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Dear Readers,

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

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Iran’'s, Mali's and
Senegal's Independence Day this week.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: Cai Qi appointed as Internet tsar

(ms) Cai Qi, the chief of staff to President Xi Jinping and
number five of the Politburo Standing Committee, is
said to have been quietly appointed to lead the
Communist Party's Central Cyberspace Affairs
Commission (CCAC) in the first half of 2023 according
to newly emerging information. This appointment
underscores a broader trend of President Xi delegating
responsibilities to trusted deputies, signaling a shift in
China's governance structure.

The CCAC, established by Xi Jinping in 2014, has played
a pivotal role in consolidating the Party's control over
cyberspace and addressing concerns about the
influence of online discourse on the party's authority.
Initially known as the Central Leading Group for Cyber
Affairs, it was later expanded into a commission in



2018, emphasizing the growing importance of
cybersecurity in national governance.

Cai Qi's ascent to the helm of the CCAC marks the first
time since 2012 that Xi Jinping has delegated such a
significant role from himself to another official. Despite
this delegation, there is no alteration in the chain of
command, with Cai Qi continuing to report to
President Xi and keep him informed of the
commission's decisions. This move is indicative of Xi's
trust in Cai Qi's capabilities as a close ally and with his
experience in ideology and governance roles,
especially considering the critical nature of
cybersecurity and its implications for the stability and
security of the party.

The consolidation of power within the CCAC
underscores President Xi's commitment to maintaining
control over cyberspace and safeguarding the party's
rule in the face of emerging challenges. As China
continues to assert itself as a global technological
powerhouse, the role of the CCAC in shaping the
country's digital future will undoubtedly remain a
subject of keen interest both domestically and
internationally. [Digi China] [Paul Triolo via Twitter]
[South China Morning Post]

China: Treasury bond trading revived as
President Xi signals monetary policy shift

(ms) Chinese President Xi Jinping has directed China's
financial authorities to resume trading in treasury
bonds, a tool not utilized for over two decades. This
directive, unveiled during China's twice-a-decade
Central Financial Work Conference in late 2023 (AiR No.
45, November/2023, 1), signals a significant shift in the
country's monetary policy strategy.

The decision, came to light in the recent publication
"Excerpts of Xi Jinping's Speeches on Finance Work,"
emphasizes the need to enrich China’s monetary policy
toolbox. President Xi urged the country’s central bank,
the People’s Bank of China (PBC) to gradually increase
the trading of treasury bonds in open market
operations, hinting at an active monetary policy aimed
at injecting liquidity into the economy.

For years, China has relied on alternative measures
such as relending tools and cuts to the reserve
requirement ratio to manage liquidity. However, Xi's
call to reintroduce treasury bonds reflects a departure
from this approach. While Xi's directive is yet to be
implemented, analysts anticipate that the PBC will
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soon resume buying treasury bonds in secondary
markets.

The Chinese government's decision to reintroduce
treasury bonds aligns with its broader economic goals.
With the aim of achieving their about 5 percent
economic growth target, China seeks to employ a mix
of fiscal and monetary measures to support various
sectors including tech innovation, advanced
manufacturing, and green development. [Reuters]
[South China Morning Post 1]

Besides the resumption of treasury bonds trading, the
country reintroduced another rare practice, namely
the issuance of special ultralong bonds. Premier Li
Qiang announced during the “Two Sessions” in the
beginning of March (read more AiR No. 10,
March/2024, 1) plans to issue USD 139 billion worth of
"ultralong special central government bonds" annually,
signaling a shift towards fiscal support and again a
shift away from traditional monetary policies.

Only three times did the Chinese government rely on a
significant issuance of ultra-long bonds. The financial
authorities sold them to support the recapitalization of
the four major Chinese state banks in response to the
1998 Asian financial crisis. It also sold such bonds to
finance the sovereign wealth fund China Investment
Corporation, founded in 2007. And in early 2020, the
bonds were used to finance pandemic-related tax
relief. Meaning that the issuance was a tool for
especially economic hard times of the country.

These ultralong bonds, with tenors spanning over 30
years, are intended to fund mega projects and
strategic development sectors. Thereby they may
counter the implementation of investment restrictions
slowly expending on high indebted local governments
that were introduced in the beginning of the year (see
AIR No. 4, January/2024, 4). They also provide a
centralized tool for long-term economic stability and
offer flexibility in adjusting fiscal-deficit goals
throughout the year.

Besides alleviating local government debt pressures,
the reintroduction of treasury bonds and issuance of
ultralong bonds may also aim to provide a confidence
boost to investors. Their issuance, however, is not
without risks. Concerns linger especially over the
potential low returns from projects funded by these
bonds and the impact on liquidity in China's bond
market. [South China Morning Post 2] [The State
Council] [The World Street Journal]
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China: Manufacturing sector surges to
one-year high in March

(ms) China's factory activity has reached a one-year
high in March, marking a significant turnaround and
might indicate that the long-awaited economic
recovery of the country is finally starting to gain
momentum. The official manufacturing Purchasing
Managers' Index (PMI) rebounded to 50.8 in March,
surpassing expectations and crossing into expansion
territory after five consecutive months of contraction,
according to data released by the National Bureau of
Statistics (NBS) on Sunday.

Analysts see this uptick in manufacturing activity as a
positive signal for the Chinese economy, which has
been grappling with challenges such as a slowdown in
growth and concerns over the property market and
local government debt. The latest PMI figure indicates
that companies resumed production after the Lunar
New Year, contributing to improved market vitality.

Despite this encouraging development, skepticism
about the resilience of the Chinese economy persists.
Structural weaknesses, including the ongoing property
crisis and local government debt issues, continue to
weigh on growth prospects. Additionally, concerns
about China's attractiveness for business and
investment linger amidst uncertainties in the
regulatory environment and geopolitical tensions.

In response to these challenges, Chinese leaders have
intensified efforts to reassure both domestic and
international stakeholders about the country's
economic prospects. President Xi Jinping recently
emphasized that China's economy remains "sound and
sustainable," rejecting narratives of imminent collapse
or stagnation.

Premier Li Qiang has also reaffirmed the government's
commitment to supporting growth through policy
measures aimed at stimulating demand and improving
the business environment. Notably, the official PMI
data indicates an expansion in new orders and export
orders, suggesting growing market demand both
domestically and internationally.

While these positive indicators suggest a potential
turnaround for China's economy, analysts caution that
sustaining growth momentum will require concerted
efforts, including structural reforms to rebalance the
economy towards consumption-led, away from
investment-led growth. [National Bureau of Statistics]
[Nikkei Asia] [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua]
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China: Real estate sector faces optimism-
reality rift

(ms) China's real estate sector is witnessing both
optimism and apprehension at the same time,
showecasing the nuanced interplay between official
reassurances and ground realities. While the governor
of China’s central bank, the People’s Bank of China,
Pan Gongsheng, struck a chord of positivity during the
China Development Forum, recent developments at
major developers like Vanke and Country Garden have
cast a shadow over the industry's outlook.

Pan's positive words addressed to executives of major
multinational companies, in which he affirmed the
Chinese real estate sector’s "solid foundation for long-
term healthy and stable development", stand in stark
contrast to the realities seen with some of the
country's biggest developers.

Country Garden has announced, on March 28 a delay
in the publication of its annual results. The company
cited the complexity of its ongoing debt restructuring
as the reason for needing more time to collect
necessary information. This delay may lead to the
suspension of Country Garden's stock from trading
under Hong Kong's stock exchange rules. The
company, once China's largest property developer, is
struggling with a massive debt of around USD 194
billion, leading to a default on its US dollar debt last
year. Additionally, plummeting sales and creditor
impatience add to Country Garden's financial woes.

In an attempt to address its financial challenges,
Country Garden has partnered with Guangdong
Zhongwei to inject capital into its stalled commercial
tower project in Guangzhou's Baietan business district,
which lead to a share increase of 4 percent. However,
analysts remain cautious, highlighting significant
financial hurdles ahead, including impending debt
maturities and ongoing restructuring efforts. [CNN]
[South China Morning Post 2]

Meanwhile, China Vanke Co., is in discussions with
banks to swap its debt. The move aims to prevent its
first bond default ever. Major creditor banks are
considering converting billions of yuan in bonds into
secured debt, providing Vanke a lifeline while giving
banks collateral. The talks, overseen by Chinese
regulators and Shenzhen's local government, highlight
efforts to address Vanke's cash shortages, a major
concern for investors. Despite a surge in Vanke's
shares and bonds amid speculation of government
support, investor confidence remains low and will
probably not change so quickly amidst company own
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statements, stating a net income fell by 46 percentin
2023.

The case of Vanke is of particular significance for the
future of the Chinese real estate sector. While it
appears that the Chinese government is prepared to
allow companies to dissolve themselves, with
reference to the heavy fines imposed on Evergrande,
another former flagship of the Chinese real estate
sector (read more AR No. 12, March/2024, 3), the case
of Vanke is different. In an unusual move, China's State
Council, the country's cabinet, is reported to have
asked financial companies to step up financial support
for Vanke, presumably because of the state's
involvement in the form of Shenzhen Metro as the
largest shareholder. If Vanke were to default or even
get a liquidation order despite this government
support, this would massively damage the confidence
of foreign investors and could thus cause lasting
damage to the future of the real estate sector (see AiR
No. 11, March/2024, 2). [Bloomberg] [China Economic
Review] [Financial Times]

China: IPO market faces challenges with
Alibaba and Syngenta pull listings amidst
slow start

(ms) China's economic landscape, both on the
mainland and in Hong Kong, continues to grapple with
challenging times, particularly evident in the sluggish
performance of its initial public offering (IPO) market.
Hong Kong, in particular, experienced its slowest start
in IPO activity since 2009, with notable companies like
Alibaba scrapping their IPO plans due to regulatory
hurdles and unattractive valuations. This trend extends
beyond Hong Kong, affecting other major stock
exchanges in China, including Shanghai and Shenzhen.

In the first quarter of this year, only twelve companies
managed to raise USD 604.4 million through first-time
stock sales in Hong Kong, marking a significant 29
percent decline from the previous year. This slowdown
stands in stark contrast to the momentum seen in
global IPO markets, particularly in the US, where
exchanges like the New York Stock Exchange and
Nasdaq led with a combined total of USD 4.5 billion in
IPO proceeds.

One of the notable setbacks in Hong Kong's IPO
market was Alibaba Group Holding's decision to shelve
the listing of its logistics arm, Cainiao Smart Logistics
Network. Alibaba cited poor market conditions and
valuations as primary reasons for this move. Instead of
going public, Alibaba announced on March 26, its plans
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to acquire all outstanding shares of Cainiao, in which it
currently holds a 64 percent stake, with intentions to
invest up to USD 3.75 billion for the acquisition.

The withdrawal of key deals like Alibaba's Cainiao IPO
underscores the broader struggles faced by China's
IPO market amidst economic uncertainties and
investor caution.

Foreign investors, in particular, have become
increasingly wary due to concerns surrounding weaker
consumption, the ongoing real estate crisis, and high
local debt levels, contributing to an atmosphere of
uncertainty. In addition to Alibaba's decision, Swiss
agrichemical giant Syngenta, on March 29, also called
off its planned USD 9 billion IPO on the Shanghai Stock
Exchange. The IPO, initially proposed in 2021, faced
repeated delays due to unfavorable market conditions.
Syngenta cited the "industry environment and the
company's own development strategy" as reasons for
its withdrawal from the listing process.

Syngenta's cancellation highlight, besides the
economic issue the challenges faced by foreign
companies seeking entry into China's capital markets,
amidst heightened regulatory scrutiny and market
volatility. Despite this setback, Syngenta expressed its
intentions to explore alternative funding sources and
potentially restart the listing process, either in China or
on a different global exchange, when market
conditions improve. Analysts have suggested Hong
Kong, Zurich, and London as potential listing venues
for Syngenta.

The cancellation of both Alibaba's Cainiao IPO and
Syngenta's planned listing reflects broader concerns
about the health of China's financial markets and the
uncertainties surrounding its IPO landscape. As
Chinese officials intensify efforts to exert control over
financial markets and regulatory scrutiny increases,
the future trajectory of China's IPO market remains
uncertain. For companies like Alibaba and Syngenta,
navigating China's regulatory environment and volatile
global economic conditions presents ongoing
challenges as they reassess their listing plans and
explore alternative avenues for growth and funding.
[CNBC] [Financial Times] [Nikkei Asia 1] [Nikkei Asia 2]
[Reuters] [South China Morning Post]

China: Country’s 5G market forecasted to
boost GDP by USD 260 billion by 2030

(ms) China's 5G market is on a trajectory of substantial
growth, with forecasts predicting a significant
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contribution to the country's economic landscape by
2030. China's 5G industry is expected to add nearly
USD 260 billion to the GDP by the end of the decade,
according to a recent report by Groupe Speciale Mobile
Association (GSMA), a lobby organization representing
the interests of mobile network operators worldwide.

The GSMA report highlights telecommunications,
particularly the burgeoning 5G sector, with 5G
comprising almost one third of all connections globally,
as a key driver of China's digital transformation. Last
year, the mobile industry contributed 5.5 percent to
China's GDP, and it is projected that nearly a quarter of
this 5.5 percent contribution will come from 5G in the
years leading up to 2030.

China's emphasis on technologization, with 5G as a key
pillar, is evident in multiple facets. Premier Li Qiang's
recent government work report underscores the
significance of digital innovation in fostering economic
growth (see AiR No. 10, March/2024, 1). Concurrently,
this commitment is manifested in the swift expansion
of corresponding infrastructure, marked by the
installation of over 600,000 5G stations in a mere
three-month period in summer last year (see South
China Morning Post 1).

Looking ahead, China's investment in research and
development for future mobile technologies, including
6G architecture, showcases the country’'s ambition to
keep its position as frontrunner in this field. [Groupe
Speciale Mobile Association] [South China Morning
Post 2]

Regarding 6G just in the beginning of February China
achieved, with the launch of the world’s first 6G
satellite a milestone in leading the global race in 6G
technology. while many countries are still rolling out
5G networks. The satellite aims to test the capabilities
of 6G architecture and has been positioned in a low
orbit to optimize data transfer rates and reduce
latency.

China's leadership in 6G research and development
reflects its commitment to technological advancement
and economic competitiveness. With plans to
commercialize 6G by 2030 and establish standards by
2025, China aims to shape the future of
telecommunications on a global scale.

6G technology represents a significant leap forward in
telecommunications capabilities, promising
revolutionary advancements across various fields. TO
name just a view, digital twins, for instance, involve
creating virtual replicas of physical objects or
processes using sensor data, Al, and edge computing,
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which can be enhanced and made more efficient with
the higher bandwidth and lower latency offered by 6G
networks. Similarly, cobots (collaborative robots) and
robot navigation can benefit from the seamless
communication and real-time data exchange facilitated
by 6G, enabling more effective collaboration between
robots and humans in industries such as
manufacturing and logistics (read more Tech Wire
Asia).

China: Cryptocurrency industry flourishes
despite regulatory challenges

(ms) Despite the Chinese government's strong
regulations on decentralized virtual currencies, the
cryptocurrency industry in China continues to flourish.
Recent data shed light on the intricate dynamics of this
underground market and the challenges faced by
regulators in maintaining control.

In 2023, Chinese cryptocurrency investors achieved
gains, totaling USD 1.15 billion, marking them as the
fourth-largest gainers globally, trailing behind the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Vietnam. This
number underscores the persistent interest and active
participation of Chinese investors in the trading of
cryptocurrencies. Despite a significant decrease from
the USD 5 billion gains in 2021, the figures reflect the
adaptability and tenacity of investors navigating
through market fluctuations.

The appeal of digital assets to Chinese retail investors
lies in practical considerations rather than ideological
affinity. With traditional investment avenues yielding
diminishing returns amidst economic uncertainties,
cryptocurrencies offer an alternative avenue for wealth
accumulation. Moreover, circumventing government
restrictions through VPNs and utilizing fintech
platforms for transactions has enabled investors to
sidestep regulatory hurdles, sustaining the momentum
of the cryptocurrency market in China.

The decentralized nature of cryptocurrencies presents
a formidable challenge to comprehensive enforcement
by authorities. Despite Beijing's attempts to curb illicit
activities and preserve financial stability, such as
banning Initial coin offerings (ICOs) in 2017 and
imposing restrictions on crypto mining in 2021, the
persistent rise in cryptocurrency-related crimes poses
new challenges. From money laundering to investment
scams, these crimes highlight the need for more
stringent regulatory measures to safeguard investors
and maintain financial integrity.
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The regulatory landscape in China regarding
cryptocurrencies is nuanced. While transactions
involving cryptocurrencies are not illegal, they operate
in a legal gray area, subject to strict regulatory
restrictions. The recent surge in cryptocurrency-related
crimes has prompted concerns about social stability,
prompting discussions on revising Anti-Money
Laundering Laws to address emerging threats
effectively.

Looking ahead, the trajectory of cryptocurrency in
China remains uncertain. Despite Beijing's pledge to
support Hong Kong's ambition to become a major hub
for virtual assets, the ongoing surge in Bitcoin prices
has reignited concerns about underlying risks
associated with digital assets. As institutional adoption
increases globally, Chinese regulators face the delicate
task of balancing regulatory measures with fostering
innovation and economic growth. [South China
Morning Post] [The Jamestown Foundation]

China: Aircraft manufacturer advances
€929 wide-body Jet development

(ms) China's state-owned aircraft manufacturer, the
Commercial Aircraft Corporation of China (COMACQ),
has announced that its first wide-body passenger jet,
the C929 has entered the "detailed design stage." This
update comes after recent speculation regarding
Russia's involvement in the joint venture, with reports
suggesting its withdrawal from the project initiated in
2017.

After the presentation of the C919, its narrow-body
C919 passenger jet, the development of the C929 is
part of the continuous efforts by the company to
challenge the dominance of the two western
behemoths of the aircraft industry, Boeing and Airbus.
With a projected seating capacity of 280-400 and a
range of 12,000 kilometers, the C929 represents
China's push to establish itself as a key player in the
global aviation industry.

Meanwhile the C919 passenger jet, which recently
entered commercial operation is still waiting to secure
approvals from Western regulators and overcome
technological barriers, including the reliance on
Western-designed parts. [Reuters] [South China
Morning Post]
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China: Country’s largest education
operator faces winding up petition after
default

(ms) XJ International, China’s largest private education
operators, is confronting legal action after failing to
meet a repayment deadline for its convertible bonds.
The Bank of New York Mellon London branch, acting
on behalf of bondholders, has filed a winding-up
petition against XJ in the High Court of Hong Kong,
seeking repayment of USD 324 million in convertible
bonds and accrued interest of USD 27,056.

The default occurred earlier this month, prompting
bondholders to escalate the matter through legal
channels. Despite attempts at negotiation, XJ
reportedly failed to provide a viable plan for
repayment, leading to the filing of the petition.

The consequences of this default have been significant,
with XJ's share price declining by 60 percent over the
past year. While X] Chairman Zhang Bing assures
stakeholders that the petition has not impacted
company operations materially, concerns persist
regarding the company's financial stability.

XJ, formerly known as Hope Education Group, operates
vocational schools and universities across mainland
China, serving approximately 300,000 students and
employing a staff of 20,000 people. [Caixin Global]
[South China Morning Post]

China: Tibet offers preferential university
admission for investors' children

(ms) The Chinese Tibet Autonomous Region has
recently announced a policy aimed at attracting
investment by offering preferential treatment in
university admissions to the children of investors.
Under this scheme, families who invest USD 415,000
and reside in Tibet for three years can secure a better
chance for their children to gain entry to top
universities, serving as an incentive for the strategic
relocation of wealthy families.

The policy leverages disparities in college admission
criteria among Chinese provinces, with Tibet
presenting one of the lowest entry barriers due to
preferential conditions initially intended to facilitate
advanced education for ethnic Tibetans. However,
critics contend that the scheme permits affluent Han
Chinese investors to exploit the system, potentially
depriving marginalized Tibetan youth of opportunities.
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Strategic relocations to improve the chances of one's
own children to attend the top universities are nothing
new, however until now, though not publicly rejected
by the Chinese government, they have so far at least
not been endorsed. However, the public
announcement of the scheme by the Tibetan
government suggests that it has been approved by the
central government in Beijing.

The Tibetan authorities defend the policy to improve
the business environment in Tibet and promote high-
quality economic development. However, doubts
about the effectiveness of the policy in stimulating
genuine economic development in Tibet have been
raised, with some experts viewing it as a desperate
attempt to attract investment amidst economic
challenges in the region. [Radio Free Asia] [Reuters]

China: Radio Free Asia closes Hong Kong
bureau after National Security Law
implementation

(ms) Radio Free Asia (RFA), a US government funded
news outlet, has announced the closure of its Hong
Kong bureau citing safety concerns under the city's
new national security law, that came into effect in the
end of March (see AR No. 13, March/2024, 4). The
decision comes amidst worries about the shrinking
space for independent journalism in Hong Kong.

RFA's President, stated in the official statement (see
full text) that the bureau would no longer have full-
time staff in Hong Kong but would maintain its official
media registration. The move follows concerns raised
by Hong Kong authorities, who have referred to RFA as
a "foreign force," leading to uncertainties about the
organization's safety under Article 23 legislation, as it
could potentially make them the target of
investigations for espionage-related charges under the
new law in the future.

The closure of RFA's Hong Kong bureau is viewed as a
reflection of the challenges faced by media outlets in
the city since the enactment of the Safeguarding
National Security Ordinance. This law grants the
government extensive powers to curb dissent and
imposes harsh penalties on offenders, raising concerns
among journalists about their ability to operate freely.

Established in 1996, RFA's Hong Kong bureau has
provided news coverage in Cantonese and Mandarin
and English, serving audiences in Hong Kong and
mainland China.
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The closure of RFA's Hong Kong bureau highlights the
broader issue of press freedom in Hong Kong and the
challenges faced by journalists operating in
increasingly restrictive environments. As concerns
grow over the erosion of media freedoms, the
international community continues to monitor
developments and advocate for the protection of
independent journalism. [Radio Free Asia]

China: Hong Kong lawmaker deactivates
own Facebook account in wake of
National Security Law implementation

(ms) Hong Kong lawmaker and former Member of
Hong Kong's Legislative Council Paul Tse Wai-chun, has
revealed in an interview that he himself has
deactivated his Facebook account to review it for
“sensitive” posts. This move by Tse comes shortly after
the introduction of the city's own national security law
on March 23 (see AiR No. 13, March/2024, 4).

The motive behind the decision to temporarily close
his facebook side might be his comments stemming
from January this year. During a Q&A Tse relayed
concerns from Hong Kong residents about government
policies supposedly being dictated by mainland
netizens' views and criticized recent law enforcement
actions in Hong Kong as “high pressure and high
profile.”

Especially the latter comments lead to criticism by
Hong Kongs's Chief executive John Le ka-chiu, who
called his wording dangerous and said the used
language would remind him of “that used by the
opposition during the 2019 protests and unrest and
soft resistance.”

Lee's words point to the new reality in Hong Kong, first
under Beijing-imposed national security law and now
even more so under the city's own law, under which
criticism of the government, as in the mainland, can
quickly lead to criminal prosecution. A danger that Tse
presumably wanted to counter preventively with the
shutdown of his account. [Hong Kong Economic
Journal] [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Hong Kong's Civic Party dissolves
officially after 18 Years

(ms) Hong Kong's Civic Party, a former prominent pro-
democracy political entity, officially dissolved after
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nearly two decades of activity. The decision was
already made during an extraordinary general meeting
in May of last year, where members unanimously
voted to wind up the party due to a lack of
nominations for executive committee positions and
became now official after the entry in the company
register was deleted on March 27.

Founded in 2006, the party played a significant role in
advocating for democratic reforms in Hong Kong,
attracting support from various sectors, particularly
legal professionals.

The dissolution of the Civic Party marks another
setback to Hong Kong's pro-democracy movement and
is yet another pro-democratic organization closing
after the implementation of a national security law by
Beijing in 2020. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Plans for surface-to-air missile with
over 2,000 km range unveiled

(ms) Chinese researchers have revealed plans for a
surface-to-air missile with an unprecedented range
exceeding 2,000 kilometers. If realized the plans,
published in the Chinese language Journal of Graphics,
would mark a notable advancement in China’s air
defense capabilities.

The project aims to develop a missile capable of
intercepting early-warning aircraft and bombers,
potentially deterring intervention in regional conflicts.
Key design criteria include cost-effectiveness,
operational efficiency, and adaptability for mobile
launch platforms.

The missile's propulsion system combines a solid
rocket motor for initial thrust with a ramjet engine for
sustained propulsion in the upper atmosphere,
resembling the design of the Feitian-1 hypersonic
vehicle. Guidance for the missile will rely on real-time
data from reconnaissance satellites, transitioning to
onboard sensors for precision targeting during the
final approach. China's extensive satellite monitoring
network enhances detection capabilities, rendering
traditional stealth technologies less effective,
particularly against larger aircraft such as tankers and
bombers. [South China Morning Post]

Japan: Former prime minister
investigated over political funds scandal
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(sh) Former Prime Minister Yoshiro Mori has faced
questioning from the ruling Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) regarding the ongoing political funds scandal.

Since months the LDP has been under scrutiny and
pressure as some of its factions were found to have
failed reporting portions of fundraising party revenue
for years, with hundreds of millions of yen passed back
to members.

Mori, who was prime minister for about one year from
April 2000 and headed one of these factions from 1998
to 2000 and from 2001 to 2006, is under suspicion of
masterminding the scheme. Mori denied any
involvement.

There's speculation that depending on by-election
results on April 28, LDP lawmakers might seek to
replace Prime Minister Fumio Kishida as party leader
before the next general election scheduled for October
2025. Key seats in Tokyo, Shimane, and Nagasaki are
up for grabs. [Kyodo News 1]

In a latest related development, the LDP announced on
April 1 to pursue punishment for 39 incumbent and
former lawmakers of the party over the scandal. About
40 other members will receive a warning for improper
reporting of their political funds.

An investigation carried out by the LDP had revealed
that 85 members have failed to declare around JPY 580
million (USD 3.8 million) as revenue in their political
funds reports for the five-year period through 2022.
[Kyodo News 2]

Japan: Parliament passes budget for fiscal
2024

(sh) On March 29, Japan's parliament approved a JPY
112.57 trillion (USD 744 billion) budget for the fiscal
year 2024, beginning in April. This budget, the second
largest in Japan's history, aims to address various
challenges including security threats, demographic
shifts, inflation, and post-earthquake recovery efforts.

Notably, the budget allocates a record JPY 7.95 trillion
(USD 52.3 billion) for defense spending, reflecting
Japan's efforts to strengthen its defense capabilities in
response to perceived threats from China and North
Korea. Despite attempts to reduce spending to pre-
pandemic levels, challenges persist due to increased
expenditure on defense and child allowance-related
policies. Social security costs, driven by an aging
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population, remain significant, comprising about a
third of the budget. [Nikkei Asia]

Japanese publisher gets threatened for
publishing a controversial US book

(sh) A Japanese publisher faced threats for planning to
release a translated version of a controversial U.S.
book questioning an increase in young women seeking
gender transitions.

Sankei Shimbun Publications Inc. received an email
threatening arson against bookstores selling the book
unless its publication was canceled, citing concerns
about discrimination against transgender people.

