing (wn), Wutyi Aung (wa)

 

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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