The book, 'Irreversible Damage: The Transgender
Craze Seducing Our Daughters' by journalist Abigail
Shrier, argues against life-altering changes for girls
without genuine gender dysphoria. Originally
scheduled for release by Kadokawa Corp. in December,
the book was pulled following criticism. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Record high in child abuse cases
reported

(sh) On March 28, in 2023, the Japanese National Police
Agency reported a concerning rise in suspected child
abuse cases, reaching a record high of 122,806 victims,
up by 6.1 percent compared to the previous year.

This increase reflects a growing awareness and
concern about the safety of minors in the country.
Additionally, there was a record 2,385 criminal
investigations conducted into child abuse cases by the
police, marking a 9.4 percent rise from 2022.

Psychological abuse cases saw a significant surge, with
90,761 children referred to welfare centers, including
many who witnessed domestic violence within their
families. 21,520 children suffered physical abuse,
10,205 faced neglect or abandonment, and 320
experienced sexual abuse, highlighting the urgent
need for intervention and support for vulnerable
children. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Police receives more domestic
violence complaints
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(sh) In 2023, the Japanese police reported an increase
in domestic violence complaints, reaching a record
88,619 cases, marking a 4.9 percent rise from the
previous year.

About 30 percent of these complaints came from men,
reflecting a significant shift as the ratio of male victims
has risen from 1.8 percent to 29.5 percent over the
past 15 years. Authorities noted that changes in the
social environment may have contributed to more men
coming forward as victims.

Among the serious cases identified by police, 90
percent involved assaults and injuries, with 49 cases
violating restraining orders. The year also witnessed a
surge in revenge porn cases, with 1,812 complaints, up
by 4.9 percent.

769 cases involved partners or former acquaintances
distributing explicit content without consent, while
threats of wider dissemination affected 676 victims.
This alarming trend underscores the pressing need for
measures to combat domestic violence and protect
individuals from digital exploitation.[Asahi Shinbun]

Japan: TEPCO to load fuel in nuclear
reactor for checking

(sh) On March 28, the Tokyo Electric Power Company
(TEPCO) applied to the Nuclear Regulation Authority
(NRA), Japan's nuclear watchdog, to load fuel into the
No. 7 reactor at the Kashiwazaki-Kariwa nuclear power
plant in western-coast Niigita Prefecture, a step
needed for the reactor to restart.

In 2017, both the No. 6 and No.7 reactors passed the
NRA's checks, but operations were halted due to
security flaws. The ban was lifted last December.

The application does not specify the restart date due
to uncertain work progress. Gaining local approval is
crucial, with the industry ministry seeking Niigata
Governor Hanazumi Hideyo's cooperation, who is
closely monitoring government decisions regarding
nuclear plant restarts. Concerns about evacuation
plans in the event of an accident persist after the Noto
Peninsula New Year's Day earthquake (see AiR No. 1,
January/2024, 1). [NHK]

Japan: Central bank warns of currency
decline
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(sh) Prime Minister Fumio Kishida emphasized in a
March 28 press conference that the government would
consider all options to address excessive movements
in the currency market, affirming Tokyo's readiness to
intervene if necessary. He highlighted the importance
of stable currency rates aligned with economic
fundamentals during.

The prime minister’s statement came in response to
concerns over the yen's recent decline to three-decade
lows against the US dollar.

While historically favoring a weak yen to benefit major
manufacturers, policymakers grapple with the adverse
effects of the yen's sharp declines, including inflated
costs of raw material imports, dampened
consumption, and reduced retail profits. [Reuters]

Japan: Passenger aircraft to be developed
by 2035

(sh) On March 28, Japan is set to develop a cutting-
edge passenger aircraft by around 2035 after a
government's aircraft industry strategy was revealed
that seeks to channel a total of JPY 5 trillion (USD 33
billion) in public and private investments over the next
decade, with the overarching goal of achieving carbon
neutrality in the aviation sector by 2050.

The envisioned aircraft is expected to be powered by
hydrogen, reflecting the global trend towards

sustainable transportation fuels and innovation. This
shift towards decarbonization has prompted airlines
worldwide to embrace sustainable aviation fuel (SAF)
derived from sources such as food waste and plants.

Japanese officials from the Ministry of Economy, Trade
and Industry anticipate that a domestically produced
aircraft will stimulate growth in Japan's aerospace
sector, benefiting numerous local component
suppliers. This development could potentially lead to
the establishment of aircraft assembly plants within
the country, further boosting its aerospace industry.
[Kyodo News]

Japan: 5 airports and 11 ports to be
upgraded for defense purposes

(sh) Japan has revealed plans to upgrade five airports
and 11 ports, reserving them for potential use by the
nation's defense forces and coast guard during military
crises. This decision comes amidst persistent worries
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about China's assertive actions in maritime territories
and the looming possibility of conflict in the Taiwan
Strait.

Almost half of the 16 selected commercial facilities,
including Naha and Nagasaki airports, are in Okinawa
Prefecture or the southwestern main island of Kyushu.
This choice underscores Japan's efforts to strengthen
defense capabilities around its remote southwest
islands.

Enhancements at the designated airports will include
extended runways and aprons to accommodate fighter
jets and transport aircraft, while ports will require
docks capable of hosting destroyers and other large
vessels. Local governments overseeing these facilities
will collaborate with the central government to
formalize agreements regarding their utilization by the
Self-Defense Forces (SDF) and coast guard for both
routine operations and emergencies.

The five designated airports are spread across four
prefectures—Fukuoka, Nagasaki, Miyazaki, and
Okinawa—whereas the 11 ports are distributed among
Hokkaido, Kagawa, Kochi, Fukuoka, and Okinawa
prefectures

The plan is anticipated to gain approval shortly at a
meeting of relevant ministers, paving the way for the
project to commence in the upcoming fiscal year
starting in April. An initial budget of JPY 35 billion (USD
230 million) is earmarked for the first year. [Kyodo
News] [NHK]

Mongolia: Cabinet introduces draft law to
combat climate change effects on
livestock

(fg) On March 27, Dashzegve Amarbayasgalan,
Mongolian Minister and Head of the Cabinet
Secretariat, presented a legislative proposal to mitigate
the impact of climate change on the livestock industry.

The proposal includes strategies to reduce nature- and
climate-related risks in the livestock industry and aims
to increase the value and competitiveness of livestock
products by promoting cooperation and collaboration.

It also proposes that citizens who join livestock
cooperatives can obtain loans through commercial
banks that are fully backed by the Credit Guarantee
Fund, a mechanism designed to reduce financial risks
for banks by guaranteeing 100 percent of the loans.
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In addition, the draft describes the framework for
primary and secondary cooperatives according to
regional specificities and sets out the obligations of
livestock farmers and their cooperatives in terms of
guaranteeing the conditions for fodder cultivation.
[Montsame]

Mongolia is experiencing a very severe winter this year,
which has already resulted in a huge livestock death
toll, with 4.7 million animals lost (see AiR No. 13,
March/2024, 4).

North Korea: Ballistic missile fired

(yq) North Korea has escalated tensions by launching a
suspected intermediate-range ballistic missile into the
sea off its east coast. The launch was detected by
South Korea and Japan on early April 2 from near

Pyongyang.

This latest launch is notably the third ballistic missile
test by North Korea in 2024, as the country announces
advancements in hypersonic missile technology,
signaling a steadfast commitment to its military
enhancements despite international sanctions. [Al
Jazeeral

This follows the major annual joint military exercises of
the US and South Korea in March, in which North
Korea responded with anger and conducted live-fire
drills. North Korea has denounced such exercises as
preparations for invasion (see AiR No. 10, March/2024,
1).

South Korea: Election campaigning begins

(oy) On March 28, official campaigning for the April 10
general elections in South Korea commenced. A crucial
aspect of this electoral contest is whether President
Yoon Suk Yeol's People Power Party (PPP) will secure
the majority in the National Assembly from the
Democratic Party (DP). Failing to achieve this could
potentially render President Yoon a lame duck for the
remainder of his term, as South Korea's constitution
allows for only a single-term presidency.

Forecasts suggest the DP could win over two-thirds of
the 300 seats of the Assembly, enough to override a
presidential veto and even impeach the president.

PPP’s leader Han Dong-hoon started his campaign by
visiting an agro-fisheries market in Seoul. He stated
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that the election is consequential for South Korea’s
future and pledged that the PPP will champion for
hardworking people. Han further emphasized PPP's
commitment to addressing livelihood issues, citing the
recent increase in fruit prices as an example of such
issues. He urged merchants to support PPP to enable
them to address and resolve livelihood issues.

DP's leader Lee Jae-myung started his campaign in the
Gyeyang-B district in Incheon, a traditional DP
stronghold. Lee criticized President Yoon for being
“incompetent”, warning the voters against entrusting
South Korea to what he described as a corrupt
organization that seeks personal profits and belittles
the people. He also highlighted recent controversies
surrounding Yoon's family, such as the first lady
inappropriately accepting a luxury bag gift (see AiR No.
4, January/2024, 4). [Yonhap] [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Overseas voting opens in US

(oy) South Korean voters in the US have begun voting
for the April 10 National Assembly elections, which are
seen as a public assessment of President Yoon Suk
Yeol's administration. The overseas voting program will
run through next week.

Approximately 2,800 South Koreans are registered
voters in Washington, D.C., Virginia, Maryland, and
West Virginia. Polling stations have been set up in
Alexandria, Virginia, and Maryland.

According to the National Election Commission, a total
of 147,989 South Koreans is eligible for overseas voting
at 220 polling stations across 115 countries. [Yonhap]

South Korea: People Power Party’s to
adhere to principle of reciprocity for
foreign residents voting rights

(oy) At a party meeting on March 27, PPP chairman
Han Dong-hoon stated that the party will adhere to the
principle of reciprocity regarding the issue of granting
voting rights to foreign residents. This means that
foreign residents should only be given the right to vote
in local elections if their home countries grant South
Koreans the same right. Currently, foreigners who
have lived in South Korea for more than three years
and have obtained permanent residency can vote in
local elections. [Yonhap]
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South Korea: Government pledge firm
response to election crimes

(oy) The South Korean government has pledged to
strictly enforce laws against illegal activities related to
the upcoming April 10 general elections.

In cooperation with the National Election Commission,
the government will clamp down on false information,
propaganda, bribery, illegal intervention by public
officials, and election-related violence. Those behind
fake news, false propaganda, and violence against
candidates will be held accountable. The government
also plans to respond to new forms of election crimes,
such as deepfakes. [Yonhap_1]

Separately, Song Doo-hwan, the chairman of the
National Human Rights Commission, has urged
political parties and candidates to avoid hate speech in
the lead-up to the April 10 National Assembly elections
in South Korea. He called on state institutions,
including the National Election Commission, to commit
to firmly responding to any public insults or slights
against candidates on the basis of hometown or sex.

Song emphasized the need to monitor and rectify hate
speech during the election campaign to protect the
rights and freedoms of social minorities. He also called
on the press to avoid excessive reporting on incidents
of hate speech. [Yonhap 2]

South Korea: Civic Group claims a third of
election candidates have criminal record

(oy) The Citizens' Coalition for Economic Justice, a civic
group, reported that almost one-third of the
candidates for the April 10 parliamentary elections in
South Korea have a criminal record. The group also
claimed that the average asset holdings of these
candidates amounted to KRW 2.44 billion (USD 1.8
million).

The group further noted that a majority of the
candidates from the main opposition Democratic Party
(DP) and the center-left Justice Party were likely to have
incurred criminal records due to their past
participation in the pro-democracy movement.

The group criticized the nomination process for its
insufficient examination of candidates, which has led
to an increase in candidates with criminal records and
high asset holdings. The group called for both the DP
and People Power Party to apologize for the poor
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nominations and urged them to enhance the vetting
criteria for future candidates. [Yonhap]

South Korea: People Power Party’s vows
to relocate parliament

(oy) The ruling People Power Party (PPP) in South
Korea has pledged in their campaign to relocate the
National Assembly from its current location in Yeouido,
Seoul, to Sejong, a special self-governing city and the
de facto administrative capital of South Korea. This
move is expected to enhance Sejong's status as a
political and administrative capital, similar to
Washington, D.C., save administrative costs, and spur
economic development.

The plan also aims to transform the current National
Assembly site into a green ecological park and remove
development restrictions in Seoul, potentially making
Yeouido a financial hub of Asia. The proposal has been
welcomed by Seoul Mayor Oh Se-hoon. [Yonhap]
[Korea JoongAng Daily]

South Korea: President Yoon urge doctors
for “unified proposal”

(oy) On April 2, President Yoon Suk Yeol gave a
televised address calling for a “unified proposal” from
doctors on the appropriate increase in medical school
enroliment quota, stating that the government
believes a minimum increase of 2,000 is necessary. He
added that the government is open to discussions and
willing to change its policies if there are better
alternatives.

Yoon also refuted allegations that the government
failed to properly consult the medical community and
has called on doctors’ groups to promptly return to
talks with the government. He stressed that the
medical reform plan is intended to improve essential
medical services and rural medical services for the
people.

Yoon urged trainee doctors to return to work and
criticized the Korean Medical Association for its
demands and threats to influence voters’ decision in
the upcoming April 10 election.

Yoon also assured that doctors’ earnings will not
decrease in the future, citing the expected( increase in
people’s incomes and demand for health care with a
rapidly aging population. He called for public support
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to complete the medical reform for the people. [South
Korea Presidential Office] [Yonhap 1]

On March 28, Deputy Health Minister Jun Byung-wang
called on medical intern to return to their training
hospitals by April 2. Otherwise, medical internship
training will be impossible in the first half of 2024.

About 90 percent of South Korea's 13,000 interns and
resident doctors have been on strike for the past six
weeks, in protest of the government plans to increase
medical school's enrollment quota (see AiR No. 13,
March/2024, 4).

The strike has caused five major hospitals to lose
approximately more than KRW 1 billion (USD 741,344)
per day. In response, these hospitals have temporarily
closed some wards and reshuffled staff. They have also
started accepting applications for unpaid leave from
their employees to reduce labor costs and postponed
the recruitment of nurses. The situation has led to a
significant decrease in the number of surgeries and
other patient treatments. [Yonhap 2]

Earlier last week, the Ministry of Health and Welfare
warned that it would commence formal process to
suspend the licenses of medical doctors who refuse to
return to work. Jun, however, outlined that this has
been paused amidst the government discussing a
“flexible” response to the strike. [Yonhap 3]

On March 26, South Korean Prime Minister Han Duck-
soo pledged to engage in active dialogue with the
medical community to resolve the ongoing strike and
medical school quota dispute. Han expressed hope
that the dialogue would lead to medical reforms.
[Yonhap 4]

Similarly, President Yoon proposed a joint discussion
with the medical community on the medical budget for
2025. Yoon emphasized that setting the health and
medical sector budget would make it possible to make
changes in nonessential expenditures and help
determine the extent of expanding regional medical
infrastructure, among other things. He urged medical
staff to engage in talks with the government and
reiterated that increasing the medical school
enrollment quota is necessary to address the predicted
shortage of doctors. [Yonhap 5]

The South Korean government has thus far remained
committed to increasing medical school enrollment
quotas. On March 27, Interior Minister Lee Sang-min
stated that increasing the nationwide medical school
quota is a “prerequisite” for normalizing the country’s
medical services. Lee emphasized that the expansion is
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necessary due to a shortage of doctors, particularly in
regional areas. He also noted that the average number
of doctors per 1,000 residents in South Korea's major
cities and provinces, excluding Seoul, is significantly
lower than the average among OECD member nations.

On the same day, Second Vice Health Minister Park
Min-soo also urged striking trainee doctors to engage
in talks with the government. [Yonhap 6] [Yonhap 7]

South Korea: Ambassador to Australia
resigns

(oy) On March 29, the South Korean Ambassador to
Australia, Lee Jong-sup, has resigned amid criticism
over his controversial appointment and departure.
Lee's resignation was accepted by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and has been approved by the
Presidential Office. [Korea JoongAng Daily] [Yonhap 1]

Lee was under investigation for allegedly interfering in
a military investigation concerning a Marine’s death in
summer last year. Lee was banned from leaving the
country, which was lifted for his ambassadorship
departure (see AiR No. 13, March/2024, 4).

After assuming his ambassadorship in Canberra, Lee
returned to South Korea for 11 days to attend a
defense cooperation meeting, raising questions about
the real reason for his return. His lawyer, Kim Jae-
hoon, stated that Lee intends to stay in Seoul to
respond to all procedures and has asked the foreign
minister to ensure his resignation is accepted.

Lee's resignation comes as South Koreans prepare to
vote on April 10, with speculation that the presidential
office ordered Lee's hasty return due to deteriorating
public sentiment ahead of the elections. [Yonhap 2]
[The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Constitutional Court upholds
THAAD deployment

(oy) The Constitutional Court in South Korea has
rejected two petitions challenging the government’s
decision to deploy the US Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD) missile system in Seongju, a
southeastern county.

The petitions were filed by a group of Seongju
residents and Won Buddhism followers in 2017, who
argued that the THAAD deployment could violate their
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right to a safe environment due to potential
electromagnetic waves and noise from the radars. The
residents have also argued that the area is at higher
risk of being targeted during hostilities while the Won
Buddhism followers argued that it infringed on their
religious rights.

The court ruled that the system does not infringe on
the basic rights of the residents. It did not recognize
these concerns as direct violations of the plaintiffs’
health and environmental rights. The court also ruled
that THAAD's deployment will not encourage an
invasion from North Korea, nor does it infringe on
religious rights. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

South Korea announced plans to deploy THAAD in
2016 as defensive measure after a series of nuclear
and intercontinental ballistic missile tests by North
Korea. THAAD was operationalized in 2017. [Institute
for Security and Development Policy]

South Korea: District court resumes
forced labor compensation lawsuits
hearing

(oy) On March 26, the Seoul Central District Court
resumed hearings on lawsuits by victims of forced
labor during Japan’s colonial rule (1910-45). The
lawsuits are against Japanese companies, including
Nippon Steel Corp., JX Metals Corp., and Mitsubishi
Materials Corp.

The hearing comes after the Supreme Court of South
Korea has rejected in December 2023 the Japanese
firms’ claims that the statute of limitations for these
cases has expired. The court recognized the victims’
rights to damages, noting that they were not able to
exercise their rights to compensation until 2018. This
decision counters Japan'’s claims that all reparation
issues were resolved under the 1965 treaty between
South Korea and Japan. [Yonhap]

South Korea: Artificial Intelligence research center
inaugurated

(oy) On April 1, South Korea's Ministry of Defense
inaugurated the Defense Artificial Intelligence Center.
The center will oversee the development of artificial
intelligence (Al) in the defense sector. This is part of the
Defense Innovation 4.0 initiative, which aims to
modernize the military using Al and other advanced
technologies.
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The center, staffed by around 110 civilian and military
personnel, will focus on developing Al-based manned-
unmanned teaming systems and battlefield situational
awareness. It will also apply civilian Al technologies to
the military. A memorandum of understanding was
signed between the Ministry of Defense and Ministr of
Science and ICT to enhance cooperation in key
technology sectors like Al, semiconductors, space, and
cyberspace. The agreement also promotes research
and development, building cooperation between the
private sector and the military, and leveraging on
infrastructure to verify research by universities and
state-run institutes. [Yonhap]

Taiwan: Ruling DPP opposes KMT's
reforms on separation of powers

(fg) On April 1, the Parliamentary Committee on Justice,
Basic Laws and Statutes discussed several legislative
proposals, mainly submitted by the opposition
Koumintang (KMT)

Particularly controversial are the amendments to the
“Act Governing the Legislative Yuan's Power” and the
Criminal Code, which are intended to criminalize
contempt of the legislature.

With these proposals, the KMT seeks to extend the
powers of the legislature, particularly in its control
function over the executive. The proposals include high
fines and even prison sentences if questions from
parliament are not (sufficiently) answered.

The ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) firmly
rejects these proposed bills as unconstitutional and
warns of a return to the authoritarian era if these
amendments are adopted. According to the DPP, the
legislature would exceed its powers and undermine
the authority of the executive [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Prime minister rejects KMT's
proposal for pension reform

(fg) The Kuomintang (KMT) is proposing a reform to
stop a planned cut in the income replacement rate for
retired teachers and civil servants. This rate has been
continuously reduced over the past five years. The KMT
suggests freezing these cuts to stabilize the financial
situation of retirees.

On March 25, Prime Minister Chen Chien-jen of the
ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) expressed
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concern when asked about the reform proposal by the
press, saying that this proposal could destabilize the
current pension system. The government argues that
the previous reforms, including the cuts, were
necessary to make the pension system sustainable and
financially viable in the long term. The adjustments are
based on changes in the consumer price index to
ensure that pension payments remain fair and in line
with the economic situation.

The cuts to the income replacement rate are part of a
broader pension reform introduced in 2016 under
then President Tsai Ing-wen. It aims to make the
pension system for civil servants, teachers and the
military personnel sustainable. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Lawmakers launch a
parliamentary group for Hong Kong

(fg) On March 29, parliamentarians from the Legislative
Yuan, Taiwan's parliament, launched a "Taiwan
Parliamentary Group for Hong Kong". Its aim is to
monitor developments in Hong Kong and to lobby for
the support of Hong Kongers under the new
legislation.

On March 23, Hong Kong's new security law, known as
Article 23, came into effect. Taiwan has already warned
its citizens against traveling to Hong Kong under this
new law (see AIR No. 13, March 2024, 4).

Huang Jie, chairman of this group, affirms that the fate
of Hong Kong should be a warning to Taiwan. [Taiwan
News]

Taiwan: Defense minister to stay in office
after his son’s skandal

(fg) On April 1, Defence Minister Chui Kou-cheng
publicly apologized for his son's behavior.

The apology is linked to a scandal last week earlier, in
which Chui's son, a captain in the armed forces and a
member of the National Security Bureau (NSB), is said
to have visited prostitutes. Intimate images and videos
apparently can be found on the internet. [Focus
Taiwan]

On the same day the report was published, the NSB
initiated an investigation. Despite Chui verbally
announcing his resignation as defense minister due to
these revelations, President Tsai Ing-wen managed to
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persuade him to stay in office. Chui then committed to
remaining available as defense minister.

It is believed that the current regional security
situation and the upcoming change of government in
May prompted Tsai to request Chui to continue in his
role. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Navy receives two new Tuo
Chiang-class corvettes

(fg) On March 26, the Taiwanese Navy welcomed two
new domestically produced Tuo Chiang-class corvettes
into its fleet.

These vessels boast exceptional speed, a stealth
design, and the capability to be equipped with
hypersonic missiles and anti-ship missiles. Additionally,
their shallow draft enables them to dock at fishing
ports.

With the addition of these two corvettes, the Navy now
possesses a total of six ships of this type and intends
to expand this number to 11 by 2026. The first Tuo
Chiang-class corvette was delivered in 2021. [Taiwan
News] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: New maintenance center for anti-
ship missiles announced

(fg) Taiwan has announced that it will supplement its
defense capabilities with a maintenance center for
anti-ship missiles.

This is intended to keep its own Hsiung Feng and U.S.-
made Harpoon anti-ship missiles combat-ready and
relieve other maintenance centers that service various
weapons systems. [Taiwan News]

The new maintenance center is to be incorporated into
the Navy's new coastal operation command and is
seen as preparation for the arrival of 400 Harpoon
missiles ordered in April 2023. [Reuters]

Taiwan: Mobile defenses to be built up

(fg) As Nikkei Asia reports, Taiwan is currently changing
its defense strategy in the event of a Chinese invasion,
with the focus now being on the procurement of small
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mobile weapon systems, such as the High Mobility
Artillery Rocket System (HIMARS), portable air defense
systems, or drones.

Aimed at to holding off Chinese forces as long as
possible until U.S. support arrives, the shift in strategy
towards asymmetric warfare has been implemented as
part of the 2023 National Defense Review. [ROC
National Defense Report 2023] [Nikkei Asia] [Taiwan
News]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia

Bangladesh: BNP chairperson Khaleda Zia
admitted to hospital; jail term suspension
extended

(tg/Im) Khaleda Zia, the chairperson of Bangladesh's
main opposition Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
and a former prime minister, has been admitted to
hospital due to deteriorating health. [The Business
Standard]

Zia has had multiple admissions to the CCU over the
past year, including a significant stay at Evercare
Hospital last August. In October, doctors from Johns
Hopkins Hospital in the United States were involved in
her treatment. After over five months of treatment,
she returned home in January this year. The 78-year-
old former prime minister suffers from various health
issues, including liver cirrhosis, arthritis, diabetes,
kidney, lung, heart, and eye problems.
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In separate but related updates, the government has
extended the suspension of Zia's jail sentence by six
months due to health concerns. However, Zia will be
obliged to seek medical treatment in Bangladesh, the
Home Ministry has said. [Dhaka Tribune]

Zia was convicted and sentenced to jail in multiple
cases. However, in October 2018, the High Court
suspended her jail sentence for four months, allowing
her to seek medical treatment. This suspension has
since been extended multiple times, enabling her to
remain out of jail on bail for an extended period.

Bangladesh: Students protest against
reinstatement of student politics at BUET

(Im) Students at Bangladesh University of Engineering
and Technology (BUET) have been protesting since last
week, demanding a politics-free campus. The protests
began after approximately 100 members of the
Bangladesh Chhatra League (BCL), the student wing of
the ruling Awami League party, entered the campus on
March 28 and engaged in political activities, effectively
ignoring a ban on student politics that was
implemented after BCL members murdered a second-
year student in October 2019. [The Daily Star 1]

Crucially, days after the incident and the launch of the
ensuing protests, on April 1, Bangladesh’s High Court
ruled that there is no prohibition on student politics at
BUET. This decision came after a writ petition filed by a
BUET student and BCL leader. [The Daily Star 2]

Against this backdrop, the government is considering a
firm stance to address the ongoing protests at BUET
while aiming to reinstate student politics at leading
engineering institutions. Education Minister Barrister
Mohibul Hasan Chowdhury Nowfel emphasized the
constitutional right to engage in political activities on
public campuses. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Sub-district polls in
Chattogram marred by internal feuds
worry Awami League leaders

(Im) In an internal meeting of the ruling Awami League
(AL) in Chattogram, the second-largest city in
Bangladesh and the capital of Chattogram Division,
party leaders expressed concerns over internal feuds
ahead of the upcoming elections to local government
bodies, the upazila parishad. [The Daily Star]
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Despite the party's decision not to allocate party
symbols for the elections, lawmakers and grassroots
leaders proposed to support a single candidate to
avoid further rifts within the party. However, Awami
League central leaders emphasized that the decision to
keep the upazila polls open is unlikely to change.

Elections for the upazila parishad within the
Chattogram Division are scheduled to be held between
Ma4 and May 25.

Bangladesh: Commerce ministry approval
made mandatory

(Im) In Bangladesh, the government is set to introduce
a new law governing the import and export of services,
requiring mandatory approval from the Ministry of
Commerce. This law, titled the "Import and Export Act,
2024," expands the scope of the existing legislation to
include service activities alongside goods. The
Cabinet's approval in principle of this draft law marks a
significant update to the previous regulations. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: 40 journalists faced violence,
intimidation in March

(Im) In Bangladesh, 40 journalists experienced
violence, threats, and harassment in 15 incidents
across the country in March, according to the human
rights organization Manabadhikar Shongskriti
Foundation (MSF). This marked an increase from
February, where 13 journalists faced similar incidents.
The latest report highlighted various perpetrators
involved, including ruling Awami League party
members, sub-district chairmen, government officials,
and local influential individuals. [The Daily Star]

The report also addressed incidents of arbitrary arrests
by law enforcement agencies and urged for improved
medical conditions in prisons. Additionally, it
highlighted concerns about violence against women
and children, as well as border killings by the Indian
BSF, attributing government inaction to these issues.

Bangladesh: Prosecution witness testifies
via video conference in human trafficking
case


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-bd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-bd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-bh/

(Im) In a landmark development, a Rohingya witness
testified via video conference in a human trafficking
case at the Anti-Human Trafficking Offense Tribunal in
Rajshahi, Bangladesh. The man recorded his statement
in a case ongoing since January 2021, which had faced
delays in recording witness statements. The use of
video conferencing marked a significant advancement
in Bangladesh's legal history for trafficking cases,
facilitating the trial process, particularly when
witnesses are unable to attend court or reside in
remote areas. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Upswing in child marriage

(tg) A recent government survey has revealed that
around 41.6 percent of young Bangladeshi women
were married before the age of 18, with 8.2 percent of
them married before turning 15. This trend is more
pronounced in rural areas, where 44.4 percent of
women are affected. Moreover, the survey highlights a
concerning rate of adolescent pregnancies, with over
25 percent of pregnant women aged 15 to 19. Poverty,
safety concerns, and cultural practices are identified as
primary factors driving child marriage. Compounding
the issue is the inadequate enforcement of laws and
dysfunctional authorities. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: External debt crosses USD
100 billion

(Im) Bangladesh's external debt has exceeded USD 100
billion, reaching USD 100.64 billion by the end of
December last year, as reported by Bangladesh Bank.
This represents a modest increase from approximately
USD 99 billion six months prior, indicating a marginal
rise of USD 1 billion in foreign debt during this period.
Despite the uptick in debt, both the central bank and
government are confident in the country's borrowing
capacity, given that it constitutes only 23 percent of the
total GDP.

While Bangladesh is undertaking major projects with
foreign funding, such as the Rooppur Nuclear Power
Plant and Padma Bridge Rail Link Project, it also faces
significant domestic debt, with a debt-to-revenue ratio
exceeding 400 percent. This poses challenges for
repayment, especially amidst concerns about the
depreciating value of the taka against the dollar, which
raises the cost of foreign loans amid stagnant
remittances and export earnings.
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In response, experts emphasize the urgent need for
fundamental reforms in revenue generation and
expenditure rationalization to address the debt burden
sustainably. Despite these challenges, Bangladesh's
per capita foreign debt has more than doubled over
the past eight years, reaching USD 592 by December's
end.

Bangladesh: Government’s interest
expenses jump 26 percent in six months

(Im) In Bangladesh, in the first six months of the
current fiscal year, the government's interest expenses
surged by approximately 26 percent year-on-year,
totaling USD 457.40 million. This increase was primarily
driven by higher borrowing costs from both domestic
and external sources. Domestic loan interest costs
rose by 13.58 percent to USD 385.32 million, while
interest on foreign credits surged by 195.81 percent to
USD 72.02 million. [The Daily Star]

Factors contributing to the rise in borrowing costs
include increased yields on treasury bills, escalation of
global interest rates, and higher non-concessional
loans from bilateral and multilateral partners. As a
result, the government may exceed its budget
allocation of USD 860.03 million for interest payments
in the current fiscal year.

Bangladesh: ECNEC clears 11 projects
involving more than USD 76 million

(Im) In Bangladesh, The Executive Committee of the
National Economic Council (ECNEC), a high-level
decision-making body chaired by the prime minister,
has approved 11 development projects, including the
construction of 674 Union Parishad complex buildings
in 322 upazilas. The total estimated cost of these
projects is approximately USD 76.71 million, with
around USD 72.35 million funded by the government
and approximately USD 4.36 million from foreign
sources. Seven projects are new, three are revised, and
one received an extension. [Dhaka Tribune]

Among the new projects, rural infrastructure
development in the greater Rangpur region and
construction in Egypt are included. Additionally, three
revised projects involve additional costs. The meeting
also cleared the relocation and modernization of the
Bangladesh Betar Shahbagh Complex.
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Bangladesh: Garment workers block
Gazipur regional road to demand wages,
Eid bonuses

(Im) Thousands of workers of a garment factory in
Gazipur, Bangladesh, blocked a regional road,
demanding unpaid salaries and Eid bonuses on April 1.
The factory's administration officer stated that only
February's salary was due and pledged to resolve the
issue. As the protest continued, police were deployed
to control the situation. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Woman gang-raped for 25
days as rape cases soar across country

(Im) A 23-year-old woman was held captive, shackled,
and repeatedly gang-raped for 25 days in
Mohammadpur, Bangladesh. She was rescued after
attracting attention by screaming, and locals called the
police. The victim's roommate, allegedly complicit,
introduced her to the perpetrators. They took turns
raping her, filmed the abuse, and threatened to
release the footage. [The Daily Star 1]

In the first three months of 2024, human rights
organization Ain O Salish Kendra reported
approximately 114 cases of rape against women, with
three victims killed and one dying by suicide following
rape. Additionally, 14 cases of minor boys being raped
were reported. The organization also documented 137
cases of domestic violence against women, resulting in
65 deaths and 49 suicides. Furthermore, 79 individuals,
including 55 women and 24 men, faced violence
associated with sexual harassment incidents. [The
Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh Mahila Parishad revealed further
distressing figures, with 245 women and girls
subjected to torture and violence in March 2024 alone.
These incidents included rape, gang rape, and even
captivity, highlighting a pervasive threat to women's
safety in Bangladesh.

Bangladesh: Four children among eight
abducted from Cox’s Bazar

(tg) Eight individuals, including four children, were
abducted within 18 hours in Bangladesh'’s sub-district
of Teknaf, situated in the southeastern part of the
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country, near the border with Myanmar. Over the past
year, 103 people, including local residents and
Rohingyas, have been abducted from Teknaf's hilly
areas. [The Daily Star]

Bhutan: Government faces significant
internal debt

(Im) The Bhutanese government is facing significant
internal debt, with government bonds and Treasury
bills (T-Bills) amounting to approximately USD 382.8
million, the highest ever recorded. These borrowings
primarily come from domestic financial institutions
and were necessitated by the economic impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic and revenue shortfalls. [The
Bhutanese]

The current government had to refloat T-Bills worth
USD 82.8 million to redeem earlier bills. These debts
will pose a burden on both the current and future
governments. Despite this, Bhutan's foreign reserves
stand at a healthy USD 589 million, above the critical
level of USD 464 million, which would trigger further
import restrictions.

Bhutan: Economic Stimulus Programme
not included in 13th Five Year Plan upon
request by India

(Im) Bhutan's Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay
announced that the Economic Stimulus Programme
(ESP), amounting to USD 180 million, will not be part of
the 13th Five Year Plan budget. This decision was made
after a request for support from the Government of
India, which pledged USD 1.2 billion for the 13th Plan
during Prime Minister Narendra Modi's recent visit.
While civil servants initially anticipated USD 1.02 billion
in Indian support, the actual commitment exceeded
expectations. [Kuensel]

With additional funding secured, the total capital
budget for the 13th Plan amounts to USD 1.02 billion.
Overall, the 13th Plan budget is estimated at USD
6.144 billion, with funding derived from domestic
resources, grants from various sources including the
Government of India and international organizations,
as well as allocations from green or climate financing
initiatives.

Bhutan has been following a system of five-year plans
for its economic development since the 1960s. These
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plans are formulated by the government to outline
national development priorities and strategies over a
five-year period. The plans typically focus on various
sectors such as infrastructure, education, healthcare,
agriculture, industry, and environmental conservation.

Bhutan: Economic loss from drug-related
arrests estimated at USD 6.45 million in
2023

(Im) According to Bhutan's Prime Minister Lyonchhen
Tshering Tobgay, drug-related arrests last year
resulted in an estimated economic loss of about USD
6.456 million. Police records show a significant
increase in arrests, with 2,112 individuals apprehended
in 2023 compared to 1,557 in 2022. Common
substances involved include pharmaceuticals like
Spasmo Proxyvon and solvents like thinner. Lyonchhen
emphasized a zero-tolerance policy on drugs and
called for collaboration among stakeholders to address
the issue. Plans for drug awareness programs in
schools and prison upgrades are in progress. [Kuensel]

India: INDIA opposition bloc unites for
rally after key leader’s arrest

(fd) On March 31, leaders of the INDIA opposition bloc
joined forces under the banner under the banner of
"Loktantra Bachao" (Save Democracy) in a show of
solidarity with Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal and
former Jharkhand Chief Minister Hemant Soren, both
of whom were recently arrested by India's federal
financial crimes agency in separate cases. This
gathering marked the inaugural public event of the
INDIA big tent alliance, which has experienced internal
conflicts and desertions since its inception ten months
ago. [Associated Press] [Reuters]

Kejriwal, a prominent critic of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, was arrested on March 21 by 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 [see AR No. 13,
March/2024, 4]. Kejriwal's came roughly 2.5 months
after the ED arrested Soren on charges of corruption,
hours after he resigned from the position of the chief
minister of Jharkhand state.
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Despite differing political ideologies among the leaders
present, they united against what they perceived as
coercive tactics and unfair treatment by central
agencies, particularly in the run-up to the general
elections. Rahul Gandhi, the former Congress
president, accused the ruling BJP of attempting to
manipulate the electoral process, citing concerns over
electronic voting machine (EVM) integrity. [The Hindu]

Of note, the Trinamool Congress reaffirmed its alliance
with the INDIA bloc, despite past disagreements over
seat-sharing arrangements. The party had announced
its candidates for all 42 parliamentary seats in West
Bengal state last month, putting an end to speculation
over its pre-poll seat sharing with the Congress party.
However, at last week’s rally, prominent party
representatives emphasized the party's steadfast
commitment to the INDIA alliance. [Hindustan Times]

The rally concluded with a set of demands put forth by
the opposition parties, including calls for a fair
electoral process, the release of detained leaders, and
an investigation by the Supreme Court into the BJP's
electoral bond practices.

India: Delhi High Court dismisses plea to
remove Kejriwal as Chief Minister

(fd) On March 28, the Delhi High Court dismissed a
plea to remove Aam Aadmi Party National Convenor
Arvind Kejriwal as Chief Minister of Delhi on the
grounds that there is no “no scope for judicial
interference”. Surjit Singh Yadav had filed the plea after
Kejriwal had been arrested in relation to a money
laundering case concerning an alleged liquor policy
scam. According to Yadav the arrest had negatively
impacted the credibility of the government. Kejriwal's
arrest had been critiqued by several opposition
leaders. [Economic Times] [The Hindu]

India: Opposition Congress party gets
fresh IT notice; total tax demand now at
USD 428.16 billion

(Im) In a significant development just weeks before the
national parliamentary election, India’s main
opposition Congress party finds itself embroiled in
mounting tax troubles as it received fresh notices from
the Income Tax department totaling USD 209.4 million
for the assessment years 2014-15 to 2016-17. This
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adds to the total tax demand, which now stands at
USD 428.16 million. [The Hindu] [Reuters]

These notices come amid ongoing legal battles as the
party contests the tax demands previously imposed.
Notably, last month, authorities froze some of the
party's bank accounts over a tax case from 2018-19
involving USD 162 million, a matter dismissed by the
court. The party has taken the matter to court,
challenging the legitimacy of these demands. They
argue that similar entries involving leaders of the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) have not been subjected to
such taxation.

The Congress vehemently accuses the BJP of utilizing
tax demands as a form of "tax terrorism" aimed at
financially crippling the principal opposition party,
particularly during the lead-up to the 2024
parliamentary elections. This strategic use of tax
issues, they argue, disrupts the level playing field in
electoral politics.

India: 600 lawyers write to chief justice
against ‘vested interest group’ trying to
defame courts

(Im) A group of about 600 lawyers have penned a letter
to India’s Chief Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, accusing a
"vested interest group" of attempting to pressure the
judiciary and tarnish the reputation of courts. The
letter, dated March 26, highlighted concerns about this
group's alleged tactics of using frivolous arguments
and political agendas to influence judicial decisions,
particularly in cases involving political figures accused
of corruption. The lawyers criticized these tactics,
which they claim are damaging to the courts and the
democratic fabric of the country. [The Hindu]

While the letter did not specify particular cases, it
comes amid heightened scrutiny of high-profile
corruption cases involving opposition leaders. The
lawyers urged the Supreme Court to take proactive
measures to safeguard the judiciary from such attacks,
emphasizing the importance of the chief justice’s
leadership in these times.

Interestingly, the All India Lawyers Union (AILU) has
criticized the letter, contending that the letter's
allegations are baseless and do not represent the
general opinion of the legal fraternity in India.
Additionally, the AILU accuses the group of lawyers of
remaining silent on issues such as attacks on judicial
review and the basic structure of the constitution by
the current government. Additionally, the AILU points
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out instances of executive interference in judicial
matters, such as post-retirement appointments and
disrespecting Collegium decisions on appointments
and transfers. [The Hindu]

India: Enforcement Directorate attaches
assets worth roughly USD 3.84 million to
Alchemist Group

(Im) India’s federal financial crimes agency, the
Enforcement Directorate, has provisionally attached
properties valued at roughly USD 3.84 million
belonging to the Alchemist Group. This conglomerate,
founded by Kanwar Deep Singh, a former member of
Parliament's upper House of the All India Trinamool
Congress, is facing scrutiny and legal investigation for
alleged financial irregularities, including money
laundering and misappropriation of investor funds.
The group stands accused of collecting over USD 216
million from investors under false pretenses and failing
to repay the funds. It is alleged that these funds were
used to acquire properties through various companies,
concealing the true ownership. [The Hindu]

India: Delhi Bar Council urges home
minister to not implement new criminal
laws

(Im) The Bar Council of Delhi (BCD) has voiced serious
concerns over the impending implementation of three
new criminal laws—Bharatiya Nyaya Sanhita, Bharatiya
Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita, and Bharatiya Sakshya
Adhiniyam—scheduled to replace existing legislation
on July 1. [The Hindu]

In a letter addressed to Home Minister Amit Shah, BCD
raised objections, particularly regarding the extension
of police remand periods from 15 days to 60-90 days
under the new laws. They argue that such prolonged
custody periods could potentially be exploited by
unscrupulous police officials for custodial torture and
atrocities, thereby violating civil liberties and human
rights.

Additionally, they criticize the proposed
implementation of community service as a
punishment, labeling it arbitrary and demeaning. The
letter also highlights concerns about the complexity of
the new laws, the potential for chaos in legal principles
and procedures, and the risk of granting excessive
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power to the police, which could undermine the rule of
law and constitutional principles.

India: 44 percent of 514 surveyed sitting
MPs face criminal charges

(fd) A recent analysis by the Association of Democratic
Reforms (ADR), an Indian NGO dedicated to electoral
and political reforms, revealed concerning findings
from self-sworn affidavits of 514 Members of
Parliament (MPs). Among them, 44 percent are facing
criminal charges, with 29 percent facing serious
allegations including murder, attempt to murder,
promoting communal disharmony, kidnapping, and
crimes against women. Notably, five out of nine
registered murder cases involve MPs from the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), and 21 out of 28 cases of
attempted murder concern BJP MPs. [Economic Times]

Additionally, the survey unveiled disparities in wealth
among lawmakers, with some having assets worth USD
billions, while others have minimal assets.

India: Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
extended in Assam, Arunachal Pradesh,
Nagaland districts

(fd) India's Ministry of Home Affairs has announced the
extension of the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act
(AFSPA) in districts across Assam, Arunachal Pradesh,
and Nagaland states for an additional six months,
effective April 1. The AFSPA, originally enacted in 1958,
confers special powers to the armed forces in
designated "disturbed areas" within India. This
decision follows a thorough assessment of the
prevailing law-and-order situation in the concerned
districts. [Economic Times]

Under the provisions of AFSPA, security forces are
empowered to conduct operations and make arrests
without the need for a warrant. Additionally, the law
affords a degree of legal immunity to these forces.
Despite its intended purpose of bolstering security
measures, various political parties and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) have voiced
criticisms regarding the extensive powers granted to
security forces under AFSPA. [The Hindu] [Mint]
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India: Two people found dead after anti-
Citizenship Amendment Act rally in
Meghalaya

(fd) On March 27, two dead bodies were found in
Meghalaya after an anti-Citizenship Amendment Act
(CAA) rally organized by the Khasi Students’ Union
(KSU). The two victims did not belong to the indigenous
community. The police stated that a probe is being
carried out to determine a possible link between the
CAA rally and the deaths.

Several student groups have protested this month for
a repeal of the Citizen Amendment Act as it grants
prosecuted minorities of bordering countries Indian
citizenship which has sparked a fear of increased
immigrant influx into the region of Assam. [The Print]
[The Hindu]

India: Prime Minister Modi accuses
opposition Congress of ‘giving away’
Katchatheevu to Sri Lanka

(fd/Im) Amidst the backdrop of impending general
elections, foreign policy has emerged as a significant
point of contention in India, with Prime Minister
Narendra Modi criticizing the main opposition
Congress party for its role in ceding the Katchatheevu
island to Sri Lanka in the 1970s. [YouTube] [Hindustan
Times]

The issue surrounding the Katchatheevu island
revolves around its transfer from India to Sri Lanka in
the 1970s. Katchatheevu, located between
Rameswaram in India and Sri Lanka, was traditionally
used by fishermen from both countries. However, in
1974, then-Prime Minister Indira Gandhi - a key figure
in the Congress party and daughter of India’s first
prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru - accepted
Katchatheevu as Sri Lankan territory through bilateral
agreements with Sri Lanka. This decision has been a
point of contention, particularly in Tamil Nadu state,
where fishermen have expressed concerns about
losing access to traditional fishing grounds.

The issue has gained prominence again due to replies
received under a Right to Information (RTI) query filed
by a Tamil Nadu state lawmaker of Modi's Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) on the ceding of the island in 1974.
[The Hindu]

This issue has resurfaced following responses received
under a Right to Information (RTI) query, filed by a
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Tamil Nadu state lawmaker from Modi's Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), regarding the island's ceding in
1974. Modi reiterated his stance during a recent rally in
Tamil Nadu, drawing criticism from Chief Minister M K
Stalin, who accused him of falsehood and challenged
the assertion that Tamil Nadu fishermen solely faced
issues due to the past actions of the ruling Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) party.

At the time of the island's cession to Sri Lanka, Stalin's
father, M. Karunanidhi, served as chief minister of
Tamil Nadu. Currently, the Congress and the DMK are
in alliance with each other in Tamil Nadu for the
upcoming parliamentary elections.

India: Tejas Mark 1A fighter jet completes
first flight

(fd) The Tejas Mark 1A, a light combat aircraft
manufactured by Hindustan Aeronautics Limited,
successfully completed its maiden flight on March 28.
The Mark 1A is the most advanced version of Tejas,
India’'s homegrown single-engine, advanced 4th
generation combat aircraft. The Indian Air Force has
two Tejas squadrons and the Defense Acquisition
Council (DAC) has allowed for the order of 97
additional Tejas Mark 1A. These are intended to
increase the number of Indian fighter squadrons from
31 to 42. [Times of India]

India: Police forces bust Naxal camp on
Maharashtra-Chhattisgarh border

(fd) Police in Maharashtra state have successfully
dismantled a camp used by Naxalite militants,
associated with the extremist communist movement
known as Naxalism or Maoism, near the Maharashtra-
Chhattisgarh border. While the Naxalites managed to
evade capture, the police seized several items
including detonators and gelatin sticks. [Deccan
Herald]

India: Border Security Force seizes two
drones close to Pakistan border

(fd) India’s Border Security Force (BSF) has seized two
drones near the India-Pakistan border in Punjab’s
Amritsar and Tarn Taran districts. [The Print]
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The Maldives: Supreme Court revokes
candidacy of Central Henveiru
constituency contender

(aa) The Maldivian Supreme Court has revoked the
candidacy of Hassan Shiyam, who was contesting the
Central Henveiru constituency in the upcoming
parliamentary election as an independent candidate.
The case was submitted to the Supreme Court by the
brother of the incumbent MP for Central Henveiru, Al
Azim, due to a proven debt related to loans taken by
Crystal Lagoon Resort. [Sun Online]

Hassan was among the guarantors for the loans, which
were not repaid in accordance with court orders.
Despite seeking an order from the Civil Court to
establish no remaining debt, both the Civil Court and
the High Court upheld the decision, citing the
guarantors' obligation to repay the loan. This ruling
comes after Hassan's candidacy was also challenged
during the previous parliamentary election, where he
was deemed eligible to contest by the Supreme Court.

The Maldives: Anti-graft body probes eight
cases related to parliamentary elections

(aa) In the Maldives, the Anti Corruption Commission
(ACC) has announced that it is investigating eight cases
related to the parliamentary elections scheduled for
April 21. The complaints primarily focus on the alleged
misuse of state resources in campaigning and
violations of election laws, including pledges made by
candidates in exchange for votes. [The edition]

Since the Maldives Marketing and Public Relations
Corporation (MMPRC) scandal in 2014, the government
promised policies to tackle the issue of corruption.
Former President Ibrahim Solih established the
Presidential Commission on Corruption and State
Asset Recovery to recuperate those state assets that
have been unduly spent by various public officials. In
2022, the Commission was resolved without leading to
widespread prosecutions or recuperation of the funds.
The archipelago state rests among the two-thirds of
countries that score below 50 out of 100 in the
corruption perception index.

The Maldives: State-owned fishery
company'’s Chief under extended
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suspension

(aa) The 14-day suspension of the Chief Executive
Officer of the state-owned Maldives Industrial Fisheries
Company (MIFCO) was extended by three more weeks
until April 21. Ahmed Samah Rasheed was subjected to
an inquiry by the Privatization and Corporatization
Board (PCB) after they received a corporate
governance-related complaint. The State-owned
Enterprises (SOE) Committee highlights that Samah's
suspension does not represent a fight against
corruption. [Sun Online]

The 12 main allegations of the leaked letter against
Ahmed Samah Rasheed include nepotism and misuse
of company resources for political purposes. SOE
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. Due to its significance to 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
MIFCQO's operations. [AIR No. 13, March/2024, 4]

Nepal: Unified Socialist party promised
leadership in two provinces in power
sharing deal

(Im) The Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Socialist), a
junior partner in Nepal's ruling coalition government,
has secured leadership positions in two provincial
governments - Bagmati and Sudurpaschim - after
major coalition partners agreed to the arrangement.
[The Kathmandu Post 1]

Nepal's main governing forces - the Maoist Centre of
Prime Minister Dahal and the Unified Marxist-Leninist
of former prime minister Oli - accepted the Unified
Socialist leadership in the two provinces after the
provincial government of Bagmati's chief minister
Shalikram Jamkattel was pushed into a crisis. This
happened after the Unified Socialist refused to give
Jamkattel, a Maoist Centre leader, a trust vote on April
1 without first ensuring chief ministerial berths in two
provinces.
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A request for the vote of confidence was submitted to
the Province Assembly Secretariat on March 29.
Originally, it was anticipated that Jamkattel would
receive support from the all three communist parties
and the Hamro Nepali Party to secure the vote.
Currently, these parties hold a combined total of 57
seats in the 110-strong provincial assembly.
[myRepublica] [The Kathmandu Post 2]

However, more recently, the Unified Socialist party
decided not to support Jamkattel in the floor test. The
decision was made due to concerns over power-
sharing arrangements and equal participation in the
provincial government. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

This development is significant, particularly
considering that the Unified Socialist party failed to
gain a national presence in the 2023 elections due to
its inability to meet the three percent vote threshold.
Nevertheless, it has managed to secure two ministerial
positions in the Pushpa Kamal Dahal Cabinet and
ensure leadership in two provincial governments,
along with other ministerial portfolios in various
provinces.

Nepal: Home minister denies co-op fraud
charges in House panel

(Im) During a session with the State Affairs Committee
of the House of Representatives, Nepal's Home
Minister Rabi Lamichhane denied allegations of
misusing cooperative funds and defended himself
against accusations. He emphasized that there is no
evidence proving his involvement in the embezzlement
case. [The Kathmandu Post]

Lamichhane stands accused of embezzling hundreds
of millions of rupees from various cooperatives,
allegedly in collusion with Gitendra Babu Rai, the
former chairman of the Gorkha Media Network, the
parent company of a television channel where
Lamichhane served as a managing director. The
opposition 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 AR No. 12,
March/2024, 3].

More recently, the Nepali Congress has called for the
establishment of a parliamentary committee to
investigate allegations leveled against Lamichhane.
[AIR No. 13, March/2024, 4]
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Nepal: Prime minister, opposition leader
meet as victims criticize stalled
transitional justice process

(Im) Nepal's Prime Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal and
main opposition Nepali Congress President Sher
Bahadur Deuba recently convened amid a backdrop of
intensifying concerns from civil war victims regarding
the sluggish progress of the country’s transitional
justice process. This meeting came at a crucial
juncture, especially after the Nepali Congress altered
its stance on the Enforced Disappearances Enquiry,
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Act following
Dahal's coalition restructuring, which ousted the
Nepali Congress from its former position.

The discussion primarily revolved around the pressing
need for endorsing the transitional justice bill and
ensuring the effective functionality of Parliament. The
amendment bill, which has been under consideration
by the Law, Justice, and Human Rights Committee for
over a year, is a paramount concern for both the
government and conflict victims. [The Kathmandu
Post]

The victims of the insurgency, along with human rights
advocates, have been advocating for a revision of the
bill without any further delays. Their demand for
prompt action on transitional justice issues, including
the appointment of office bearers in the two
transitional justice commissions - the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and the Commission
of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared Persons
(CIEDP), gained prominence during the meeting.

Last month, the Supreme Court gave the government a
month to start the selection process for office bearers.
Until then, the court directed the government to form
task forces within the commissions to investigate
victims' complaints. [AIR No. 12, March/2024, 3]

Nepal: Supreme Court annuls suspension
of convicted Nepali Congress lawmaker

(Im) In Nepal, the Supreme Court has revoked the
suspension of Nepali Congress lawmaker Tek Bahadur
Gurung, convicted of corruption, allowing him to
participate in parliamentary proceedings. The court
found his suspension against the constitution and the
Act Relating to the Federal Parliament Secretariat. [The
Kathmandu Post]
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Gurung was suspended by the Parliament Secretariat
in December 2022 due to a corruption case filed
against him. Despite facing corruption charges before
his election, Gurung was elected to the House of
Representatives in November 2022. He and others
were found guilty by the Special Court of involvement
in irregularities worth approximately USD 2.36 million.

Legal experts criticize the decision, citing potential
negative consequences of allowing a convict to resume
public office.

Nepal: Graft case filed against six in
medical equipment procurement case

(Im) In Nepal, the Commission for the Investigation of
Abuse of Authority (CIIA) has filed a graft case at the
Special Court against a prominent businessman, Bishal
Pandit, and six others, including a company. The case
involves alleged corruption in the procurement of
medical equipment for Koshi Provincial Hospital. The
defendants are accused of colluding to award a
contract to Pandit's company, depriving other bidders.
Pandit was previously involved in controversy over
medical supplies procurement during the COVID-19
pandemic. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government rejects rights
commission’s secretary pick, cites lack of
transparency

(tg) The Nepali government will not appoint Murari
Kharel as secretary of the National Human Rights
Commission, even though he was recommended by
the commission. This is due to its complaints that the
process was not transparent, pointing to the fact that
the human rights commission did not provide the
voting statistics of all the candidates running for the
position. [The Kathmandu Post]

The conflict arose in December last year after four out
of five commissioners recommended acting secretary
Murari Kharel for the position, prompting objections
from the fifth commissioner, who accused Kharel of
misconduct. These objections, echoed by other
contenders for the role, led to a delay in the
appointment process as the Prime Minister's Office
sought original documents from the NHRC. [AIR No. 11,
March/2024, 2]
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As the National Human Rights Commission is a
constitutional body, they claim that they are not
required to submit the results in the internal election
to the executive. The commission’s leadership also
claims that their nominated candidate cannot be
rejected by the executive, either.

Nepal: Oil corporation jacks up petrol
price

(Im) The Nepal QOil Corporation has raised the price of
petrol by approximately USD 0.03 per liter. The prices
of diesel, kerosene, cooking gas, and aviation fuel
remain unchanged. This increase is based on the tariff
received from the Indian Oil Corporation, the sole
supplier of fuel to Nepal. Additionally, the price of LP
gas cylinders has decreased, but the corporation
decided not to change the price due to a significant
loss. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Resuming of construction on
Mahakali Bridge

(tg) The construction of the Mahakali Bridge in
Kanchanpur, south-west Nepal, has begun again after
a break in work over the past five months. The
construction company contracted to build the bridge
had suspended work due to not receiving funds from
the government. The 8.6 kilometer and six-lane bridge
is hoped to become a major focal point of cross border
trade in western Nepal. On both sides, ponds have
been built to attract tourists. [The Himalayan Times]

Sri Lanka: Justice Minister proposes
reestablishment of Parliament’s upper
house, bigger National List

(aa) In Sri Lanka, Justice Minister Dr. Wijeyedasa
Rajapakshe is spearheading proposed electoral and
constitutional reforms aimed at enhancing governance
structures in the country. Central to these reforms is
the proposal to establish an upper House of
Parliament, the Senate, comprising 35 members, a
move intended to replace the existing Constitutional
Council. In addition, national elections are to be
reconfigured to elect 160 MPs through a first-past-the-
post system, with the remaining 65 being chosen
proportionally. [The Island]
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It is pertinent to note that Sri Lanka previously had a
Senate under the Soulbury Constitution, enacted
shortly after independence in 1947. The Senate played
a crucial role in safeguarding the rights of ethnic and
religious minorities. Its abolition in 1972, during the
transition to a unicameral legislature, is viewed by
Minister Rajapakshe as a contributing factor to the
ethnic tensions that culminated in the civil war in 1983.
[The Island 2]

The current Constitutional Council was established
through the 17th Amendment to the Constitution,
which came into effect in October 2001. Its primary
function is to oversee and recommend appointments
to key positions within the government, such as the
judiciary, independent commissions, and other
important public offices. The Council typically consists
of members appointed by the President, Prime
Minister, and the Leader of the Opposition.

Against this backdrop, Just Minister Rajapakshe
justified the proposal for a Senate by highlighting the
need for an appointed body that operates above
Parliament. Drawing parallels with countries such as
the United States, Japan, Germany, and India, which
possess Senates, he underscored the potential
benefits of introducing such a legislative body in Sri
Lanka's governance framework.

Regarding proposed changes to national elections, the
inclusion of the National List aims to bring
professionals from diverse fields into Parliament,
thereby enriching policy debates with expert
knowledge and potentially increasing female
representation. The appointment of slots for the
National List can be made at either the national or
provincial level, providing flexibility in implementation.
[Groundviews]

Sri Lanka: Three key members of SLFP
removed from party posts

(Im) The Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), a key
component of the opposition Freedom People's
Alliance, has ousted three lawmakers from their party
roles, including Senior Vice President, Treasurer, and
National Organizer. This decision underscores a
growing divide within the party, particularly between
its chairman, former Sri Lankan President Maithripala
Sirisena, and other senior leaders. [Daily Mirror Online]

The ousted lawmakers have expressed strong
reservations about Sirisena's actions, raising concerns
about possible inconsistencies or questionable
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conduct in his leadership. They specifically highlighted
Sirisena's criticism of Lasantha Alagiyawanna and
Mahinda Amaraweera for accepting positions as State
Minister of Public Management and Accounting and
Minister of Agriculture and Plantation Industries,
respectively. Despite this criticism, Sirisena extended
an invitation to Wijayadasa Rajapakshe, a Cabinet
Minister in the same government, to deliver a special
lecture at the SLFP Headquarters. [Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Health sector resumes strikes

(aa) Sri Lanka's health sector is once again in turmoil as
various unions have announced strikes set to
commence on April 2, citing the unresolved issue of
unequal Disturbance, Availability, and Transport (DAT)
allowances for healthcare workers under the new
administration of the Health Ministry. This recurrence
of trade union action underscores the immense strain
faced by Sri Lanka's once-thriving public healthcare
system, exacerbated by the exodus of healthcare
professionals, diminished public healthcare funding,
and escalating expenses. [The Island]

The discord initially surfaced in January when the
government unilaterally increased DAT payments
solely for doctors, igniting protests from other
healthcare personnel who deemed themselves unfairly
sidelined and deserving of comparable treatment. In
response to the initial protests over the allowance
disparity, the government deployed hundreds of
soldiers to key hospitals to bolster operations as
hospital support staff and administrative personnel
staged strikes nationwide. [AIR No. 3, January/2024, 3]

The initial catalyst for the unrest stemmed from the
Cabinet's decision to raise the monthly transport
allowance for doctors from 115.50 USD to 247.50 USD.
Since then, three separate instances of trade union
action have been organized, signaling ongoing
discontent within the healthcare workforce.

Pakistan: Fresh controversies emerge as
Senate elections begin

(Im) Members of Pakistan's provincial and national
assemblies commenced voting for national senators
on April 2 amidst fresh controversies in the electoral
process. [Nikkei Asia]

The Senate, responsible for passing legislation,
consists of 96 members, with each province electing 23


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-qd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-qh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-qk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-qu/

senators and the lower house choosing an additional
four. The election involves both direct and proportional
representation, with members voting through a secret
ballot.

In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP), controlled by the main
opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf party of jailed
former prime minister Imran Khan, a dispute has
arisen, leading to a delay in Senate elections due to the
assembly speaker's failure to administer the oath to
nearly 25 opposition lawmakers belonging to the
Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), despite a court order.
[Arab News]

Prior to the postponement, the election commission
had already declared unopposed winners for 18
Senate seats, including seven each from Punjab and
Balochistan on general seats, two on women's seats,
and two on seats reserved for scholars or technocrats.
However, with the delay in KP, the polling process was
restricted to only 19 seats, leaving a significant portion
of the Senate seats vacant.

Pakistan: Court suspends jail sentence of
ex-Premier Imran Khan in graft appeal

(Im) A Pakistani court has decided to grant former
Prime Minister Imran Khan an appeal against his
corruption conviction, effectively suspending his 14-
year prison sentence. The court's ruling provides a
moment of relief for Khan and his embattled party, the
main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), which
had faced significant challenges due to the corruption
charges. [Reuters]

The charges against Khan and his wife, Bushra Bibi,
revolve around the alleged illegal sale of gifts valued at
over USD 500,000, received during Khan's premiership
from 2018 to 2022. These gifts, which included luxury
items such as perfumes, diamond jewelry, and high-
end watches, were reportedly obtained from a state
treasury known as the "Toshakhana."

The Islamabad High Court's decision to suspend Khan's
graft sentence underscores the court's concerns
regarding the evidence supporting the conviction. The
court has indicated that a final decision on the
conviction will be made after Eid holidays, following a
comprehensive review of arguments and evidence.

Despite this reprieve, Khan remains incarcerated due
to other convictions handed down before the
elections. Furthermore, his disqualification from
holding public office for a decade, stemming from
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these legal issues, continues to cast a shadow over his
political future.

Pakistan: Jurists accuse intelligence
agency of intimidation

(Im) In Pakistan, six senior judges of the Islamabad
High Court have accused the country's Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) agency of interfering in judicial
matters. In a public letter dated March 25, the judges
allege tactics such as secret surveillance, abduction,
and torture of their family members. They call upon
the Supreme Judicial Council (SJC), the country's judicial
watchdog, to investigate these allegations. [Al Jazeera]

Significantly, the instances of alleged intimidation and
coercion by the judges in cases deemed "politically
consequential" are directly linked to legal proceedings
involving the principal opposition figure and
imprisoned former Prime Minister, Imran Khan. Khan's
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) has leveled accusations
against the military, asserting that it orchestrated a
campaign targeting the party in the lead-up to last
month's general elections.

This crackdown resulted in Khan's detention and
disqualification from contesting, prompting numerous
PTI leaders to defect following their arrests.
Furthermore, the party forfeited its election symbol,
compelling its candidates to run independently. More
than a hundred cases involving Khan were presented
before the Islamabad High Court, wherein the six
signatory judges assert they faced considerable
pressure from the ISI.

The judges' letter followed a Supreme Court ruling
declaring the 2018 removal of former IHC judge
Shaukat Aziz Siddiqui as illegal. Siddiqui had accused
military officials of manipulating judicial decisions,
particularly in corruption cases involving Nawaz Sharif.
The SJC had recommended Siddiqui's removal, but the
Supreme Court overturned this decision, restoring his
status as a retired judge [see AIR No. 13, March/2024,
4]. The judges' letter referenced Siddiqui's case, calling
for an investigation into the allegations against the
former ISI chief and military officials.

Pakistan: Supreme Court conditionally
allows military courts to pronounce
reserved verdicts
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(Im) Pakistan’s Supreme Court, during a hearing,
allowed military courts to issue reserved verdicts in
cases concerning civilians allegedly involved in the May
9 riots, with the condition that judgements be
announced in cases where suspects might be released
before the end of Ramadan. This development
emerged as the court deliberated on a series of intra-
court appeals challenging its prior ruling of October 23,
which had invalidated military trials for civilians linked
to the May 9 riots. [DAWN]

The case revolves around the trial of over 100 civilians
accused of participating in attacks on army
installations during the riots following the arrest of
former Prime Minister Imran Khan on May 9 of the
preceding year. Last year, a Supreme Court bench had
unanimously declared that subjecting the accused
civilians to military courts exceeded constitutional
authority, ruling instead that they should be tried in
civilian criminal courts.

Subsequently, the Supreme Court conditionally
suspended its October 23 ruling in December, pending
a final decision, as it heard a set of intra-court appeals
filed by the caretaker federal government and
provincial governments of Balochistan, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa, and Punjab. Meanwhile, the Defence
Ministry also filed an appeal, seeking the suspension of
the previous verdict's operation during the pendency
of the appeal.

During the hearing, the Attorney General for Pakistan
indicated the potential release of 15 to 20 accused
individuals, explaining the procedural stages involved.
He emphasized that permission for military courts to
pronounce reserved verdicts would be contingent
upon the final decisions on appeals against the
October 23 ruling.

Additionally, the Supreme Court accepted the request
of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa government to withdraw
its appeal against the October 23 ruling. The court
directed the Attorney General to submit a report
regarding these developments to the registrar and
adjourned the hearing until the fourth week of April.

Pakistan: 51 main opposition PTI
supporters convicted in May 9 violence
case

(Im) A Pakistani anti-terrorism court has sentenced 51
workers of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party of
jailed former prime minister Imran Khan to five years
in prison for their involvement in violent protests
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following Khan's arrest on May 9 last year. The court
convicted them under various sections of the Pakistan
Penal Code and Anti-Terrorism Act. Additionally, fines
of USD 35.99 were imposed on each convict, along with
one-year imprisonment on five other charges. Notably,
most of the prominent figures, including Khan and his
close aide Shah Mehmood Qureshi, a former foreign
minister, were declared absconders in the case.
[DAWN]

In a separate but related development, eight suspects
allegedly involved in the May 9 violence were detained
immediately after their release from Adiala jail on bail.
Their detention came following orders issued by the
Rawalpindi deputy commissioner under Section 3(1) of
the Maintenance of Public Order, which authorizes the
arrest of individuals deemed to pose a threat to public
safety or order. [DAWN]

Meanwhile, five other suspects, also accused of
involvement in the May 9 violence, were released from
Adiala jail after being granted bail by the Supreme
Court. The court criticized the investigation process
and expressed concern over the inclusion of terrorism
charges in the case. Justices on the bench emphasized
the lack of evidence against the suspects and called for
political issues to be addressed outside the judicial
system. The suspects were required to submit surety
bonds as a condition of their bail release.

Pakistan: Teachers from Balochistan
University protest for delayed salaries

(nw) Hundreds of teachers and staff from Balochistan
University gathered in front of the Balochistan
Assembly on Monday, staging a sit-in to protest against
the non-payment of salaries for the past four months.

The protesters set up a camp outside the assembly
gate, obstructing entry, until the assembly members
intervened. After negotiations the committee, formed
to address the protesters' concerns, assured them that
their salary and pension issues would be promptly
resolved, with Chief Minister Sarfraz Bugti having
approved funds for the universities. Consequently, the
protest was concluded, but the joint action committee
vowed to continue the sit-in at the university until
salaries were paid. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Miners stage protest against
government in Quetta following
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kidnapping

(Im) Members of the Pakistan Central Mines Labour
Federation (PCMLF) and coal miners gathered in
Quetta, the capital of Balochistan province, to demand
the release of three miners abducted in the Duki coal
field area. While no group claimed responsibility,
officials suspect involvement of a banned outfit for
ransom. In light of this, labor leaders condemned the
abduction and criticized authorities for neglecting the
safety of coal miners in Balochistan, where over 60
miners have lost their lives in the past two months.
[DAWN]

The protesters also called for compensation for victims
of the recent Zardalo coalfield incident, where 12
miners lost their lives due to a methane gas explosion.
Labor leaders criticized authorities for neglecting the
safety of miners, highlighting the urgent need for
regulation in Balochistan's mining industry, where
numerous fatalities occur due to unregulated
practices.

Pakistan: Monthly inflation rises from to
20.68 percent year-on-year

(nw) Pakistan's Consumer Price Index (CPI) rose to
20.68 percent in March compared to the previous year,
according to Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (PBS) data.
Significant increases were seen in the prices of
commodities like tomatoes, onions, fresh vegetables,
and condiments, while items like cooking oil, vegetable
ghee, and fresh fruits experienced price decreases.
The monthly inflation for March increased by 1.71
percent from the previous month. Non-food items
such as electricity and motor fuel also saw price hikes.
[Arab News] [The News]

Pakistan: Balochistan, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa provinces witness over 92
percent of all fatalities in Q1 2024

(nw) According to a report from Centre for Research
and Security Studies (CRSS), Pakistan experienced 432
fatalities and 245 incidents of violence including terror
attacks and counter-terror operations, involving
civilians, security personnel, and outlaws. The data
indicates that Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and
Balochistan provinces, both bordering Afghanistan,
accounted for over 92 percent of all fatalities and 86
percent of attacks during the first quarter of 2024. The
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remaining regions were relatively peaceful, suffering
less than 8 percent of all fatalities.

In addition to terrorism casualties, Pakistan had 64
incidents of sabotage targeting government, political,
private, and security properties. Militant organizations
claimed responsibility for less than 20 percent of the
total casualties attributed to terrorism for this interval.
In the first quarter, sectarian violence affected Muslims
and non-Muslims, including Ahmadis and Shias and
Sunni. [The Express Tribune] [Dawn]

Pakistan: Five Chinese nationals among
six killed in suicide bomb attack

(tj/Im) Five Chinese nationals and a Pakistani driver
were killed in a suicide bomb attack targeting their
convoy near Besham city in Pakistan's Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province. The convoy was en route from
Islamabad to Dasu, where a hydroelectric dam is under
construction by a Chinese company. No group has
claimed responsibility for the attack, but previous
incidents targeting Chinese interests in Pakistan have
been linked to various armed groups. [Al Jazeera]

The attack occurred shortly after Baloch rebels
assaulted a naval base in Turbat, Balochistan, resulting
in the death of at least one paramilitary soldier. This
incident followed another attack on a military complex
near Gwadar port, where eight militants and two
soldiers were killed. The Balochistan Liberation Army's
(BLA) armed wing, the Majeed Brigade, claimed
responsibility for both assaults. [AIR No. 13,
March/2024, 4]

Against the backdrop of these attacks, a Chinese
company has halted civil works on the Tarbela 5th
Extension Hydropower Project, located in Haripur
district of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and laid off over 2,000
workers. The manager of the Power Construction
Corporation of China notified the suspension, citing
security reasons. The Tarbela project's completion is
expected by May 2026, aided by funding from the
World Bank and the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank. [DAWN]

Meanwhile, President Asif Ali Zardari and Interior
Minister Mohsin Naqvi condemned the attack,
emphasizing the strong bond between Pakistan and
China. Sharif, accompanied by Beijing's ambassador to
Islamabad, assured fool-proof security arrangements
and promised swift action on recommendations from
an inquiry committee. [Voice of Americal
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Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif is likely to visit China
this month.

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
Southeast Asia

Bruneian company to build high-speed
railway across Borneo

(dgl) Brunergy Utama Sdn Bhd, a Brunei based
company focusing on major infrastructure projects,
has announced on its website a project for the first
high-speed rail network in Borneo

Set to shorten the travelling distances between
Kalimantan, Sarawak, Sabah and Brunei, the Trans
Borneo Railway project would be implemented in two
phases involving routes spanning more than 1,600
kilometers.

The first phase would see cities connected from West
to the East coast, beginning in Pontianak, West
Kalimantan, and ending in Kota Kinabalu, Sabah, an
economic focal area. The second phase would cover
North and East Kalimantan connecting the main route
with Samarinda and Nusantara, Indonesia’s new
capital. [Malay Mail]

The world's third largest island, Borneo is shared by

the Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak,
Indonesian Kalimantan and Brunei.

Cambodia: Land laws under reform
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(Ivw) The government draws up a comprehensive
update of a_23 year-old land law. Say Samal, Minister of
Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction
says it is a step towards Cambodia achieving high
income status by the mid-century. The law is critical for
national development and supports the nation’s
growth and social development by regulating
community land, protected areas and graveyards. It
also aims to improve the provision of public services in
the land sector.

The law is being discussed and implemented at the
ministerial and district council levels, in consultation
with relevant stakeholders and civil society
organizations, who will be engaged for review and
feedback. Seng Lot from the Ministry of Land
Management added that alongside the land law, the
ministry intends to update management, urbanization
and housing laws to meet the country’s growing socio-
economic needs. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: 6.6 percent economic growth
expected for 2024

(dgl) Cambodia’s economy is forecast to see a 6.6
percent rise in 2024 from 5.6 per cent in 2023.

The growth is mainly driven by garment export,
tourism, agriculture, as well as construction and real
estate, according to Prime Minister Hun Manet,
speaking at the Cambodia-Asean Business Summit on
April 2.

He added that the country’s growth would return to
the pre-pandemic level of 7 per cent by 2028. [The
Star]

Meanwhile, the World Bank predicts an expansion of
Cambodia’ GDP by 5.8 percent this year, making it
together the Philippines with also 5.8 percent growth,
the two countries the fastest growing developing
economies in Southeast Asia. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Tolne Sap Lake sustainable
management pledge admits critical
aquatic biodiversity concerns

(lvw) Thor Chetha, Cambodia’s Minister of Water
Resources and Meteorology, has encouraged
enhanced efforts for the conservation and sustainable
management of Tonle Sap Lake. During March,
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Minister Chetha has been consulting local authorities
in Kampong Thom and Kampong Chhnang Provinces,
as well as local fishing communities around the Tonle
Sap Lake. Long term strategic plan for the area and
sustainable use of natural resources, ensuring water
use on agricultural land cultivation, action of flooded
forest areas and supporting water-based livelihoods
for local communities. [Khmer Times]

These enhanced efforts for freshwater protection
come during rapidly declining fish stocks across the
Mekong River Delta, with one in five fish species being
at risk due to construction of dams and sand mining
along the river. These practices hinder the migration,
breeding and the viability of aquatic species and are a
wakeup call for biodiversity, health, economics and
food security for fishing communities all along the river
and adjacent wetlands. [South China Morning Post]

Cambodia: Probe into report on trapped
Indian working for scamming syndicates
launched

(dgl) The Cambodian Ministry of Interior is
investigating a report of Indian newspaper Indian
Express according to which 5,000 Indians are trapped
and forced to work for scamming syndicates in
Cambodia.

Indian Express reported on meeting between the
Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA), Ministry of Electronics and Information
Technology (Meity), the Indian Cyber Crime
Coordination Centre (14C) and other security experts at
which a strategy to rescue the more than 5,000
trapped Indians. [Khmer Times]

Indonesia: Jakarta retains status as
country’'s economic hub amid capital
relocation plans

(jb) Indonesia's parliament has granted Jakarta a
special status, ensuring its position as the nation's
economic center even as plans are underway to shift
the capital to Borneo Island.

After deliberation in parliament on March 28, Minister
of Home Affairs Tito Karnavian emphasized the need
to enhance Jakarta's competitiveness to match other
global cities after the government's move to
Nusantara, the proposed new capital. Karnavian stated
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that granting Jakarta a special status would accelerate
its economic growth and boost its contribution to the
country's GDP post-relocation.

The ambitious project to relocate the capital aims to
decongest the sinking city of Jakarta and redistribute
development across the archipelago. Nusantara, the
future capital located in East Kalimantan province, is a
USD 32 billion project expected to be officially named
the new capital once the president issues a decree.

The government plans to hold the Independence Day
ceremony on August 17 in Nusantara, with thousands
of civil servants expected to relocate by year-end.
[Vietnam Plus] [Reuters]

Indonesia: Regulatory sandbox for crypto
products starting 2025 introduced

(jb) Indonesia is set to implement new regulations for
the crypto industry from January 2025. The country's
Financial Services Authority (OJK) will take over the
regulation of crypto assets from the commodities
agency Bappebti. Crypto firms will be required to
undergo an evaluation in a regulatory sandbox before
being granted approval to operate in the country.

Hasan Fawzi, the head of supervision for financial
technology, digital financial assets, and crypto at OJK,
stressed the alignment of this initiative with OJK's
commitment to consumer protection and education,
affirming his expectation towards a direct impact of
regulatory mechanisms on preventing of fraudulent
investments.

Firms offering crypto services without passing through
the sandbox will be deemed to be operating illegally.
The regulatory sandbox will function as a testing and
innovation development space to ensure the safety
and reliability of crypto products, aiming to enhance
security and responsible management in the financial
sector. [Coindesk]

Indonesia: Tax incentives to promote
electric bus adoption introduced

(jb) The Indonesian Ministry of Finance has unveiled
new tax incentives to boost the adoption of electric
buses in the country. Electric buses with a localization
rate of 20 percent will receive a 5 percent tax incentive,
while those with a rate of at least 40 percent will
benefit from a 10 percent tax break. This move is part
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of Indonesia's broader efforts to develop smart and
environmentally friendly cities.

While the growth of electric bus technology in
Indonesia has been slower compared to other electric
vehicles like cars and motorcycles, the country is
committed to promoting clean energy to meet its
emissions-neutral goal by 2060. Beni Sukadis from the
Indonesian Institute for Strategic and Defence Studies
emphasized Jakarta's push towards building a green
public transport system.

Transportasi Jakarta (Transjakarta), the municipally-
owned land transportation company, plans to expand
its fleet with approximately 500 large and medium-
sized electric buses by 2025, targeting a 60 percent
public transport ratio and full electrification by 2030.
[Vietnam Plus]

Indonesia: Copper miner seeks delay in
copper export ban

(jb) Indonesian copper miner PT Amman Mineral
Internasional is in talks with the government to extend
its copper concentrate export beyond the upcoming
May 31 deadline. This comes as Indonesia plans to
enforce an export ban on copper concentrate from
June to encourage miners to invest in domestic
smelting facilities.

Amman's request for a relaxation in export restrictions
follows a similar appeal by Freeport Indonesia.
Freeport Indonesia is a major global mining company,
which engages in exploration, mining, and processing
of ore containing copper, gold and silver in the
highland areas of Mimika District, Papua Province,
Indonesia.

While Amman's smelter construction is expected to be
90 percent complete by May and reach full production
capacity by Q1 2025, the firm is expanding its storage
facility to continue mining even if the export ban
remains. Amman aims for a 54 percent increase in
copper concentrate production in 2024, targeting
833,000 dry metric tons, boosted by high-grade ore
from its Batu Hijau mine. [Mining.com]

Indonesia: Resentful locals in Aceh force
Rohingya refugees out of shelter again

(jb) For the second time in three months, a group of
resentful locals in Indonesia’s Aceh province has
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stormed a shelter housing dozens of newly arrived
Rohingya refugees, compelling authorities to relocate
them.

After their boat capsized near West Aceh regency, 75
Rohingya were temporarily housed in Suak Nie village.
Despite promises from the local government that the
refugees would only stay for five days, the villagers
protested their prolonged presence. Human rights
activists point to fake news and misinformation as key
factors fueling local resentment towards the
persecuted Myanmar minority.

The refugees have been moved to the backyard of the
West Aceh regent’s office to prevent further unrest.
The incident underscores the challenges faced by
Rohingya refugees fleeing violence and oppression in
Myanmar, with a growing number of refugee boats
arriving in Indonesia since last October. [Radio Free
Asia]

Malaysia: More than 7,300 commercial
crime cases valued USD 163 million
recorded for first three months

(ba) Commercial crime losses nationwide have surged
by a staggering 87 percent to US$ 163 million within
the initial three months of this year, according to
Comm Datuk Seri Ramli Mohamed Yoosuf. The
Director of the Commercial Crime Investigation
Department (CCID) of the Royal Malaysia Police noted
an 8 percent decrease in reported cases compared to
the same period last year, with 7,348 reports against
7,986.

However, he emphasized a significant rise in recorded
losses, amounting to USD 163 million between January
and March compared to USD 86 million during the
corresponding period in 2023.

This year, 3,785 cases were successfully prosecuted,
marking a 52 percent charging rate in commercial
crime cases as of March 24. Additionally, 4,131
suspects were apprehended for various commercial
crime offenses between January 1 and March 3.

Analysis by the CCID uncovered that investment scam
syndicates often utilize platforms like Telegram,
Facebook, and WhatsApp to target victims. [The Star]
[Astro Awani]
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Malaysia: Authorities initiate
investigation into threats made against
distributor of ‘Allah’ socks

(ba) Authorities are currently probing threats directed
at the contentious socks distributor, Xin Jian Chang Sdn
Bhd. Mohd Shuhaily Mohd Zain, director of the Federal
Police Criminal Investigation Department, confirmed
the ongoing investigation, emphasizing its focus on
matters concerning race, religion, and royalty,
particularly in light of the KK Mart stockings
controversy.

Earlier, reports surfaced indicating that the company
had received threats, including one threatening to set
fire to their factory. [New Straits Times]

KK Mart, a convenience store chain in Malaysia, had
caused outrage for selling socks with the word “Allah”.

Malaysia: Bersatu MP dismisses assertion
of 'inducement’

(ba) Syed Abu Hussin Hafiz Syed Abdul Fasal, a
Member of Parliament (MP) from the Malaysian United
Indigenous Party (Bersatu) has dismissed Wan Saiful
Wan Jan's allegations of being offered incentives to
support Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, labeling it as
mere psychological warfare. Bersatu is a major
component party within the opposition Perikatan
Nasional coalition, the second largest political coalition
in the House of Representatives.

Syed Hussin's remarks came after Wan Saiful, who is a
Bersatu member, asserted that he was tempted with
financial benefits, including allocations and funds for
his wife's medical treatment and legal fees, to switch
his allegiance. Wan Saiful, who revealed this in
Parliament, implicated two other Bersatu members,
Zulkafperi Hanapi and Mohd Azizi Abu Naim, as the
individuals attempting to sway him towards supporting
Anwar.

Syed Hussin, one of six Bersatu MPs expressing
support for Anwar, accused Wan Saiful of trying to
dissuade other Bersatu members from following suit.
[New Straits Times]

Malaysia: Former Prime Minister
Muhyiddin seeks review of Court of
Appeal's decision to overturn acquittal
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(ba) Former Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin has
petitioned the Court of Appeal to reconsider its
decision overturning a High Court ruling that had
cleared him of four abuse of power charges last
month.

The motion included an affidavit affirmed by
Muhyiddin on March 27. He argued that the Court of
Appeal's decision was invalid and unlawful, contending
that it exceeded the jurisdiction conferred by the
Courts of Judicature Act 1964.

Muhyiddin, who is also the President of the Malaysian
United Indigenous Party (Bersatu), urged the Court of
Appeal to utilize its inherent power under the act to
restore the High Court ruling in the interest of justice.
In its decision, a three-member bench held that the
High Court had erred in law by deeming the charges
defective. Bersatu is a major component party within
the opposition Perikatan Nasional coalition, the second
largest political coalition in the House of
Representatives.

The court also dismissed Muhyiddin's argument that
Bersatu did not meet the definition of "associate"
under the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission Act
2009, asserting that the party, as a political entity, fell
within the definition.

Muhyiddin was accused in March last year of abusing
his power as prime minister between Feb 8 and Aug
20, 2021, in relation to the Jana Wibawa program by
allegedly seeking USD 49,2 million for Bersatu. He
pleaded not guilty in the sessions court on March 10.
[Eree Malaysia Today]

Malaysia: Decrease in dropout rate in
schools recorded

(ba) Malyasia has witnessed a decline in student
dropout rates from 2017 to 2023, according to Deputy
Education Minister Wong Kah Woh, who addressed the
House of Representatives (Dewan Rakyat) on March
27. He highlighted that the dropout rate among
primary school students decreased from 0.29 percent
in 2017 to a mere 0.06 percent in 2023. Similarly, the
dropout rate for secondary school students decreased
from 1.36 percent to 0.83 percent during the same
period. [New Straits Times]
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Myanmar: Junta helicopter crashes amid
rising mechanical failures

(jb) A military helicopter belonging to Myanmar's junta
crashed during a training exercise in Meiktila city,
Mandalay region, as reported by officials on March 27.
The crash was attributed to mechanical failure, with
both the pilot and trainee aboard escaping unharmed.
Meiktila hosts the junta's Air Force Central Command.

Zeya, a former junta air force sergeant, conceded the
increasing frequency of such incidents, linking them to
the overuse of military aircraft by junta officials and
emphasizing the importance of post-use checks which
the junta struggles to conduct due to frequent
deployment for attacks nationwide. Recent data
indicates a surge in airstrikes in Myanmar, with attacks
rising by 324 percent between 2021 and 2023.

This crash follows a fighter jet incident near Kyu Wun
village in February and a military plane mishap in
Mizoram state last month. [Radio Free Asia]

Myanmar: Pro-government militia
tortures rebel fighters to death in
disturbing video, CNN reports

(jb) CNN reports a disturbing video showing Myanmar
pro-government militia torturing rebel fighters to
death. The victims, 21-year-old Phoe Tay and 20-year-
old Thar Htaung, were captured during a battle against
the military and were tortured and killed by a pro-junta
militia under the watch of Myanmar army soldiers.

Witnesses and analysts point to the ruling military's
responsibility for the killings, contradicting their public
denials. The military has been accused of escalating
terror tactics against civilians, including burnings,
beheadings, and mutilations, as it faces increasing
resistance from a nationwide armed movement.

The military junta denies targeting civilians and often
blames the violence on resistance forces. The
international community, including the United Nations,
has condemned the military's actions, describing the
situation as a "never-ending nightmare" with a "chilling
disregard for human life." [CNN]

Myanmar: Junta chief calls for unity,
asserts temporary military rule to
strengthen democracy
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(jb) Myanmar's military leader, Senior General Min
Aung Hlaing, addressed the nation on March 27 during
the 79th Armed Forces Day parade in Naypyitaw. He
stressed that the military is holding power temporarily
to strengthen democracy and combat armed groups
attempting to disrupt upcoming elections. The general
accused his opponents of receiving foreign support to
undermine Myanmar and obstruct its return to
democratic rule.

Myanmar is currently embroiled in a civil war between
the military and a coalition of ethnic minority rebels
and resistance groups, which emerged following the
junta's violent crackdown on anti-coup protests.

Min Aung Hlaing dismissed accusations of atrocities
committed by the military, labeling them as
falsehoods. He also claimed that international
journalists and social media users are spreading fake
news targeting the military. [Voice of America]
[Reuters]

Myanmar: Junta leader blames rebels for
election delays

(jw) Junta chief Min Aung Hlaing blamed the armed
resistance movement for the junta’s inability to hold
elections in the Armed Forces Day parade on March
27.

Min Aung Hlaing claimed that efforts to conduct
elections were underway but accused the People's
Defense Forces of sabotaging and delaying the
process.

In 2021, the junta initiated a coup against Aung San
Suu Kyi's government under allegations of electoral
fraud. The military has since promised to hold new
elections while continuously extending a state of
emergency. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Annual parade for Armed
Forces Day scaled down

(jb) The annual parade for Myanmar's Armed Forces
Day held on March 27 was scaled down this year in
Naypyitaw, reflecting the military's focus on combating
the escalating resistance from ethnic minority armed
groups.

Only 7,750 personnel participated in the parade, down
from 8,424 in the previous year. The event featured
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limited displays of military might, with fewer armored
vehicles, tanks, and only one or two jets in the aerial
display, a decrease from six the previous year. The
parade, which usually spans several hours, was
shortened by about an hour.

Min Zaw Oo of the Myanmar Institute for Peace and
Security explained that most divisions are understaffed
and engaged on the front lines, limiting the resources
and equipment available for the parade. Additionally,
the parade was rescheduled to the evening from its
traditional morning slot, with the military citing
weather conditions as the reason, although local
political observers suggested it might be a security
measure. [Nikkei] [AP News]

Myanmar: Kachin rebels seize border
town

(jw) The Kachin Independence Army (KIA) and allies
captured a Myanmar-China trade route after defeating
nine junta battalions and seizing 50 outposts over 21
days. The KIA, Kachin People’s Defense Force (PDF),
Arakan Army (AA), and other groups launched the
Kachin State offensive on March 7 and successfully
seized bases in Tanai, Sumprabum, Waingmaw, Mansi
Township, and Momauk.

The KIA disclosed that this latest offensive allowed
them to capture the border-trade town, Lweje. The
town is one of five official China-Myanmar trade posts
in the state.

Rebel groups furthered that there are only two more
junta posts along the 90-kilometer road between
Bhamo and Lwegel. A KIA representative claimed that
they have seized the majority of towns along the China
border and are cleaning up “pockets of junta
resistance.” [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Draft evaders detained in
Monywa

(jw) Approximately 30 men were detained on March 27
in Monywa in Sagaing after skipping pre-conscription
medical exams according to residents.

Administrators in Monywa had sent letters to the
selected men to report to the department, but none
showed up. Junta personnel in plain clothes proceeded
to go door to door, detaining those who failed to
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appear. Residents furthered that some of the detained
were not on the conscription list.

Meanwhile, the junta's central conscription body
announced that military training for the first round of
conscripts would begin in early May. Candidates
selected by the central conscription body would
receive medical exams at military hospitals. Individuals
who passed would be sent to a training depot. [The
Irrawaddy]

The Philippines: Majority opposes
constitutional amendment push by
Marcos Jr. administration

(Im) The latest Pulse Asia survey sheds light on public
sentiment regarding constitutional amendment
proposals in the Philippines. While awareness of these
proposals has risen significantly, with 72 percent of
respondents indicating they are aware of them, there
remains a strong consensus among Filipinos against
amending the Constitution at present. The
overwhelming majority (88 percent) believe that now is
not the appropriate time for such changes. Only a
small fraction (8 percent) support immediate
amendments, while the remainder is divided between
those open to amendments under certain conditions
and those undecided.[Inquirer]

Marcos Jr., who assumed the presidency in 2022, has
been advocating for revisions aimed at
accommodating greater foreign investment to foster
the development of one of Asia’s fastest-growing
economies. The Philippines has gained a reputation for
imposing stringent policies on foreign investment,
including limitations on foreign ownership across
various industries, typically capped at 40 percent, and
the prohibition of foreign equity in mass media.

Constitutional amendments, commonly referred to as
“Cha-Cha" for charter change, have historically been a
sensitive and contentious topic in the country of 110
million. This sensitivity stems from the memory of
President Marcos Jr.'s father, who amended the
constitution to extend his rule beyond the supposed
limit of two terms, ruling for two decades from 1965 to
1986.

Lawmakers have introduced several bills aimed at
relaxing these restrictions to attract more foreign
investors. The timing of the survey coincides with
discussions in the House Committee of the Whole
regarding Resolution of Both Houses No. 7 (RBH No. 7),
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the latest Cha-cha proposal focusing solely on
economic provisions.

The Philippines: Newly appointed Police
Chief's declares no need for war on drugs

(ms) President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. Has appointed
Police General Rommel Francisco Marbil as the new
chief of the Philippine National Police (PNP), who
assured that there is no need for an all-out drug war;
the reality on the ground however tells a different
story. [Benar News] [GMA News] [Philippine News
Agency]

During his inauguration, Marbil received President
Marcos's full support and was tasked with leading the
police force in upholding principles of service and
addressing emerging threats like cybercrime and
terrorism. Instead of “an all-out drug war" in the
country, Marbil emphasized the importance of
focusing on reducing crimes based on established
parameters, thereby continuing the more moderate
rhetoric of Marcos Jr. in comparison to his predecessor
Rodrigo Duterte.

Despite Marbil's assertions, data from the 2023 Dahas
Report (see report) paints a starkly different picture.
The report highlights that drug-related violence
persisted under the Marcos administration, with
casualties similar to or even surpassing those of the
last year of the presidency of Duterte. According to the
report in 2023 331 individuals were killed by the police
in relation to the anti-illegal drug Operations by the
PNP, 7 more than in 2022 under Duterte. This
discrepancy gets even wider with a look at the
numbers of the last 6 months in power of Duterte with
149 casualties and the first 6 months of Marcos Jr's
helm during which 175 people lost their life.

The figures show that despite Marcos Jr's assurances,
e.g. during his visit to Germany (see AR No. 12,
March/2024, 3), in which he assured Chancellor Olaf
Scholz that the drug campaign had "completely
changed", the rhetoric may have changed, but the
methods remain at least similar.

The Philippines: Two activists traumatized
after abduction

(Im) In the Philippines, two environmental activists who
were reportedly abducted on March 24 have been
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confirmed to have surfaced, after they were either
released by their captors or managed to escape. The
police attempted to talk to them but were refused as
the victims were still traumatized and exhausted.
[Inquirer]

The Philippines: High-ranking NPA leader
and 2 others killed in Batangas clash

(Im) A high-ranking member of the New People's Army
(NPA), the armed wing of the Communist Party of the
Philippines (CPP), was killed in a clash with the military
in Batangas province on March 19. The deceased,
identified as Junalice Arante Isita, was allegedly serving
as the secretary of the Southern Tagalog Regional
Party Committee operating in Batangas. [Inquirer]

The Philippines: Civil defense office
clarifies news on ‘arrival’ of US, French
military equipment

(Im) In the Philippines, the Office of Civil Defense (OCD)
has refuted reports linking its chief Ariel Nepomuceno
to claims about the arrival of military equipment from
the United States and France. A YouTube video
suggested that 400 containers of such equipment had
arrived in Subic, Zambales, for upcoming war games.
The OCD clarified that Nepomuceno did not make any
statements on the matter, as it falls outside the
agency's scope. [Inquirer]

The Department of National Defense (DND) is yet to
confirm or deny the reported delivery of equipment for
the Balikatan exercises, involving the Philippines, US,
and France, set to take place in the West Philippine
Sea. While the Philippines has a visiting forces
agreement with the US, negotiations for a similar deal
with France are ongoing. Nonetheless, France can
participate in the exercises, as they will be conducted
outside territorial waters.

Singapore: Court of Appeal rejects
constitutional challenge by 36 death row
inmates

(Ib) The Singapore Court of Appeal rejected an appeal
by 36 death row inmates who had challenged two new
provisions introduced by the Post-Appeal Applications
in Capital Cases Act (PACC Act). This act establishes a
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new procedure for certain applications made by death
row inmates after exhausting their avenues of appeal,
such as applications to stay a judicial execution. The
inmates contended that these provisions were
inconsistent with their constitutional rights to a fair
trial and equality before the law. [Gutzy Asia] [The
Straits Times]

Although the appeal was dismissed based on the issue
of legal standing, the court further noted that the
expectations regarding due process for a prisoner who
has exhausted all avenues of appeal could differ from
those of an accused person undergoing trial for the
first time.

Singapore: American judge to join
Singapore International Commercial
Court in April

(Ib) Singapore has appointed Justice David Wolfe Rivkin
from the United States as a new international judge to
serve on the Singapore International Commercial
Court (SICCQ), beginning on April 1. The appointment,
made by President Tharman Shanmugaratnam,
extends until January 4, 2027. This appointment
expands the SICC's judicial panel to 34 judges and 21
international judges, reinforcing Singapore's position
as a hub for resolving international commercial
disputes. [The Straits Times]

Thailand: Cabinet approves USD 4.2 billion
budget deficit widening to spur economic
growth

(ms) In a bid to bolster its sluggish economy, Thailand's
cabinet has given the green light to widen the budget
deficit for the upcoming fiscal year by approximately
USD 4.2 billion. [Bangkok Post] [Bloomberg] [Zawya]

The decision, as announced by Chalermphol Pensoot,
director of the Budget Bureau, will see the budget
deficit for the fiscal year starting October 1 expand to
USD 23.6 billion, marking a significant increase from
the previously targeted amount. This expansion is part
of a broader revision to the medium-term budget
framework, endorsed by the Cabinet.

The impetus behind this decision lies in Prime Minister
Srettha Thavisin's efforts to reignite economic growth.
The proposed budget augmentation will serve as a

means to fund the government's ambitious USD 13.65
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billion or THB 500-billion cash handout plan, aimed at
providing a one-time payment of about USD 273 to 50
million adult Thais through a digital app. However, the
details of the funding sources for this initiative will be

revealed on April 10.

While some critics have raised concerns about the
potential inflationary impact of the cash handout,
proponents argue that such stimulus measures are
imperative given Thailand's subdued economic
performance in recent years. With growth rates
hovering below 2 percent over the past decade and
borrowing costs at a decade-high, the need for decisive
action to kickstart the economy is evident.

Thailand: Lawyer reveals corruption ring
tied to police officials, including police
chief

(bk) In Thailand, the ramifications of a major gambling
case continued to unravel, as lawyer Sittra
Biabungkerd on March 26 convened a press
conference to shed light on a broader corruption
network implicating top police figure, notably National
Police Chief Pol Gen Torsak Sukvimol, his family
members and his close associates. [Bangkok Post 1]
[Bangkok Post 2]

Sittra alleges that the so-called BNK Master case is just
a fragment of a sprawling bribery network involving
illicit businesses - such as online gambling, gambling
dens, loan sharks, prostitution - across the country,
funneling monthly kickbacks to local police units. These
funds, exceeding THB 100 million (approximately USD
2.74 million) monthly, are purportedly funneled to Pol
Gen Torsak's family through his aides: Pol Snr Sgt Maj
Apichart Suwannapetch and Pol Lt Col Surakul
Thanyasiridumrong. Both officers are affiliated with the
Cyber Crime Investigation Bureau of the National
Police and, as a result, are currently undergoing an
internal inquiry.

Documents that are supposed to evidence these
involvements were submitted to the Central
Investigation Bureau on March 28. Additionally, the
same evidence was submitted to the Anti-Corruption
Division on March 31 as well as to a police station in
the capital, Bangkok. Sittra was also scheduled to meet
with representatives of Thailand’s main opposition
Move Forward Party to determine whether the issue
can be raised during a general debate on April 3-4.
[Bangkok Post 3]
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In response, Pol Gen Torsak's legal team initially filed
criminal and civil charges against Sittra for defamation
on March 29. However, on March 30, just one day after
filing, they unexpectedly withdrew the charges. This
change came immediately after Sittra publicly
announced his intent to lodge legal accusations against
Pol Gen Torsak and his wife for money laundering,
along with the owners of the two staging accounts, on
April 1—an action he promptly pursued.

Thailand: DSI hands money laundering
case over to anti-graft body

(Im) Thailand’'s Department of Special Investigation
(DSI) has asked the National Anti-Corruption
Commission (NACC) to take over a petition for an
investigation into suspected money laundering linked
to a gambling ring surrounding the illegal website BNK
Master. [Bangkok Post]

According to the DSI, the case is possibly connected to
a high-profile network allegedly run by the daughter of
a prominent figure in Thailand's Loei province. The
case involves 14 individuals, including eight police
officers, accused of involvement in unauthorized
online gambling and money laundering linked to the
gambling network. Of note, an offshoot of this primary
investigation implicates Thailand’s deputy national
police chief, Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn, and five
subordinates in breaching sections 157 and 149 of the
Penal Code, related to abuse of authority and bribery
[see AR No. 9, February/2024, 4].

Both cases had originally been transferred to the NACC
in early March, after the commission had earlier
rejected a plea by the Cyber Crime Investigation
Bureau to examine the first case on grounds that the
implicated police officers were not deemed high-
ranking state official whose conduct falls under NACC's
jurisdiction.

In related developments, Surachate was facing
potential arrest if he didnt report to police
investigators by April 1 to address money-laundering
charges linked to the BNK Master gambling website.
This followed two previous summonses, with a third
issued after Surachate failed to appear. [The Nation]

Thailand: Kao Mai ‘not a fallback’ party of
main opposition Move Forward Party is
dissolved
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(Im) Thailand’s main opposition Move Forward Party
(MFP) has dismissed media reports that a party known
as “Kao Mai” has been designed to welcome MFP
lawmakers in the event that the Constitutional Court
decides to disband the party. [Bangkok Post]

Speculation about the new party circulated after the
Election Commission on March 12 decided
unanimously to ask the Constitutional Court to
disband the MFP, after the court ruled on January 31
that its efforts to change Section 112 of the Criminal
Code, the royal defamation law, indicated an intention
to undermine the constitutional monarchy.

Furthermore, with the party's annual meeting
scheduled for next month, lawmakers from the MFP
have indicated that changes to the party's executive
position, currently occupied by Chaithawat Tulathon,
are unlikely. Chaithawat assumed this role in
September last year, succeeding Pita Limjaroenrat,
who had stepped down earlier in the same month due
to uncertainty surrounding his status as an MP.
However, in January, the Constitutional Court acquitted
Pita of violating election laws, permitting his
reinstatement as a lawmaker [see AiR No. 5,
January/2024, 5]. Since then, there has been
speculation that Pita, presently serving as the party's
chief adviser, may be reinstated as its leader.

Thailand: Senate rejects Wissanu's
nomination for Supreme Administrative
Court leadership

(bk) The upper House of the Thai Parliament, the
Senate, has rejected the nomination of Wissanu
Waranyoo, the former deputy president of the
Supreme Administrative Court, for the position of its
president, despite his nomination being put forward by
a standing committee after vetting his background and
ethical record. The vote resulted in 158 against and 45
in favor in a secret ballot. [Thai PBS World]

The overwhelming disapproval was likely attributed to
criticism stemming from his association with Piyabutr
Saengkanokkul, a core member of the now-
discontinued progressive Future Forward Party, the
predecessor of the main opposition Move Forward
Party. Wissanu attended Piyabutr's wedding and was
invited onstage to offer a congratulatory toast to the
bride and groom. Points of contention also include one
of his past remarks on social media, which has been
viewed by some conservatives as disrespectful towards
the late Gen Prem Tinsulanonda, former president of
the Privy Council.
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In response, Wissanu defended himself in an open
letter to senators, explaining that his attendance at the
wedding was in his capacity as Piyabutr's teacher and
denying any political alignment. He claimed his social
media post was misinterpreted and emphasized that
he harbored no personal animosity towards Gen Prem.
Contrary to criticism, he even had the privilege of
maintaining a courteous acquaintance with the late
Gen during royal occasions.

Thailand: Progressive Movement leader
Thanathorn buys house of ex-Premier
Pridi in Paris

(Im) Thanathorn Juangroongruankit, a prominent Thai
politician and businessman who leads the so-called
Progressive Movement, has purchased the house in
the French capital, Paris, where Pridi Banomyong, a
key figure in the Siamese Revolution of 1932, which
transformed Thailand from an absolute monarchy to a
constitutional monarchy, spent the last days of his life.
Thanathorn intends to renovate the house to serve as
an important part of Thailand's political history.
[Bangkok Post]

A core member of the People’s Party, Pridi Banomyong
was instrumental in drafting Thailand's first
constitution in 1932 and was a leading proponent of
democratic and progressive reforms in the country.
During World War Il, Pridi led the Free Thai Movement,
operating clandestinely against the Japanese
occupation. However, following a failed coup in 1949,
he was forced into exile, first in China and later in
France.

Despite these challenges, Pridi briefly served as prime
minister in 1946. He also founded Thammasat
University in 1934, when it was initially called the
University of Moral and Political Sciences.

Thailand: Parliament’s lower House
approves casino legalization

(bk) The idea of legalizing casinos in Thailand is gaining
momentum, as Parliament’s lower House recently
endorsed a report from an ad hoc committee
examining the viability of introducing an "integrated
entertainment complex" featuring legal casinos in the
country, with 253 MPs voting in favor. After receiving
endorsement from the House, the endorsed report will
now be forwarded to relevant government
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departments to initiate further action and
implementation. [Thai PBS World] [The Nation]

In Thailand, casinos are prohibited, with only state-
controlled horse races and lotteries permitted.
However, illicit gambling activities like soccer betting
and underground casinos are widespread. Despite this,
many in the gaming industry see potential in legalizing
casinos to attract more tourists and compete with
major hubs like Macau. In Southeast Asia, Cambodia,
Singapore, Myanmar and the Philippines have legalized
casinos. [Reuter]

Reflecting this sentiment, the committee's report
suggests strategic collaboration with the private sector
or licensing eligible entities for operating complexes
that would house casinos, as well as other features like
concert halls and venues for local sports like Muay Thai
boxing, cockfights and horse racing, at which bets
could be placed. While recognizing religious
apprehensions, it contends that legalization could
mitigate illegal gambling while stimulating job growth,
tourism, and government income. The plan did not
specify how many such complexes would be created
but it recommended they be located within 100
kilometers of airports.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin took to his X account,
formerly Twitter, reiterating the project's economic
benefits. He added that the complex aims to replicate
Singapore's success, garnering billions of investments
and tax revenues and making it a boon for the
country's economic advancement. He emphasizes that
the gaming floor will be limited to 10 percent of the
total area, with the government's focus on resolving
illegal gambling rather than promoting it.

Against this backdrop, Rangsiman Rome, an MP from
the main opposition Move Forward Party, raised
concerns about the report's deficiencies. He noted the
absence of research outcomes on regulatory
frameworks to combat illegal gambling and the lack of
measures to prevent money laundering and scams.
Rangsiman also questioned the transparency of
selecting U-Tapao as the project site and criticized the
proposed board structure, expressing doubts about its
efficiency. He suggested allocating more time for a
comprehensive review. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Parliament’s lower House
passes marriage equality bill

(msz) In a final reading on March 27, 400 out of 415
lawmakers in Parliament's lower House voted in favor
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of a bill that would legalize same-sex marriage,
bringing the measure a significant step closer to
becoming law. The legislation will be forwarded to the
Senate and the King for approval. If passed, Thailand
would be the first Southeast Asian state and the third
Asian state following Taiwan and Nepal to legalize
same-sex marriage. [Bloomberg]

The bill was the product of more than a decade of
attempts between liberals and conservatives with
delays owing to political upheaval and disagreement
on the approaches to take and the contents of the
legislation. In 2020, the Constitutional Court ruled that
the current marriage law, which only recognizes
heterosexual couples, was constitutional and
recommended legislation be expanded to ensure
rights of other genders. The current bill was the
consolidation of four draft bills approved in parliament
in December 2023, which sought to amend 68
provisions under the Civil and Commercial Code to
redefine terms to ensure gender equality and diversity.
[Bangkok Post]

The bill describes marriage as a partnership between
two individuals, rather than between a woman and a
man. It will also give LGBTQ couples equal rights to
various tax savings, the ability to inherit property and
the power to give medical treatment consent for
partners who are incapacitated. The draft will also
grant adoption rights.

Thailand: Ex-Premier Thaksin visits
headquarters of ruling Pheu Thai Party

(bk) On March 26, former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra received a warm reception at the Pheu
Thai Party's headquarters in Bangkok, with supporters
eagerly awaiting his arrival. This marked his first visit to
the party's main office since returning from self-
imposed exile last year. [The Nation]

Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's daughter and the
leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, revealed that her
father shared anecdotes about past connections with
the parents of new MPs but refrained from discussing
work, exuding a sense of contentment and nostalgia.
Despite the eagerness of many to meet him,
Paetongtarn suggested that Thaksin might not actively
campaign for party MPs but expressed his desire to
visit acquaintances in other provinces. She mentioned
his interest in returning to Chiang Mai but underscored
the necessity of family discussions. [Thai PBS World]
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Despite previous claims of serious illness leading to his
early release [see AIR No. 8, February/2024, 3], the
former premier appeared healthy during recent
appearances, including the current one. This is his
second high-profile public appearance since his trip to
Chiang Mai between March 14-16 [see AR No. 12,
March/2024, 3]

Thailand: ‘Red Shirt’ dissident, former
Thaksin spokesman returns from self-
imposed exile

(msz) Jakrapob Penkair, a prominent Thai “Red Shirt”
dissident ant former government spokesman for ex-
prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra, returned to
Thailand after almost 15 years of self-imposed exile.
Upon his arrival at the airport on March 28, he was
immediately detained by police over numerous
charges, including possession of illegal weapons and
violation of the country's royal defamation laws. He
was then released on THB 400,000 (around USD
11,000) bail. [Thai PBS World]

Jakrapob was the government spokesman for the
Thaksin Shinawatra government from 2003 to 2005
and PM’s Office minister for Samak Sundarave;j
government from February 6, 2007, to September 17,
2008. He was forced to resign in May 2008 and fled the
country after being accused of defaming the monarchy
in a speech he delivered at the Foreign
Correspondents’ Club of Thailand on in August 2007.
Although the public prosecutor decided in September
2011 to drop the case, following the military coup in
2014, the National Council of Peace and Order revived
the case and issued a summons for Jakrapob to report
to a military base. [The Nation Thailand]

The return of Jakrapob follows the recent homecoming
of Thaksin Shinawatra, the billionaire ex-premier who
spent over 15 years in exile. Thaksin's return resulted
in immediate imprisonment on historical corruption
charges, although his sentence was subsequently
reduced by the King. Last month, Thaksin was granted
early release due to his advanced age and
deteriorating health, allowing him to reside in his
Bangkok residence. [The Straits Times]

Thailand: Court acquits ‘Yellow Shirt’
protesters charged with terrorism,
sedition over 2008 airport siege
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(msz) On March 29, Thailand's Criminal Court acquitted
67 leading protesters of the People’s Alliance for
Democracy (PAD), the so-called “Yellow Shirts” who
were charged with terrorism and sedition for storming
Bangkok’s Don Mueang Airport in 2008. The protests
aimed to demand the resignation of then-Prime
Minister Somchai Wongsawat, whom they accused of
being a proxy for former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra. The court ruled that there was no
evidence of violent or armed protest by the
defendants, dropping the charges against them. [The
Nation Thailand]

The defendants include PAD’s former spokesman and
current dean of Rangsit University's College of Oriental
Medicine Panthep Puapongphan, former industry
minister Chaiwat Sinsuwong, actress Sirilak Pongchok,
media celebrity Sarocha Pornudomsak, General
Pathompong Kesornsuk, Karoon Sai-ngam, and Veera
Somkwamkid, all of whom denied the charges.

The legal proceedings were complex due to the large
number of protest leaders involved in the Don Mueang
Airport siege. The defendants were divided into two
groups for the purposes of investigation, with the first
group consisting of 31 individuals, including top PAD
figures such as Sondhi Limthongkul, Chamlong
Srimuang, Somsak Kosaisuk, and Suriyasai Katasila.
Meanwhile, the second group comprised second-tier
PAD leaders.

In January, the Criminal Court had dropped similar
charges against some protest leaders but imposed
fines of THB 20,000 (around USD 560) on 13 of the 28
defendants each for violating an emergency decree
during the anti-government rallies. [AIR No. 4,
January/2024, 4]

Thailand: Court dismisses bogus device
case against former CIFS director, nine
others

(Im) In Thailand, the Central Criminal Court for
Corruption and Misconduct Cases has dismissed
charges against the former director of the Central
Institute of Forensic Science (CIFS), a unit of the
Ministry of Justice, relating to the acquisition of
counterfeit bomb detectors between 2007 and 2009.
[Bangkok Post]

The case, initiated by the National Anti-Corruption
Commission (NACC), targeted former CIFS director
Khunying Pornti and nine others for alleged
malfeasance in the procurement of the GT200 devices,
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which incurred an estimated cost of THB 1.4 billion
(approximately USD 38.4 million). The court's ruling on
March 26 cited Khunying's approval of the purchase,
deeming the equipment necessary to support
operations in the conflict-affected southern border
provinces at the time.

Additionally, the court dismissed charges against four
other defendants who served on the procurement
committee, citing insufficient evidence to prove
collusion with the vendors. Furthermore, five
defendants on the inspection and acceptance
committee were cleared due to their lack of
certification as experts, alongside their diligent efforts
to evaluate the devices' effectiveness.

Thailand: Human rights commission calls
for rights for delivery bike riders

(Im) The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) of
Thailand has urged delivery platforms to comply with
employment laws by providing fair wage rates and
annual leave for delivery bike riders. The NHRC also
called on the Labour Ministry to consider the long-term
impact of treating riders as employees. [Bangkok Post]

Complaints received by the NHRC revealed that some
delivery platforms did not treat riders as employees,
forcing them to bear expenses such as uniforms and
fuel. Such practices violate labor protection laws.

Most delivery riders are paid per delivery without
receiving the welfare benefits mandated by law, and
they are not registered as employees under the Social
Security Act. Additionally, platform operators exert
control over riders through regulations on working
conditions and assignments, leaving riders with no
voice in business decisions.

Thailand: Survey reveals top grievances
among civil servants

(Im) According to a survey conducted by the National
Institute of Development (NIDA), red tape, a patronage
system, and low salaries are the primary reasons for
dissatisfaction among most civil servants in Thailand.
The survey, conducted from Mar 14-18 through
telephone interviews with 1,310 civil servants and
state-owned enterprise workers aged 18 to over 60,
revealed various frustrations with the bureaucratic
system. [Bangkok Post]
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The respondents cited several factors contributing to
their dissatisfaction, including complicated work
procedures (39.47 percent), a patronage system (31.53
percent), and low salaries (28.24 percent). Other
concerns included numerous key performance
indicators, bureaucratic structure, and competition for
recognition and key positions. Despite these
frustrations, nearly half of the respondents expressed
relatively high faith in the Thai bureaucracy, while a
smaller percentage had very high faith or low faith.

Regarding their career aspirations, a majority of
respondents (63.04 percent) indicated they did not
want to resign or move to other agencies. However, a
notable percentage expressed a desire to quit their
jobs or be transferred to other agencies.

Thailand: Wage hike in selective regions
sparks backlash by hospitality industry

(msz) The Thai hotel industry is resisting the recent
decision by the tripartite Wage Committee to raise the
minimum wage to THB 400 (approximately USD 11) in
designated areas across 10 provinces known for
tourism, set to take effect during the upcoming
Songkran holiday. Hoteliers argue that the timing is
unjust considering the uneven recovery from the
COVID-19 pandemic across these destinations, and
that only a minority of hotels can adjust room rates to
offset the increase. [The Nation Thailand] [Pattaya
Mail]

Pairoj Chotikasathien, the permanent secretary for the
Labour Ministry and committee chairman, clarified that
the wage hike would specifically apply to tourism-
related businesses and four-star hotels with a
minimum of 50 employees.

However, two labor groups have criticized the
committee's decision, arguing that implementing the
minimum wage increase selectively instead of
uniformly is unfair. They contend that wage disparities
among workers in the same province, despite similar
costs for goods and services like water, electricity, and
internet, would lead to inequalities. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Nationwide examination of
Chinese-owned factories

(Im) Thailand's House committee on industries is
conducting a nationwide examination of Chinese-
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owned factories following complaints of pollution and
allegations of operating without proper licenses or
through Thai proxies. [Bangkok Post]

Already, the committee has found a factory that might
adversely affect public health it handled mineral waste.
Furthermore, a Chinese operator was recently arrested
in Chon Buri for environmental violations, and officials
concerned are gathering evidence to support legal
action against about six factories including two in
Chachoengsao and Samut Sakhon provinces.

Vietnam: President’s resignation does not
change much, foreign minister says

(Im) Speaking at the Brookings Institution in
Washington DC, Vietnam's Foreign Minister Bui Thanh
Son downplayed the significance of President Vo Van
Thuong's resignation due to corruption allegations,
emphasizing that the country's collective leadership
model - a system where major decisions are made
collectively by the Communist Party rather than by
individual leaders - ensures continuity in policies.
[Radio Free Asia]

On March 20, the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of Vietnam voted to acknowledge the
resignation of hitherto President 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. [AiR No.
13, March/2024, 4]

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
the wide-ranging “blazing furnace” anti-bribery
campaign.

Speaking against this backdrop, Son stated that
Thuong's departure merely represented a personnel
change and would not alter the country's foreign or
domestic policies. He highlighted that Vietnam's
policies are shaped by the Communist Party's
congresses every five years rather than individual
leaders. Son also suggested that Thuong's resignation
should be viewed positively as a sign of Vietnam's
commitment to its anti-corruption campaign.
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Vietham: Man dies in custody; body
indicates torture, family says

(Im) Vu Minh Duc, a 31-year-old Vietnamese man, died
in police custody in suspicious circumstances, with his
family alleging signs of torture on his body. Duc was
summoned to a police station in Long Thanh district
for questioning regarding a quarrel in October 2023.
Despite being in good health, Duc fainted during
interrogation and was rushed to the hospital, where he
later died. His family observed bruises and signs of
possible internal bleeding in his mouth and on his
body. [Radio Free Asia]

This incident adds to a series of deaths under similar
circumstances in Vietnamese police custody, with at
least 16 recorded between 2018 and 2021.

Vietnham: Facebook page admin sentenced
to eight years in prison

(wn) A Vietnamese man has been sentenced to eight
years in prison for managing a Facebook page that
authorities said defamed senior leaders. The accused
was found guilty of spreading anti-state information
under Article 117 of Vietnam's Penal Code, which rights
groups have criticized as an intentionally vague law
that enables Hanoi to stifle dissent. One of the pages
had more than 800,000 followers, created in 2011 at
the beginning of widespread demonstrations against
China's claims and aggressiveness in the South China
Sea. Although Vietnam upholds its claims, it often
stifles anti-Beijing sentiments. [Radio Free Asia 1]

This arrest is part of a broader crackdown on dissent,
with multiple activists facing similar charges. Six
activists have been arrested since January 2024, and
one has already been sentenced to six years in prison.

In related developments, Vietnamese authorities have
arrested and charged two Facebook bloggers under
Article 331 of Vietnam’s Penal Code for criticizing the
handling of a death penalty case. They were accused of
abusing democratic freedoms by posting comments
that allegedly insulted judiciary agencies. This brings
the total number of people prosecuted under Article
331 to five, a law often criticized for suppressing
dissent or criticism of the government. [Radio Free Asia
2]
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Vietnam: Luxury property tycoon jailed
for eights years over USD 335 million bond
scam

(wn) A prominent Vietnamese luxury property tycoon,
Do Anh Dung, has been sentenced to eight years in
prison for orchestrating a USD 355 million bond scam.
His son and 13 others were also convicted, receiving
varying prison terms. The scam involved illegally
acquiring funds from over 6,600 investors under false
promises of high returns. The court deemed their
actions as serious fraud that directly infringed upon
the property ownership rights of others. [ndtv]

This case is part of a broader anti-corruption
crackdown in Vietnam, with numerous officials and
business leaders facing prosecution. Another ongoing
trial involves Truong My Lan, the chairwoman of real
estate developer Van Thinh Phat Holdings Group, and
85 defendants accused of embezzling USD 12.5 billion,
with prosecutors seeking the death penalty for Lan
[see AR No. 12, March/2024, 3].

Vietnam: Foreign Direct Investment
inflow increases by 13.4 percent year-on-
year

(wn) Vietnam attracted USD 6.17 billion in foreign
direct investment (FDI) by March 20, up 13.4 percent
year-on-year. This included 644 new projects worth
USD 4.77 billion, with FDI dispersed across 17 sectors.
Singapore led investments with over USD 2.55 billion,
while Hanoi and Bac Ninh were top FDI destinations.
[Vietham Express]

Vietnam: Foreign Minister says Hanoi's
"Bamboo Diplomacy" is helping to
preserve Viethamese independence

(wn) Vietnam's foreign minister, Bui Thanh Son, spoke
about the country's diplomatic approach, "bamboo
diplomacy," which involves being both sturdy and
flexible. Son noted that Vietnam has entered
comprehensive strategic partnerships with Japan,
Australia, the U.S., and China and wants to be a reliable
member of the international community. He believes
Vietnam can help stabilise relations between the U.S.
and China, starting with climate change, and promote
global cooperation.
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The US and Vietnam have come a long way, from being
at war to becoming friends. Recently, they signed a
partnership agreement to promote cooperation in
technology transfer, investment, trade, and combating
climate change. Vietnam aims to build a
semiconductor industry ecosystem, develop Al, and
strengthen the economies of both nations. Vietnam
can also provide supply chain resilience, holding critical
minerals necessary for manufacturing high-tech
products.

US-Vietnamese relations are a model for international
ties. Vietnam is a communist nation with collective-run
leadership committed to favourable conditions for
foreign businesses. Trade increased 24-fold to USD 110
billion annually. Meetings focused on mutual trust and
understanding, with a desire for Washington's active
involvement in ASEAN and APEC. [USNI News]

Vietnam: Vietham is planning to promote
its tourism industry through national
diplomatic activities

(wn) Vietnam is working on improving its tourism
industry by using diplomacy. Pham Ha, Chairman of
the Lux Group, says promoting tourism activities,
developing tourism products, and enhancing human
resources and policy institutions are crucial. Vietham
has yet to successfully build its national tourism brand
or utilise tourism funds optimally. Vu Quoc Tri, General
Secretary of the Vietnam Tourism Association,
emphasises the importance of international tourists to
Vietnam's GDP, particularly those drawn to natural
destinations. Vietham needs to capitalise on national
diplomatic activities to attract foreign visitors.
Successful diplomatic exchanges in 2023 included
signing bilateral comprehensive cooperation
agreements and commemorating the 50th anniversary
of diplomatic relations with several countries.

Diplomatic efforts, including visits from heads of state,
have boosted Vietnam's tourism industry. However, to
cater to the needs of more than 20 million
holidaymakers, Vietnam should undertake
comprehensive measures, such as tourism product
development and market promotion. In 2023, Vietnam
welcomed nearly 12.6 million international tourists and
won the World's Leading Heritage Destination 2023
title for the fourth time. Diplomatic exposure adds a
sophisticated layer to tourism promotion in a country
with globally recognised tourist attractions. [Vietnam
Plus]
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Vietnam: Authorities demolish Khmer
Krom pagoda lecture hall amid abbot's
arrest

(ms) Vietnamese authorities demolished a lecture hall
associated with the Dai Tho Pagoda; a site important to
the Khmer Krom indigenous community in southern
Vietnam.

The demolition occurred following the arrest of the
pagoda's abbot, the head of the local religious
community, Thach Chanh Da Ra, on charges of
"abusing democratic freedoms." The hall, built by
residents over several years, was taken down by
excavators under heavy police presence. Authorities
claim the construction was illegal due to lack of
permits. However, community members argue that the
hall provided essential educational and religious
services for those unable to travel to the main pagoda,
a traditional Buddhist temple or shrine.

The Khmer Krom people, numbering around 1.3
million and residing in a region once part of Cambodia,
face discrimination in Vietnam and suspicion in
Cambodia. Critics view the demolition as part of a
broader pattern of oppression against this
marginalized group. The Khmer Kampuchea Krom
Federation condemns the actions as discriminatory
and claims that it is aimed to erase Khmer Krom
culture. [Radio Free Asia]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

USD 50 billion gap in China’s BRI project
implementations ins Southeast Asia
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(ms) A study conducted by Sydney-based Lowy
Institute sheds light on the disparities between China's
commitments and actual implementation of
infrastructure projects in Southeast Asia under
Chinese President Xi Jinping's prestige project, the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI). According to the study
published on March 27, there is a substantial gap of
over USD 50 billion between China's pledged funding
and the realized projects in the region.

The study reveals that out of the 34 infrastructure
megaprojects - projects costing USD 1 billion or more -
in Southeast Asia, China is involved in 24, with a total
financing commitment of USD 77 billion. However, the
implementation shortfall surpasses USD 52 billion in
the projects and the completion rate of the projects is
only 33 percent. In numbers this means that of the 24
projects eight projects worth about USD 16 billion have
been completed, while another eight, worth USD 35
billion, are on track, with two of those having been
substantially downsized. Five projects worth USD21
billion have meanwhile been cancelled and another
three projects worth USD 5 billion seem unlikely to
proceed.

The factors the study attributes to this gap include
political instability in recipient countries, poor
engagement with local stakeholders, and a shifting
global energy landscape.

According to the study political instability in the form of
changes in governments and policy directions have led
to fragmented decision-making, often coinciding with
corruption and weak governance. For instance, the
East Coast Rail Link (ECRL) project in Malaysia faced
suspensions and renegotiations with each change of
government, resulting in severe implementation
difficulties. Similar issues plagued projects like the
Multi-Product Pipeline (MPP) and Trans-Sabah Gas
Pipeline (TSGP) in Malaysia, where corruption
allegations led to cancellations and uncertainty. In
Thailand, domestic political debates resulted in the
abandonment of the Thailand-China High-Speed
Railway project.

Meanwhile, the Philippines also turned away from the
BRI by dropping Chinese funding for infrastructure
projects after Ferdinand Marcos Jr. took office,
reversing the China-friendly policy of his predecessor
Rodrigo Duterte. The Philippine government cited
failure to disburse funds and increased tensions,
particularly in the South China Sea, as reasons for the
withdrawal. In Myanmar, the ongoing civil war stalled
projects like the Kyaukphyu Special Economic Zone
Deep-Sea Port Project, despite pressure from China to
proceed.



Also, insufficient involvement of local stakeholders
from the Chinese side has hindered the realization of
infrastructure projects. China is accused of mainly
relying on Chinese workers excluding local actors,
following a top-down approach. In addition, China is
said to offer limited transparency which has led to
resistance and delays. For instance, the Jakarta-
Bandung High-Speed Railway faced higher costs and
delays due to inadequate consultation with local
authorities. Similarly, the Phnom Penh Airport project
experienced delays and protests because of
insufficient engagement with local landowners.

The third main pillar explaining the gap is China’s
transition towards cleaner energy alternatives,
President Xi pledged in 2021 that China would stop
finance and constructing new coal-fired plans
overseas. This vow has cast uncertainty over the
realization of fossil fuel-based projects like the Vinh
Tan 3 and Nam Dinh 1 coal-fired power plants in
Vietnam.

Despite these issues, however, the study suggests that
the BRI remains a significant player in Southeast Asian
development, as China remains by far the biggest
funding country in Southeast Asia, with about twice as
much investment as the number two Japan.
[Bloomberg] [Lowy Institute] [South China Morning
Post]

Niger strengthens ties with China and
Russia after severing military cooperation
with US

(jm) Niger has swiftly pivoted towards forging new
international alliances, particularly with China and
Russia, following the termination of military
cooperation with the United States on March 16. The
decision to sever ties with the US came shortly after
the removal of former President Mohamed Bazoum in
a military coup. Niger seeks to diversify its
international partnerships, with China and Russia
emerging as prominent allies.

Chinese officials and executives, including
representatives from China National Petroleum
Corporation (CNPC), have engaged in discussions with
Niger's ruling military council, indicating China's
interest in expanding its oil and mining investments in
the country. Russia, on the other hand, aims to bolster
military cooperation with Niger.

The recent meetings underscore the strategic
importance of Niger's natural resources, including
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high-grade uranium ore and crude oil, with China and
Russia eager to capitalize on these assets. Despite the
departure of Western allies, concerns linger about
potential security implications and the ability of new
partners to safeguard investments amidst geopolitical
uncertainties. [SCMP]

Japan to strengthen security cooperation
with US, UK, Australia and Philippines

(sh) According to Japanese government sources, Japan
and the United States, along with Britain, Australia, and
the Philippines will deepen their security partnership
to counter China's assertive military stance.

This collaboration will see increased joint drills in the
Indo-Pacific region and further promotion of
cooperation on defensive technologies among the five
nations. The anticipated agreement is set to be
formalized during a meeting between Japanese Prime
Minister Fumio Kishida and U.S. President Joe Biden on
April 10 in Washington during the former’s state visit.

The summit may also include discussions on Japan's
participation in the AUKUS security partnership,
focusing on antisubmarine warfare and robotics
collaboration. Additionally, Kishida, Biden, and
Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. are expected
to hold a three-way summit to enhance maritime
security cooperation and explore avenues for
expanding joint drills and defense assistance to the
Philippines. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia receives aid from Canada, Japan
and the ADB for harsh winter crisis

(fg) On March 25, Mongolian Prime Minister Oyin-
Erdene Luvsannamsrai received Ambassador Sandra
Choufani from Canada and Ambassador Igawahara
Masaru from Japan.

Choufani announced that Canada will provide CAD
215,000 (USD 159,000) in humanitarian aid to Mongolia
to alleviate the effects of the harsh winter. [Montsame
1]

Ambassador Masaru also announced that Japan will
provide humanitarian supplies to support the affected
herders. [Montsame 2]

Both countries are joining the international support to
respond to the harsh winter and its consequences
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after the US, China and the EU announced their
humanitarian assistance earlier this month (see AR
No. 11, March/2024, 2; No. 12, March/2024, 3).

On April 1, the Asian Development Bank (ADB)
announced on its website that is has approved a grant
of USD 2,8 million to help Mongolia combat this severe
crisis. [ADB]

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red
Crescent Societies has already appealed for support as
Mongolia experiences its harshest winter in decades
(see AIR No. 13, March/2024, 4).

Mongolia-UN steering meeting takes place

(fg) On March 28, a meeting of the Joint Steering
Committee of the Government of Mongolia and the
United Nations (UN) took place in Ulaanbaatar.

The aim was to review last year's developments in the
joint Mongolia-UN Sustainable Development
Cooperation Framework for 2023-2027 and to draw up
a work plan for 2024. [Montsame 1]

Last year, nearly 160 projects and programs were
implemented under the framework, with funding of
USD 51.5 million and three areas being covered,
including human development and well-being, green,
inclusive, and sustainable growth, as well as people-
centered governance, the rule of law, and human
rights.

In May 2022, Mongolia and the UN launched this
cooperation framework to implement projects in the
areas of human development, green and sustainable
growth, and people-centered governance for the next
five years. [Montsame 2]

UN Special Envoy for Road Safety visits
Mongolia

(fg) On March 27, the Prime Minister of Mongolia,
Oyun-Erdene Luvsannamsrai, received the UN
Secretary-General's Special Representative for Road
Safety, Jean Todt.

At the meeting, the Mongolian government pledged to
participate in the UN campaign "Global Plan for the
Decade of Action for Road Safety 2021-2030", which
aims to halve the number of road fatalities. As Oyun-
Erdene explained, Mongolia is working on a reform of


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yuj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yuj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yut/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yui/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yud/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yuh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-yuk/

the legal framework for road safety. [UNECE]
[Montsame]

Mongolia and Inter-Parliamentary Union
extend MoU

(fg) On the occasion of the 20th Assembly of the Inter-
Parliamentary Union (IPU), which took place from
March 23 to 27 in Geneva (Switzerland), the Deputy
Chairman of the Mongolian Parliament, Munkhbaatar
Lkhagva, met with the Secretary General of the IPU,
Martin Chungon.

Mongolia and the IPU agreed to extend their
Memorandum of Understanding from 2022 to 2025,
underlining their commitment to expanding
cooperation.

The memorandum focuses on the inclusion of human
rights in legislative procedures, the application of a
human rights-based approach in parliamentary work
and the improvement of gender sensitivity in
parliament.

The Parliament of Mongolia has conducted a self-
assessment on human rights and gender sensitivity.
According to IPU standards, the Great Khural, the
Parliament of Mongolia, was the first parliament to
conduct a self-assessment on the topic of human
rights and the 13th Parliament on the topic of gender
sensitivity. [Montsame] [IPU 1]

The Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) is a global
organization of national parliaments founded in 1889
to promote democratic cooperation and parliamentary
dialogue. It promotes human rights, gender equality
and peace and supports parliaments in the
implementation of sustainable development initiatives.
Almost all countries in the world (worth mentioning,
the US is not a member) are members of the IPU. [IPU
2]

Russia veto’s disbands UN panel
monitoring North Korea's sanctions

(yq) On March 28, Russia vetoed the renewal of a UN
panel that was responsible for monitoring sanctions on
North Korea, leading to the disbandment of the panel.
China abstained from voting in the UN Security Council
(UNSCQ), the remaining 13 members voted in favor of
the resolution.
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Under UN Resolution 1718 passed in 2006, the seven-
member panel had been scrutinizing Pyongyang's
sanctions breaches since then.

This move indicates a closer relationship between
Russia and North Korea, as both countries face
international scrutiny and sanctions. The disbandment
of the panel highlights the tensions over North Korea's
continued military advancements and international
sanctions. The reports of Russian sanction violations
involving North Korean arms further add to the
concerns. [BBC] [CNN]

A day earlier, the U.S. and South Korea launched the
Enhanced Disruption Task Force (EDTF) aimed at
impeding North Korea's procurement of illicit oil, in
anticipation of Russia’s veto. The inaugural meeting
was attended by 30 officials representing ministries
and agencies in charge of diplomacy, intelligence,
sanctions, and maritime interdiction.

Targeting North Korea's nuclear weapons and missile
programs, UNSC restrictions limits Pyongyang's import
of oil to 4 million barrels of crude and 500,000 barrels
of refined products a year. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2]

South Korea, Japan and US discuss
countering North Korea cyberthreats

(oy) On March 29, diplomats from South Korea, the US,
and Japan held a working group meeting in
Washington to discuss trilateral cooperation against
North Korea's growing cyber threats. The meeting was
attended by Lee Jun-il, South Korea's Director General
for North Korean Nuclear Affairs, Lyn Debevoise, US
Deputy Special Representative for North Korea, and
Naoki Kumagai, Japan's Foreign Ministry's Cyber
Security Ambassador.

The diplomats expressed concern over North Korean
IT workers who are employed under false identities by
foreign IT companies, thereby generating revenue to
help finance North Korea's nuclear and missile
programs and partaking in malicious cyber activities.

To counter these threats, they discussed various
strategies, including strengthening collaboration with
private companies, engaging with countries where
North Korean IT workers are based, and enhancing
international cybersecurity capabilities.

The working group was established following a
cooperation agreement reached at a summit at Camp
David in August, attended by South Korean President
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Yoon Suk Yeol, US President Joe Biden, and Japanese
Prime Minister Fumio Kishida. [Yonhap 1] [South Korea
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1]

Earlier on March 27 to 28, diplomats from South Korea
and the US had held a working group meeting in
Washington discussing close collaboration to counter
North Korea’s cyber activities, which are believed to
finance its weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and
ballistic missile programs.

The meeting's focus was on disrupting North Korea's
ability to acquire illegal revenue through malicious
cyber activity. The two countries are pursuing “a wide
range of actions” to stop and disrupt North Korea's
cryptocurrency heists, tackle its cyber espionage in the
defense industry, and dismantle the North Korean IT
worker infrastructure and networks.

The meeting also focused on diplomatic outreach,
sharing of information, and strengthening the
capabilities of countries vulnerable to North Korean
cyberthreats. This coincided with the allies’ imposition
of joint sanctions on less than 10 North Korean
nationals and third-country entities suspected of aiding
the financing of North Korea's WMD programs.
[Yonhap 2] [South Korea Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2]

US planning trilateral summit with South
Korea and Japan at July NATO summit

(oy) The US is reportedly in discussions with South
Korea and Japan to organize a trilateral summit during
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) summit
in Washington in July. US President Joe Biden is
contemplating inviting South Korean President Yoon
Suk Yeol and Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida to
the NATO event. The meeting agenda could include
strengthening military defense, facilitating information
sharing, expanding cybersecurity cooperation, and
discussing the North Korean nuclear issue.

The three leaders have previously held a standalone
summit at Camp David in August 2023 and agreed to
hold a trilateral summit at least once a year. They have
also participated in multiple meetings on the sidelines
of international events, such as the Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation Summit and the Summit for
Democracy.

The upcoming NATO summit, marking the 75th
anniversary of the alliance, follows the last one held in
Vilnius, Lithuania in July 2023, which Yoon and Kishida


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

attended as heads of partner countries. [Yonhap]
[Korea JoongAng Daily]

European Parliament members visit
Taiwan for talks on cooperation and
security

(fg) The Taiwanese government welcomed a delegation
of Green Party members from the European and the
German Parliament. Led by Reinhard Butikofer, the
delegation also included Heidi Hautala, the Second
Vice-President of the European Parliament.

During their four-day visit from March 25 to 28, the
parliamentarians met with President Tsai Ing-wen,
Foreign Minister Joseph Wu and Vice-President-
designate Hsiao Bi-Khim, who had recently visited the
European Parliament, as well as the Czech Republic,
Poland and Lithuania. (see AiR No. 13, March/2024, 4).

The talks focused on bilateral economic and trade
cooperation, along with security policy in view of the
tensions in the Taiwan Strait. Specifically, they
discussed countermeasures against disinformation
and the protection and resilience of supply chains.
[Taiwan News] [Focus Taiwan 1] [MOFA Taiwan]
[Taiwan Presidential Office]

On March 27, Butikofer was asked by member of the
press whether the cautious European policy on arms
deliveries to Taiwan should be reconsidered due to the
tensions in the Strait.

Butikofer responded that the Russian invasion of
Ukraine had already led to a policy change in Europe
and Germany regarding arms exports, whereas before
the war the policy had been clear that no arms would
be supplied to conflict zones, and now Ukraine was
being supported with military aid.

He emphasized the importance of assessing
international security dynamics while acknowledging
uncertainty regarding Taiwan's defensive requirements
and that further discussions are needed to align with
its needs. [Focus Taiwan 2] [Taipei Times]

Pakistan assumes Chair of UN
Disarmament Commission

(ms) On April 1, Pakistan's deputy permanent
representative to the UN, Ambassador Usman Jadoon,
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was unanimously elected as the chair of the UN
Disarmament Commission during its 2024 session. This
commission, a subsidiary organ of the UN General
Assembly, is responsible for making recommendations
on disarmament issues.

According to Ambassador Munir Akram, Pakistan's
permanent representative to the UN, Pakistan's
appointment comes amidst rising tensions in South
Asia, he particularly highlighted, Pakistan's rival, India's
“aggressive military policies and significant arms
acquisitions” as factors contributing to the
deteriorating security environment in the region.

Ambassador Jadoon affirmed Pakistan's commitment
to maintaining its tradition of multilateral diplomacy
and acting as an impartial mediator in facilitating
dialogue. Additionally, Ambassador Akram emphasized
Pakistan's proposals for comprehensive disarmament
programs during the commission's general debate.
[Arab News] [Radio Pakistan]

India summons United States, German
diplomats after remarks on arrest of Delhi
chief minister

(Im) India summoned a high-ranking United States
diplomat following comments from Washington
regarding the arrest of Arvind Kejriwal, the Chief
Minister of Delhi, in connection with a corruption
investigation. [The Straits Times]

Kejriwal, 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”. [AIR No. 13, March/2024, 4]

Against this backdrop, the US had urged India to
ensure a fair, transparent, and timely legal process for
Kejriwal. India responded strongly, stating that it
objected to the remarks and emphasizing the
importance of diplomatic respect for sovereignty and
internal affairs.

Germany had also expressed concerns about Kejriwal's
arrest, signaling international scrutiny over the
situation. India's Ministry of External Affairs
summoned Germany's deputy ambassador in
response to these concerns.
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Indian Navy frees Iranian fishing vessel;
nine pirates brought to India to face legal
action

(fd) The Indian Navy on March 29 successfully liberated
the 23-member crew of an Iranian fishing vessel which
was hijacked by armed pirates off Somalia. The
incident occurred southwest of Yemen's Socotra island
in the Arabian Sea. The nine pirates are being brought
to India for prosecution under domestic piracy laws.
[Economic Times] [The Hindu] [Reuters]

This developments shortly after thirty-five suspected
Somali pirates arrived in Mumbai aboard the Indian
Navy destroyer INS Kolkata on March 23. They were
apprehended in a daring high-seas Indian naval
operation last week that recaptured a hijacked ship
and freed its hostages. This move marked 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. [AiR No. 13,
March/2024, 4]

Sri Lanka's National Security Advisor and
Prime Minister visit India, China
respectively

(Im) Last week, the Sri Lankan government appeared to
execute a cautious diplomatic strategy by reaching out
to both India and China. The national security advisor
and the prime minister undertook separate trips to
New Delhi and Beijing, respectively.

Sri Lankan prime minister visits China

China has pledged continued support to Sri Lanka
amid the island nation's economic crisis, as Prime
Minister Dinesh Gunawardena over the weekend
concluded a six-day official visit to Beijing aimed at
securing a debt restructuring deal. During the visit,
Gunawardena met with President Xi Jinping, Premier Li
Qiang of the State Council, and participated in the
Boao Forum. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People's
Republic of China]

China, which holds a significant portion of Sri Lanka's
foreign debt, expressed willingness to assist in
negotiations with other creditors and play a positive
role in International Monetary Funds (IMF) discussions.
Sri Lanka's default on its external debt in 2022 led to
an IMF bailout, contingent on debt restructuring. While
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China agreed to restructure Sri Lanka's debt in
principle, final details are yet to be settled despite
Colombo's earlier expectations of a resolution by April.
[South China Morning Post]

Furthermore, the joint statement emphasized efforts
to advance projects like the Port City Colombo and
Hambantota Development Project under China's Belt
and Road Initiative.

Separately, a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU)
has been signed between the quality monitoring
institutions of China and Sri Lanka to ensure aligned
standards in trade. As Sri Lanka’s second-largest
trading partner and importer, China is in the position
to dictate quality standards that are equally vital for
Lankan exports to its partner. [Adaderana]

Meanwhile, Lankan Prime Minister Gunawardena also
met Shanghai Mayor Gong Seng to discuss how
cooperation under the Sister City Agreement of
Colombo and Shanghai can be enhanced. Shanghai as
a port city offers to share its knowledge on cargo
transportation, financial transactions, and urban
development with Sri Lanka to turn Colombo port into
a maritime hub on the East and West shipping routes.
[Daily News]

Sri Lanka’s National Security Advisor visits India

Coinciding with Prime Minister Gunawardena'’s visit to
China, Senior Advisor to the President on National
Security and Chief of Presidential Staff Sagala
Ratnayaka led a delegation in talks to evaluate bilateral
economic connectivity projects between Sri Lanka and
India. The discussions took place in New Delhi on
March 28, at the invitation of Indian Foreign Secretary
Vinay Kwatra. [Newswire]

Former Cambodian Prime Minister Hun
Sen gives speech at China’s Boao Forum

(lvw) Cambodia’s former Prime Minister, Hun Sen
arrived in Beijing, China, last week with a delegation of
ministers to attend this year's Boao Forum for Asia.
Hun Sen received a warm welcome on the tarmac from
Chinese officials and the Cambodian Ambassador to
China. The annual conference, held in China's Hainan
Province, was themed "Asia and the World: Common
Challenges, Shared Responsibilities."

During the forum, Hun Sen gave a keynote address to
the audience which included government, academic
and business leaders. His speech emphasized the
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importance of joint efforts to ensure Asian peace and
security and a cooperative approach towards
sustainable development and the fight against poverty.

The Forum'’s Secretary General Li Baodong
underscored these themes, highlighting the need for
countries’ to jointly shoulder the responsibility of
tackling issues and the need to build confidence and
trust to overcome political hurdles and jointly work
towards peace, development and cooperation. [Khmer
Times], [The State Council, the PRC], [Xinhua]

UN Committee reviews child rights in
Indonesia

(jb) The United Nations Committee on the Rights of the
Child is currently examining Indonesia's compliance
with child rights, focusing on mandatory hijab
regulations, the new criminal code, education rights,
and the rights of children with disabilities, Australian
news source Mirage News reports.

Indonesia has seen 120 local mandatory hijab
regulations since 2001, affecting millions of girls and
women. Human Rights Watch has reported
widespread bullying and psychological distress linked
to the regulations. Although a 2021 decree allowed
schoolgirls to choose their attire, the Supreme Court
later cancelled it. In response, over 800 public figures
petitioned against the decision, calling it
unconstitutional and discriminatory.

Indonesia's newly passed criminal code has raised
concerns, especially provisions criminalizing abortion
and distributing contraceptive information to children.
According to Mirage News, the law also risks
legitimizing discriminatory Sharia regulations, affecting
girls adversely.

The country has made strides in education, providing
nine years of free and compulsory basic education.
However, the Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated
educational inequalities, with remote areas lacking
internet access for online learning. [Mirage News]

ADB and Indonesia launch “Biodiversity
Master Plan” for Nusantara capital city

(jb) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the
Indonesian Government have unveiled a “Biodiversity
Master Plan” for Nusantara, the new capital city.
Kalimantan Island, where Nusantara is located, boasts
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one of the world's richest biodiversity hotspots with
over 3,800 species of flora and fauna within 50
kilometers of the new capital's site.

The five-year master plan, led by the Nusantara Capital
Authority (NCA), sets the policy direction, programs,
and targets to protect this rich biodiversity. Key
measures include habitat preservation, species
protection, restoration efforts, and community
engagement to foster sustainable management
practices. The plan also focuses on addressing
biodiversity threats, mitigating impacts, and enhancing
ecosystem resilience.

Australia's financial support, managed by ADB,
facilitated the master plan's development.

Established in 2022 and reporting directly to the
Indonesian President, the NCA oversees the new
capital's planning, construction, and management
transition. [Asian Development Bank]

Indonesia vows to boost cooperation with
Melanesian Spearhead Group

(jb) Indonesia has reiterated its commitment to
enhancing cooperation with the Melanesian Spearhead
Group (MSG), and intergovernmental organization
including the four Melanesian states of Fiji, Papua New
Guinea, Solomon Islands and Vanuatu, and the Kanak
and Socialist National Liberation Front of New
Caledonia, and which includes Indonesia as an
associate member. The group focuses on facilitating
economy between the states and other aspects.
Deputy Foreign Minister Pahala Mansury, speaking at
the Budget Foreign Ministers Meeting (FFM) of the MSG
in Port Vila, emphasized the strategic role of the MSG
in addressing global issues such as climate change,
sustainable development, and the right to
development.

Highlighting Indonesia's dedication to the partnership,
Mansury listed several initiatives undertaken by
Indonesia over the past decade. These include hosting
the 4th MSG Regional Security Strategy Working Group
in Baliin 2022, organizing fisheries-related events in
2022 and 2023, and aiding in the procurement of
operational vehicles for the MSG Secretariat last year.

Indonesia plans further collaborations this year,
including hosting the "Police Commissioners and Police
Ministers Meeting" in November 2024 and conducting
the 3rd Fisheries Training Program. Mansury also
announced the launch of the "Roadmap for
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Development Cooperation," focusing on priority areas
like agriculture, fisheries, infrastructure development,
and education in the Pacific region. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia]

World Bank to support Cambodia’s rural
health and nutrition

(Ivw) The World Bank and cooperating partners have
approved the second phase of a project to enhance
the accessibility and quality of health care and
nutrition in Laos’ rural and hard to reach areas. The
project aims to tackle the enduring disparity in health
coverage and outcomes across the country. While
major improvements have been achieved across
health indicators since the turn of the century,
preventable and treatable diseases still pose a large
threat to young children, with Laos having the highest
child mortality rate in Southeast Asia. The World Bank
Country Manager for the Lao PDR, Alex Kremer
emphasized that “One of the enduring challenges in
Laos is bringing health and nutrition services to the
large number of people living in remote villages”. A key
focus of the program will be reaching women and
ethnic groups across the four northern provinces in
hard to reach, upland areas. The plan also works
towards better planning and monitoring around the
allocation and access of resources to ensure
nationwide coverage and access. Aside from scaling up
critical health care, the next phase also covers
education around maternal diets and feeding
practices, family planning, sanitation and water supply.
[Laos News Agency] [World Health Organisation]

Mainland Southeast Asia seeking to
address public health concerns of burning
season

(lvw) Mainland Southeast Asian countries meet to
address the effects of burning, which is having
detrimental effects across the region. It degrades air
quality, public health and the environment. The annual
burning season, to clear land ahead of agricultural
activities, is common across Laos, Thailand, Cambodia
and Myanmar.

Last week, a delegation from the countries met in
Chiang Mai, Thailand to brainstorm solutions and
implementation. A key theme discussed was the
importance of community engagement and public
education campaigns about the causes and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-jju/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-jju/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-jtl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-jtr/

consequences of burning and using fire for land
clearing. Another approach was increased monitoring
and training fire patrols to ensure safety through the
early detection and extinguishing of forest fires.

Increased danger when the small burning practices
expand suddenly given their tendency in dry and windy
conditions to spread and become uncontrollable forest
fires. The issue of seasonal burning requires ongoing
cooperation throughout mainland Southeast Asia to
minimize and mitigate its array of dangerous impacts.
[Laotian Times]

Malaysian Prime Minister cautions
against efforts to hinder China's ascent

(ba) On March 28, Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim cautioned against efforts by external powers
to impede China's ascending influence, both militarily
and economically, within the Asia-Pacific region.

Amidst the geopolitical rivalry between the United
States and China, Anwar - delivering a speech at the
Australian National University in Canberra -
emphasized the imperative for Southeast Asian
nations to uphold the integrity of international law and
advocate for collaborative approaches. Anwar, further,
underscored that Beijing views any endeavors to
restrain its expansion in military and economic
domains as a challenge to its rightful historical
position.

His remarks followed a gathering of Australian and
Southeast Asian leaders in Melbourne, predominantly
focused on deliberations concerning China's assertive
behavior in the area.

China asserts near-total sovereignty over the South
China Sea, disregarding established international legal
norms and counterclaims from numerous Southeast
Asian nations. Recent incidents involving Chinese
vessels harassing Philippine ships in the Spratly Islands
have escalated tensions. In response, Beijing accused
the United States of manipulating the Philippines for
strategic gains. Anwar clarified that he was not
advocating for turning a blind eye to violations of
international law.

Looking ahead to his hosting of next year's Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) summit, Anwar
stressed the importance of multilateral institutions like
the 10-member bloc in fortifying the region against
fluctuations in power dynamics. Furthermore, Anwar
criticized Western nations, with a few exceptions, for
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condemning the Russian invasion of Ukraine while
remaining conspicuously silent on the ongoing
humanitarian crisis in Gaza, where innocent civilians
endure relentless violence. [ABS-CBN News]

UN accuses Tatmadaw of being behind
Facebook pages responsible for fueling
Rohingya violence

(jw) The United Nations' Independent Investigative
Mechanism for Myanmar presented on March 27
findings of a study according to which Myanmar’s
military was behind dozens of Facebook pages
perpetuating hate speech against the Rohingya prior to
the junta’s violent crackdown against the ethnic
minority.

In a new report, the investigators accuse the
Tatmadaw of a “systematic and coordinated” spread of
“material designed to instill fear and hatred of the
Rohingya minority." They furthered that the military
created a "clandestine network of pages on a social
media site with the potential to reach an audience of
millions."

The probe found identical material posted on multiple
pages within the network, and various Facebook pages
were found with the same creators, administrators,
and editors, as well as IP addresses used by the
Myanmar military.

Facebook was previously accused of failing to control
the spread of hate speech against the Rohingya. In
2021, the Rohingya refugees sued the social media
network, arguing that the platform failed to limit the
spread of hate speech and incited violence. [The
[rrawaddy]

Thailand, EU discuss progress in
humanitarian initiatives for Myanmar

(jb) Sihasak Phuangketkeow, Thailand's Vice Minister
for Foreign Affairs, met with Igor Driesmans, Special
Envoy for Myanmar of the European Union (EU) and
Ambassador of the EU to Cambodia, on March 26.

The discussion focused on the progress of Thailand's
humanitarian initiatives in Myanmar, with both parties
reaffirming their shared objective to promote a
peaceful, stable, and unified Myanmar.
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Vice Minister Sihasak emphasized Thailand's
commitment to providing humanitarian aid to
Myanmar and highlighted the importance of
collaborating with ASEAN to ensure unity in the region.
The EU representative affirmed the European Union's
ongoing support for Thailand and ASEAN's efforts
concerning Myanmar. [Pattaya Mail] [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Kingdom of Thailand]

Philippines ups stakes in China row, vows
it will not be ‘cowed into silence’

(Im) In the latest development concerning the
territorial disputes in the South China Sea, Philippine
President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has taken a firm stance
against what his administration perceives as aggressive
actions by China's coastguard. President Marcos
announced plans to implement countermeasures in
response to what he described as "illegal, coercive,
aggressive, and dangerous attacks" by Chinese vessels
in Philippine waters. While Marcos did not specify the
exact nature of these countermeasures, he
emphasized that they would be proportionate,
deliberate, and reasonable. [ABS CBN] [Reuters]

The statement was issued in light of recent
confrontations that led to injuries among Filipino
troops and damage to vessels. Particularly, an incident
near Second Thomas Shoal, where the China Coast
Guard reportedly obstructed and damaged a
Philippine supply vessel en route to the BRP Sierra
Madre, a Philippine Navy ship intentionally grounded
at the shoal in 1999, prompted the Philippines to
summon a Chinese envoy.

Alleged Gentlemen’s agreement

In separate but related developments, the former
spokesperson of Rodrigo Duterte, the previous
president, has recently amended his statement
regarding an agreement between Duterte and China’s
Xi Jinping. Initially, he claimed the agreement pertained
only to the Second Thomas Shoal, also known as the
Ayungin Shoal. However, he has now clarified that the
verbal agreement was broader, agreeing not to
construct and repair Philippine facilities in the entire
West Philippine Sea, including refraining from sending
construction materials for BRP Sierra Madre. Roque's
revised statement followed former presidential adviser
Salvador Panelo's denial of the existence of any
gentleman's agreement.[Inquirer]

Following Roque's claims, the Philippines’ National
Security Council denied awareness of any "gentleman's
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agreement" between the Philippines and China
regarding the West Philippine Sea and emphasized
that there is no evidence of this agreement. [Philippine
News Agency]

United States support; possible joint naval patrols with
Washington, Japan

Meanwhile, the United States reiterated its unwavering
support for the Philippines, with Defense Secretary
Lloyd Austin reaffirming Washington's steadfast
commitment to its longtime ally. The issue also
featured prominently in talks between Philippine
National Security Advisor Eduardo Ano and his US
counterpart on April 1. [Business World]

In response, Beijing restated its commitment to
safeguarding its maritime rights and accused the
United States of intervening in the ongoing issue
between China and the Philippines regarding the South
China Sea. It also attributed recent clashes to
provocations by the Philippines and asserted that it will
not permit the Philippines to act recklessly. [CGTN]

At the same time, the US, Japan, and the Philippines
plan to conduct joint naval patrols in the South China
Sea to counter China's assertiveness in the region. This
initiative, part of a broader package of efforts, will be
unveiled at the first-ever trilateral summit between
President Biden, Prime Minister Kishida, and President
Marcos Jr. next month. [Politico]

South Korean, Swedish manufacturers
seek procurement deal with Thai air force

(msz/Im) In anticipation of a Thai Cabinet meeting to
review a jet procurement scheme for the Royal Thai Air
Force (RTAF), Swedish and South Korean
manufacturers have reaffirmed their interest in
securing a deal. [Bangkok Post] [Bangkok Post 2]

The RTAF plans to decommission 102 Squadron'’s
United States-made F16 at Wing 1 and replace them
with 12 new fighter jets. According to a white paper
released by the RTAF in late February, the initial phase
requires around USD 522 million in the upcoming 2025
fiscal year to purchase the first four aircraft. The RTAF
is said to be weighing between Sweden's Gripen E/F
and the US's F-16 Block 70 aircraft. A selection
committee, formed to decide which of the two offers
better value for money, is expected to decide in May or
June.
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Against this backdrop, on March 26, Sweden's Saab AB
said that its proposal to sell Gripen fighter jets to the
RTAF would meet the government's offset policy and
RTAF's requirements for national capability
development. Under the offset policy, countries that
supply new military hardware to Thailand must
reciprocate by offering equal economic evaluations in
bilateral trade.

Meanwhile, a South Korean manufacturer, Korea
Aerospace Industries (KAI) has also proposed to sell
FAS0 light fighters to the RTAF. The proposal was
floated by the company’'s CEO during Thai Defence
Minister Sutin Klungsang's visit to South Korea which
ended on March 31. The company argues that its FA50
multi-role fighter can match the air combat capabilities
of US-made F16 fighter jets but at almost half the cost
and lower maintenance expenses. [see article in this
edition]

ILO steps up campaign to help migrants

(ms) The International Labour Organization (ILO) has
announced that it will step up efforts in the protection
of migrant workers across Southeast Asia. The project
is part of a USD 15 million European Union (EU) funded
UN initiative called “Protect” which aims to strengthen
the right of migrant women, children and risk-facing
group in Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand.
According to the ILO, 10.6 million migrants are located
in the ASEAN region, consisting of about 50 percent
woman and around 1.3 million children. [Bangkok
Post] [International Labour Organization]

Migrants in Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand
report abuse by ‘military, police,
smugglers, criminal gangs’

(Im) A recent United Nations (UN) report sheds light on
the grim reality faced by migrants using illegal
networks to enter Southeast Asia, revealing a pervasive
pattern of abuse and exploitation. The survey
conducted by the UN Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) across Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand
involved nearly 4,800 migrants and refugees, primarily
from Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Cambodia, Indonesia,
Laos, Myanmar, Pakistan, Somalia, and Vietnam,
including Rohingya. [Radio Free Asia]

According to the report, a staggering three-quarters of
respondents reported experiencing abuse during their
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journey, ranging from physical violence to extortion,
with perpetrators including military personnel, police
officers, smugglers, border guards, and criminal gangs.
The abuses documented include physical violence,
sexual violence, bribery, and extortion, indicating a
pervasive lack of safety and protection for vulnerable
migrants.

Despite the risks and trauma endured, nearly half of
the surveyed migrants expressed a willingness to
undertake the journey again, underscoring the
desperate circumstances driving them to seek refuge
and opportunity in Southeast Asia. Climate-related
factors, such as floods, droughts, and extreme
temperatures, were cited by a significant number of
respondents as reasons for leaving their homelands,
highlighting the complex interplay of environmental
and socio-economic factors in driving migration.

The report also highlights the role of corruption in
facilitating migrant smuggling, with a significant
number of respondents reporting having to bribe
officials or provide gifts to navigate their journey.

Qatar’s Emir to visit Bangladesh; aiming to
strengthen cooperation in manpower,
energy

(Im) Bangladesh and Qatar are set to strengthen their
cooperation in manpower, energy, trade, and
investment during the upcoming visit of Qatar’s Emir
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani to Bangladesh in
April. The visit, scheduled for April 21-22, will involve
the signing of nearly a dozen cooperation documents.
[Dhaka Tribune]

Prime Minister Hasina's previous meeting with the
Emir in March last year, during the United Nations
Conference on Least Developed Countries in Doha,
saw discussions centered on boosting energy
cooperation, particularly in Liquified Natural Gas, to
meet Bangladesh's growing energy demands.

Bangladesh’s petroleum company
receives USD 1.4 billion funding boost
from ITFC

(tg) The International Islamic Trade Finance Corp.
(ITFC), a member of the Islamic Development Bank
Group, has pledged to inject USD 1.4 billion into
Bangladesh's energy infrastructure, marking a
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significant advancement. This move follows CEO Hani
Sonbol's visit to Bangladesh, where discussions with
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina Wajed underscored
ITFC's commitment to supporting the country's energy
security initiatives. [Arab News]

The Islamic Development Bank Group has financed in
total USD 22bn in approved financing to Bangladesh
over the course of its creation in 2008. Its span covers
assistance to local banks, technical aid, trade
development, and energy.

Brunei, UK hold 3" Strategic Dialogue

(dgl) On March 26, Brunei and the UK held their 3™
Strategic Dialogue, co-chaired by Bruneian Foreign
Minister Erywan Yusof and Anne-Marie Trevelyan,
British Minister of State for the Indo-Pacific at the
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office of
the UK.

Exchanging ways to expand and deepen cooperation in
existing and new fields, issues discussed between the
two ministers at the meeting in London covered a wide
range, spanning cooperation on trade and economy,
legal matters as well as defence, security, maritime
issues. The two sides also discussed climate change
and environmental protection, in addition to education
and human rights. With regards to UK's accession to
the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), Erywan reaffirmed
his country’s commitment to ratifying the UK's
accession protocol.

Furthermore, regional and international issues of
common concern, including the conflict in the Middle
East/Gaza, Ukraine, the South China Sea and Myanmar
were discussed. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Brunei
Darussalam]

China files WTO complaint against US over
discriminatory Electric Vehicle subsidies

(yq) China lodged a WTO complaint against the U.S. for
discriminatory practices in electric vehicle subsidies on
March 26, arguing that new U.S. regulations unfairly
exclude Chinese-made components, affecting global
competition and supply chains.

This follows US rules proposed in December 2023
aimed to restrict Chinese firms' role in supplying
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materials for electric vehicles, preventing Americans
from claiming tax credits for the purchase of any
electric vehicle containing battery materials produced
in China (see AIR No. 49, December/2023, 1).

The complaint comes as China has assumed a
dominating position in batteries for electric vehicles,
rapidly expanding its auto industry globally and
challenging the world's established carmakers. [AP
News]

US updates regulations to restrict China's
access to Al chips and manufacturing
tools

(yq) On March 29, the Biden administration updated
regulations to restrict China's access to U.S. artificial
intelligence (Al) chips and manufacturing tools,
addressing national security concerns and aiming to
limit Beijing's chipmaking capabilities.

These amendments, part of a broader strategy to
control technology exports to China, include
clarifications on the shipment of Al chips and the
devices containing them. The Commerce Department
will continue refining these controls to strengthen the
measures. [Reuters]

This follows the US Commerce Department's survey of
the domestic semiconductor supply chain and national
defense industrial base to address national security

concerns related to Chinese-sourced chips, announced
in December 2023 (see AiR No. 52, December/2023, 4).

In response, China's Foreign Ministry accused that the
U.S. move was undermining world trade rules and
expressed strong opposition to it. [Foreign Ministry,
China, in Chinese]

Hong Kong officials to receive visa
restrictions from the US

(jm) The United States has announced plans to impose
visa restrictions on Hong Kong officials involved in
curtailing "rights and freedoms" following the
enactment of a new national security law, known as
Article 23, in the territory.

Article 23 grants expanded powers to the Hong Kong
government to suppress dissent, citing offenses such
as treason and espionage. US Secretary of State
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Antony Blinken criticized the legislation, expressing
concerns that it could be used to stifle dissent and
intimidate activists. [US Department of State]

While the specific officials targeted were not named,
the move signifies Washington's response to the
erosion of autonomy in Hong Kong.

In response, the Hong Kong government condemned
the sanctions, accusing the US of political
manipulation. China's embassy in Washington also
denounced the threats of sanctions, dismissing US
allegations against China and Hong Kong as
groundless. [Embassy of the PRC in the US]

The closure of the Hong Kong bureau of Radio Free
Asia (RFA) due to safety concerns under Article 23
highlights growing constraints on press freedom,
drawing criticism from media advocacy groups like
Reporters Without Borders. These developments
underscore the escalating tensions surrounding
human rights and autonomy in Hong Kong. [Aljazeera]

French foreign minister urges China to
influence Russia on Ukraine war

(yq) French Foreign Minister Stéphane Séjourné urged
China to influence Russia regarding the Ukraine War
during his visit to Beijing on April 1. This follows the
increasing economic ties between China and Russia as
they are shunned by the West in varying degrees.

Also, during the China-EU Summit in Beijing in
December 2023, the EU also urged China to refrain
from supplying lethal weapons to Russia and prevent
Russia from circumventing sanctions (see AiR No. 50,
December/2023, 2).

With China maintaining a neutral stance and
deepening ties with Moscow, Séjourné's remarks
highlight the expectation for China's role in pressuring
Russia in the Ukraine war.

Additionally, Séjourné emphasized France has no
intention of decoupling from the Chinese economy,
but to rebalance economic ties with China during a
meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi on
April 1. [Politico][Foreign Ministry, China, in Chinese]

This follows the EU's actions aiming to reduce the
dependence on China, including anti-dumping
investigations into Chinese electric car imports and
biodiesel (see AiR No. 38, September/2023, 3, AiR No.
52, December/2023, 4).
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Chinese President Xi Jinping and French President
Emmanuel Macron are schedule to meet in May.

China removes tariffs on Australian wine

(yq) The Chinese Commerce Ministry announced on
March 28 that China will remove the tariffs above 200%
on Australian wine from March 29.[Commerce

Ministry, China, in Chinese] The anti-dumping levies on
Australian exports including wine, coal, barley, timber,
and lobsters imposed by the Chinese government
amid a diplomatic dispute over Australian support for
a global COVID-19 inquiry in 2020

This comes after China's announcement on November
30 that it will review the anti-dumping and
countervailing duties on Australian wine imports and
also Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi's visit to
Australia on March 20, aiming to improve bilateral
economic ties.(see AiR No. 49, December/2023, 1) (see
AiR No. 13, March/2024, 4)

However, after the newly elected Labor Party
government in 2022, China-Australia relations began to
improve. This move is viewed as a sign of the Labor
government's efforts to improve Sino-Australian
relations. The administration is still lobbying China to
remove the remaining tariffs on goods like beef and
lobster. [BBC][Aljazeera]

Russia’s currency swap operations with
China

(jm) Russia's central bank has intensified its currency
swap operations with China, providing RMB 2.5 billion
(USD 346.25 million) to banks. These transactions aim
to stabilize the market and manage volatility, with
adjustments made to rates and maximum daily
volumes.

Notably, there was a surge in demand for yuan swaps
in February. The Russian central bank underscores the
significance of the Chinese yuan in its reserve assets,
citing limited diversification options due to risks
associated with other currencies and economies.

This development underscores the deepening financial
cooperation between Russia and China, reflecting their
strategic partnership in international affairs. [Reuters]
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China and Russia establish new
international freight train service

(jm) A new international freight train service has been
established, connecting Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi
Province in northern China, with Moscow, the capital of
Russia. The inaugural journey commenced on March
28 from the Huanghouyuan station in Taiyuan, carrying
a variety of cargo such as auto parts, appliances, cast
iron fittings, and kaolin in 55 containers.

The freight train is expected to cover a distance of
nearly 5,000 kilometers to reach Moscow, passing
through the border port of Erenhot along the way.
[Xinhua]

New Indonesian President visits China,
promising close bilateral relationship

(yg/jb) Indonesia's president-elect Prabowo Subianto
has committed to strengthening ties with China in
Beijing on April 1, echoing his predecessor's friendly
China policies. His trip to China marks his first official
visit following the election.

During his meeting with Chinese President Xi Jinping,
Prabowo emphasized the importance of aligning
development strategies, enhancing economic, trade,
and poverty alleviation cooperation, and boosting
defense partnerships, viewing China as a key ally for
regional peace.

President Xi Jinping emphasized the long-term and
strategic nature of China-Indonesia relations and
expressed its willingness to further deepen maritime
cooperation with Indonesia.

Despite disagreements over territorial issues in the
South China Sea, China remains Indonesia’s primary
trading partner, with Beijing investing significantly in
Indonesian infrastructure projects, including Jakarta's
first high-speed rail line. [Reuters] [Foreign Ministry,
China, in Chinese][Voice of America]

Chinese EV manufacturer BYD delays
plans to build factory in Vietnham

(yq) BYD, China's leading electric vehicle manufacturer,
has delayed its plans to build an EV (Electric Vehicle)
factory in Phu Tho, Vietnam, citing market slowdown
and strategic reasons.
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Initially, BYD had plans to expand its manufacturing
operations in Phu Tho, alongside its existing
operations there. However, the company has decided
to put this on hold due to the current challenges in the
EV market, such as subsidy reductions.

Despite this pause, BYD's significant role in the EV
industry is evident through its global presence,
including plans in Thailand and Indonesia, and selling
over 3 million electric vehicles last year. [Reuters]

Taiwan bolster defense amidst rising
tensions with China

(jm) Taiwan is taking proactive measures to bolster its
defenses against the perceived threat from China.

Taiwan has commissioned two new navy ships, Tuo
Chiang class corvettes equipped with stealth
capabilities and carrying a range of missiles and deck
guns aimed at countering larger Chinese vessels and
rocketry.

Taiwan's focus has shifted from underinvestment in
defense towards more mobile equipment and
asymmetric warfare tactics, emphasizing the use of
small, highly maneuverable weaponry to counter
China's overwhelming force advantage. This strategy
aims to bog down China's advance in the event of an
invasion, buying time for U.S. support to arrive.

Meanwhile, tensions between Taiwan and China
persist, with frictions often erupting near Taiwan-
controlled islands. Despite being vastly outgunned,
Taiwan's military has been bolstered by new weaponry
and an extension of national service, while remaining
vigilant for potential Chinese incursions. However,
challenges such as budget reallocation and potential
shifts in U.S. defense policy pose significant
considerations for Taiwan's defense planning moving
forward. [AP] [Nikkei Asia]

China and Philippines escalate tensions
over South China Sea

(jm) Tensions between China and the Philippines have
escalated over recent actions in the South China Sea
(see AIR No. 13, March/2024, 4).

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. of the Philippines
declared the implementation of countermeasures
against what he termed as "illegal, coercive, aggressive,
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and dangerous attacks" by China's coastguard in the
South China Sea. [Office of the President of the
Philippines]

The Philippines expressed frustration over repeated
hostilities by Chinese vessels within its exclusive
economic zone. President Marcos emphasized that the
countermeasures, to be revealed in the coming weeks,
aiming to protect sovereignty while ensuring peace
and stability in the region.

China, however, blamed the Philippines for the
breakdown in relations, accusing it of peddling
misinformation and infringing on China's sovereignty.
Despite tensions, the Philippines seeks support from
the international community to safeguard its
sovereignty and jurisdiction in the Indo-Pacific.
[Reuters]

China's Ministry of National Defense reiterated China's
stance on the South China Sea issue, emphasizing that
China will not allow the Philippines to act willfully and
provoke tensions in the region. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs of the PRC] China attributes the recent
escalation to the Philippines' actions and external
support, condemning any interference in its territorial
sovereignty and maritime rights.

Meanwhile, the United States has reaffirmed its
commitment to its defense treaty with the Philippines,
further complicating the situation. Despite calls for
dialogue, the dispute underscores broader geopolitical
tensions in the Indo-Pacific region. [Xinhua]

China’s embassy in Pakistan demands
investigation after attack on Chinese
nationals

(jm) On March 28, a suicide bombing targeted a convoy
of Chinese engineers in Pakistan, killing five Chinese
nationals and their Pakistani driver. The attack
occurred near the Dasu Dam construction site in the
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. This attack follows
previous incidents targeting Chinese interests in
Pakistan. While no group has claimed responsibility,
suspicion falls on Baluch separatist militants who seek
independence from the Islamabad government. [The
Indian Express]

In response to the attack, the Chinese embassy in
Pakistan has called for a thorough investigation and
measures to ensure the safety of Chinese citizens.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the PRC] Pakistani
authorities have condemned the attacks and vowed to
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conduct thorough investigations. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs Government of Pakistan]

On March 29, Chinese investigators arrived in Pakistan
to investigate the attack. Pakistan's Interior Minister
Mohsin Naqvi met with the Chinese investigative team
at Beijing's embassy to brief them on the ongoing
investigation. However, following the Dasu dam attack
on March 28, Chinese contractors suspended work on
three hydropower projects due to security concerns as
Pakistan continues to grapple with insurgencies led by
Islamist militants and ethnic separatists. [Reuters]

These incidents highlight the security risks faced by
Chinese workers involved in projects under the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a key component
of China's Belt and Road Initiative. [AP]

India open to trade blocs with China

(jm) Indian Trade Minister Piyush Goyal stated that
India is receptive to participating in trade blocs
involving China on the condition that China's economy
adheres to the principles of openness, transparency,
and compliance with World Trade Organization (WTO)
rules. [World Economic Forum]

Goyal made this announcement during a media event,
emphasizing India's willingness to engage with China
within the framework of international trade
regulations. [Reuters]

China pledges support for Sri Lanka's
economic and strategic infrastructure

(yq) XiJinping held a meeting with Sri Lanka's Prime
Minister Dinesh Gunawardena in Beijing on March 28.

Xi pledged China's support for Sri Lanka's sovereignty
and economic growth, advocating for high-quality Belt
and Road collaborations, particularly in the Colombo
Port City and Hambantota Port projects.

Both leaders expressed commitment to enhancing
bilateral relations across various sectors, aiming for
mutual benefits and sustainable development.

In addition, after Dinesh Gunawardena’s meeting with
Chinese Premier Li Qiang, Gunawardena announced
that China has committed to developing Sri Lanka's
strategic Hambantota port and Colombo airport.
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This development is part of China's assistance in Sri
Lanka's debt restructuring efforts, crucial for a USD 2.9
billion IMF bailout. Despite reluctance for loan
concessions, China may offer extended tenures and
adjusted interest rates.

This partnership follows Sri Lanka's economic
challenges, including a sovereign default and political
unrest, and aims to enhance Sri Lanka's economic and
strategic infrastructure amidst regional security
considerations. [Xinhual[South China Morning Post]

Chinese President Xi meets with Dutch
Prime Minister Mark Rutte

(yg) On March 27, Chinese President Xi Jinping held a
meeting in Beijing with Dutch PM March Rutte during
his state visit to China.

Both sides agreed to enhance cooperation in different
areas and deepen the cultural exchanges between the
two states.

During their discussion, Xi and Rutte also talked about
the semiconductor industry and the export restrictions
on ASML, a key Dutch tech firm that dominates the
global market for lithography systems that are crucial
for creating the circuitry of computer chips.

Reflecting the sensitivity of the issue, Xi insisted on
China's right to legitimate development and
emphasized the country’s technological progress that
“no force can stop”, in an apparent reference to the US.
He warned that establishing artificial “technological
barriers and fragmenting industrial and supply chains
will only lead to division and confrontation,” demanded
that the Netherlands ensure that Chinese businesses
operate in a fair and transparent business
environment.

Walking a tightrope between the US and China, Rutte
told reporters after the meeting with Xi that the Dutch
export measures are not directed against a specific,
adding that his government seeks to ensure that the
measures’ impact is limited and that they are “not
impacting the supply chain, and therefore is not
impacting the overall economic relationship.”

In January the Dutch government partially revoked an
export license, impacting shipments of specific chip-
making equipment to China. The move came after the
U.S. introduced an export restriction in 2023 that
limited ASML's exports to China for chip-making
equipment, that contains U.S. parts, to hinder China’s
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advancement in semiconductor production (see AiR
No. 1, January/2024, 1). [Reuters] [CNBC] [AP] [Foreign
Ministry, China, in Chinese]

Bavarian Minister-President Markus Soéder
meets with Chinese Premier Li Qiang

(yq) Chinese Premier Li Qiang and Bavarian Minister-
President Markus Soder discussed bolstering economic
and trade cooperation between China and Bavaria,
one of Germany's 16 states, during Soder’s visit to
China from March 23-28.

The discussion focused on the importance of local
collaboration as a cornerstone for China-Germany
relations. Li highlighted China's commitment to
deepening cooperation between China and Bavaria in
various sectors, including electric vehicles and clean
energy.

The total trade volume between Bavaria and China in
2023 is about USD 57 million, making China the biggest
trade partner of Bavaria. However, with the EU’s anti-
subsidy investigation into the imports of battery
electric vehicles (BEV) from China made in September
2023 (see AiR No. 38, September/2023, 3), concerns
are made that Bavarian trade with China could worsen
significantly. [BR24, in German]

Séder aimed to reinforce partnership over
protectionism, speaking openly against EU tariffs on
Chinese goods, underscoring the long-standing
economic ties and mutual benefits shared between
Bavaria and China. [People’s Daily] [Euractiv] [Bavarian
Government, in German]

China and Benin strengthen bilateral ties

(jm) On March 28, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
met with Beninese Foreign Minister Shegun Adjadi
Bakari in Beijing to discuss enhancing bilateral ties.

Wang expressed China's willingness to strengthen
relations with Benin based on the consensus reached
by the two heads of state. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of the PR(C]

China pledged firm support for Benin's development
path, offering assistance in various sectors like trade,
investment, energy, culture, and human resources.
Additionally, China welcomed Benin's participation in
the Global Development Initiative.
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Bakari affirmed Benin's commitment to the one-China
principle and highlighted its upcoming involvement in
the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation to bolster
Africa-China cooperation. [Xinhua]

China and Dominica strengthen ties

(jm) On March 25, Chinese President Xi Jinping met
with Dominican Prime Minister Roosevelt Skerrit in
Beijing, pledging further social and economic support
for Dominica. Xi described the China-Dominica
relationship as a model of South-South cooperation,
highlighting the importance of mutual trust and
support on core issues. He expressed China's backing
for Dominica's development path and its role in
international affairs, particularly regarding climate
change concerns. [The State Council of the PRC]

Xi invited Dominica to enhance economic and trade
cooperation, infrastructure development, agriculture,
and healthcare collaboration.

The meeting followed the 20th anniversary of
diplomatic ties between the two nations and
reaffirmed their partnership, marked by a
memorandum of understanding signed under China's
Belt and Road Initiative.

Additionally, discussions between Skerrit and Chinese
counterpart Li Qiang included invitations for Dominica
to participate in the China-Caribbean Economic and
Trade Cooperation Forum, aiming to deepen economic
and trade cooperation and explore new areas of
collaboration such as new energy and the digital
economy. [The State Council of the PRC]

Last year, bilateral trade between China and Dominica
surged, reflecting growing economic ties between the
two countries. [SCMP]

India-China border talks end in stalemate
over ‘complete disengagement’

(fd) The 29th meeting of the Working Mechanism for
Consultation and Coordination on India-China Border
Affairs did not yield a breakthrough, when both sides
discussed how to achieve “complete disengagement”
and remaining issue at Western Sector of the Indo-
China border. [Mint]

The Indian delegation was led by the Joint Secretary
(East Asia) from the Ministry of External Affairs and the
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Chinese delegations was led by Director General of the
Boundary and Oceanic Department of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs. Both countries agreed to keep regular
contact facilitated by diplomatic and military channels.
The previous session took place in November 2023.

Prior to the meeting, India’s External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar said on March 27 that restoring normalcy in
bilateral relations with China hinges on the
conventional deployment of troops, which will serve as
a necessary condition for shaping the future
relationship with Beijing.

RSS-affiliated group in India’s Rajasthan
state helps Pakistani Hindus to apply for
citizenship

(fd) In India’s northwestern state of Rajasthan, a group
affiliated with the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS),
has undertaken an initiative to support members of
the Hindu community from Pakistan in their quest for
Indian citizenship under the Citizenship (Amendment)
Act, 2019 (CAA). This initiative involves organizing
camps and issuing "eligibility certificates" to aid in the
citizenship application process. These certificates serve
as a crucial requirement for applicants, validating their
religious affiliation and adherence to their faith. [The
Hindu]

Over the past week, the Seemajan Kalyan Samiti has
been actively assisting individuals from areas along the
Pakistan border in Rajasthan, including Jaisalmer,
Barmer, and Jodhpur, in uploading their necessary
documents onto the official citizenship portal
established by the Home Ministry. The CAA, enacted in
2019, offers citizenship to members of persecuted
non-Muslim communities from Pakistan, Afghanistan,
and Bangladesh.

The Maldives’ President Muizzu sending
mixed signals toward India

(aa) Although not explicitly mentioning India, Maldivian
President Mohamed Muizzu pointed to a ‘foreign
ambassador’ who overly exerted influence on ex-
President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih during an interview.
Based on Solih's conduct during his presidency, the
remark on him ‘taking orders’ from a foreign official
can be classified as indirectly referring to India. Muizzu
said that during Solih's tenure, despite holding a
parliamentary majority with the Maldivian Democratic
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Party (MDP), he could not secure Maldivian
independence. [Hindustan Times]

On the other hand, Muizzu has recently emphasized
India’s role as the 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. This
cooperative sentiment might be stemming from the
pressing issue of the Maldives' mounting debt to India.
Most recent comments on the dependency from the
Indian ambassador are not in line with Muizzu's
conciliatory stance in this previous statement.

In reaction to Muizzu's demands for debt relief from
India, Solih urged the President to stop being
‘stubborn’ and to search for active dialogue to find a
compromise amidst financial pressure. Strained ties
between the two nations have been lately exacerbated
by the agreement of Indian troop withdrawal and
civilian replacement. Skipping the traditional first visit
to India, not renewing the Maldives-India hydrology
pact, and the political misconduct of three ministers
towards PM Modi all point towards a shift away from
the long-standing partnership. [AIR No. 13,
March/2024, 4] [NDTV]

Indonesia: Prepares to send USD 1 million
medical aid to Sudan amidst conflict

(jb) The Government of Indonesia is preparing to send
emergency medical aid worth USD 1 million to Sudan
to support the country amid the ongoing armed
conflict. In a recent coordination meeting at the
Ministry of Health in Port Sudan, the Indonesian
Ambassador to Sudan, Sunarko, and Sudan's Minister
of Health, Dr. Haitham Mohamed Ibrahim, along with
officials from both countries, discussed the
preparations for the aid delivery.

The medical assistance, which includes essential
medical supplies and medicines requested by Sudan, is
scheduled to be dispatched from Jakarta to Port Sudan
via Garuda Indonesia airlines. The humanitarian
mission will be led by the Head of Indonesia's National
Disaster Management Agency (BNPB), Lieutenant
General TNI Suharyanto, and is expected to arrive in
Sudan on April 4, 2024. Dr. Haitham expressed
gratitude to Indonesia for the assistance, highlighting
the close relationship between the two countries and
hoping for continued coordination for the benefit of all
parties involved. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the
Republic of Indonesia]
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Singapore eyes opportunities in
Indonesia's tech and energy sectors

(jb) Singaporean companies are encouraged to tap into
Indonesia's burgeoning digital economy and energy
sectors, said Indonesia’s Coordinating Minister for
Economic Affairs, Airlangga Hartarto. Speaking at the
Indonesia-Singapore Business Forum on March 27,
Hartarto highlighted Indonesia's expansion in areas
like data centers, artificial intelligence, semiconductors,
and the transition to sustainable energy sources,
including geothermal and renewable energy projects.

Singaporean Minister for Trade and Industry Gan Kim
Yong, for his part, also emphasized the potential of the
digital and green economies, which he termed as the
"twin engines" of growth in Southeast Asia. Yong noted
that Singapore and Indonesia are collaborating closely
in areas such as healthcare services, digital health,
biotech, and the green economy.

Yong noted that both nations are working towards
clearer regulations on cross-border data flows and the
development of young tech professionals. Singapore’s
Energy Market Authority has granted conditional
approval for the import of two gigawatts of low-carbon
electricity from Indonesia, aiming to set up large solar
and battery manufacturing plants to serve both
countries' energy needs. [The Straits Times]

Indonesia: Australia addresses concerns
over cattle deaths on voyage to Indonesia

(jb) Australia's Department of Agriculture (DAFF) has
confirmed that initial tests for Lumpy Skin Disease and
Foot and Mouth Disease on over 150 cattle that died
on a voyage to Indonesia have returned negative. The
cattle were aboard Vroon’'s Brahman Express and
departed from Darwin, Australia on March 14.

Indonesian authorities have suspended the export of
live cattle from a registered establishment in the
Northern Territory as investigations continue to
determine the cause of the deaths. DAFF suggests that
the clinical signs observed in the cattle are consistent
with botulism, a bacterial infection often caused by
contaminated feed.

Detecting botulism is challenging due to the low toxin
levels in the bloodstream of affected cattle, making it a
lengthy process of elimination. Animals Australia
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emphasizes that botulism is preventable and causes
progressive paralysis in affected animals.

The Australian Veterinary Association (AVA) insists that
an Australian Accredited Veterinarian should
accompany each shipment to ensure animal welfare.
Concerns have arisen over the lack of transparency in
informing Indonesia about the cattle deaths.
[MarineLink] [ABC News]

Indonesia incorporates jointly developed
tanks from Turkiye into its military

(jb) Indonesia has recently integrated medium-weight
tanks into its military arsenal, jointly developed with
Turkiye, marking a significant stride in defence
cooperation between the two nations. Known as the
Kaplan (Tiger) in Turkish and Harimau in Bahasa
Indonesia, the tanks were inducted into Indonesia’s
military earlier this month.

Developed over nearly a decade by Turkish firm FNSS
and Indonesian manufacturer PT Pindad, the tanks
were handed over to the Indonesian military by
Defence Minister and President-elect Prabowo
Subianto. Ten units of the tanks have been deployed to
the 13/SL Cavalry Battalion in East Kalimantan
province.

The Indonesian Embassy in Ankara highlighted that the
country's adoption of these tanks underscores the
global recognition of Turkish leadership in military
technology. Additionally, Indonesia is collaborating
with Turkish company TUSAS to produce 12 units of
the next-generation ANKA Drone. [Middle East
Monitor]

US, Japan hold cruise missile drill

(sh) Last week the US Navy conducted a week-long
training for Japan's Self-Defense Forces (SDF) on
operating Tomahawk cruise missiles.

Conducted inside a US Aegis destroyer at the Yokosuka
navy base, south of Tokyo, the training focused on the
basic procedures for launching a Tomahawk using
actual equipment. [NHK]

The five-day session came after Tokyo signed a
contract earlier this year to acquire up to 400
Tomahawks, enhancing its ability to counter enemy
missile sites (see AIR No. 4, January/2024, 4).
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Japan, US collaborate to ban on nuclear
weapons

(sh) The United States and Japan have collaborated on
a draft resolution to advocate for a ban on nuclear
weapons in space, amid growing concerns about
Russia's potential to deploy such weapons as part of a
perceived satellite destruction system.

The proposed resolution urges U.N. members to
refrain from developing nuclear weapons or any other
weapons of mass destruction specifically designed for
Earth's orbit. This initiative aligns with a policy on
peaceful space utilization expected to be endorsed
during the upcoming U.S.-Japan summit in
Washington. However, the resolution's fate remains
uncertain, with expectations of opposition from Russia
in the U.N. Security Council.

Recent statements from White House officials and the
U.S. House of Representatives highlight concerns over
Russia's intentions, with reports suggesting a serious
national security threat. Despite denials from Russian
President Vladimir Putin, these developments
underscore heightened tensions surrounding space
militarization. [Kyodo News]

Japan, US to strengthen Al and
semiconductor

(sh) During Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida's
visit to the U.S. next week, Tokyo and Washington will
agree on strengthening cooperation in advanced
technology, including semiconductors and artificial
intelligence (Al), with USD 100 million to be provided
for Al cooperation, according to sources cited by Asahi
Shimbun.

The leaders are said to establish a framework for Al
research and development with key players like Nvidia
Corp., Arm Holdings, and Amazon, as well as
universities. [Asahi Shinbun]

Japan sanctions Russia’s trade

(sh) On March 29, the Japanese government decided
to extend the denial of Russia's "most-favored-nation"
trade status for another year, starting from the end of
March.
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This move is part of economic sanctions against Russia
due to its invasion of Ukraine. Japan's parliament had
approved measures in April 2022 to impose penalties
on Russia, including withholding benefits like reduced
tariffs.

This extension marks the second time such measures
have been prolonged, with all imports from Russia to
remain subject to higher duties until March 2025.
[Kyodo News]

Japan navy to watch over China

(sh) On March 30, Japan's ground force's first surface-
to-ship missile unit on Okinawa's main island was
inaugurated. This move comes as Japan reinforces its
defenses amid heightened maritime tensions with
China.

The new regiment, equipped with Type 12 surface-to-
ship guided missiles, aims to monitor Chinese military
activities near Okinawa and Miyako Island. Around 200
officers and troops are expected to serve in the
regiment. Similar units are stationed on Miyako,
Ishigaki, and Amami-Oshima islands.

Okinawa assumes strategic significance as it is located
in between the southern Japan mainland, Taiwan and
China, and is close to the Korean Peninsula. It is also
home to a significant portion of U.S. military bases in
Japan.

Residents express concerns about escalating military
tensions, particularly regarding plans to deploy an
upgraded version of the Type 12 missile with an
extended firing range by April 2025. [Kyodo News]

Japan resumes funding for UN Palestine
support agency

(dgl) Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko Kamikawa has
disclosed that Japan will resume providing financial
contributions iof USD 35 million to the UN agency for
Palestinian refugees, the United Nations Relief and
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East
(UNRWA)

This comes after Japan, along with 15 other countries,
halted funding in January in the wake of allegations of
the involvement of members of UNRWA's staff in
Hamas's attack on Israel in October last year. [Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Japan] [Al Jazeera]
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India aims to "reimagine and deepen" its
relationships with Malaysia

(ba) India is eager to "reimagine and deepen" its
bilateral relationship with Malaysia as both nations
approach the second decade of their Enhanced
Strategic Partnership, amidst a shifting global
landscape.

India's External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
emphasized India's view of Malaysia as a crucial
partner, extending beyond conventional diplomatic
ties to encompass a robust bond of collaboration and
shared goals. He articulated this stance during a
keynote address at an interactive session with the
Indian community in Malaysia, attended by Indian
politicians, community leaders, academics, and foreign
media representatives.

Last year, India ranked as Malaysia's 12th largest
global trading partner, with total trade valued at USD
16.53 billion. Since 2011, bilateral trade between India
and Malaysia has grown from USD 10 billion in 2010 to
approximately USD 20 billion in 2023, boasting an
annual growth rate of around 10 percent.

During his two-day official visit to Malaysia from March
27-28, Jaishankar engaged with Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim to discuss the future trajectory of India-
Malaysia relations, conveying the message from Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi regarding the evolving
ties.

Meetings with Foreign Minister Mohamad Hasan and
various chief executive officers in Malaysia also took
place, focusing on enhancing India-Malaysia relations
across sectors. Jaishankar outlined India's
considerations for practical measures to fortify the
strong bond between both nations, highlighting the
importance of capitalizing on their shared attributes.

Discussions with Malaysia's top leadership primarily
centered around enhancing market access, boosting
investments, improving air connectivity, and facilitating
easier mobility between the two countries.

Jaishankar also acknowledged Malaysia's receptiveness
to Indian skills and talents across sectors, stressing the
significance of enhancing educational connections,
including the possibility of establishing esteemed
Indian institutions like the Indian Institute of
Technology in Malaysia. Also, he underscored the
importance of mutual learning and experience sharing,
particularly in Technical and Vocational Education and



Training (TVET), and the focus on tourism as a pivotal
area of cooperation. The discussions also included
strategies to bolster defense cooperation and explore
new collaboration areas such as renewable energy,
semiconductors, and digital-driven growth.

Regarding India-ASEAN relationships, as Malaysia gears
up to assume the chairmanship in 2025, Jaishankar
expressed India's appreciation for Malaysia's upcoming
leadership role and hoped for clearer direction and
more definitive outcomes from ASEAN discussions. He
highlighted potential areas of cooperation between
India and ASEAN, emphasizing the adoption of new
technologies, digital advancements, and the leveraging
of emerging industries for economic growth and
development. Jaishankar stressed the shared cultural
heritage and historical ties between India, ASEAN, and
Malaysia, advocating for greater tourism promotion
and people-to-people interactions. Furthermore, he
described the Indian diaspora as a "living bridge"
connecting India with other nations, underlining its
role in fostering closer ties between India and
countries worldwide. Jaishankar's visit to Malaysia
concluded his three-nation tour, which also included
Singapore and the Philippines. [New Straits Times]

Malaysia considers extension of China-led
rail project to Thai border

(ba) The Malaysian government has expressed
willingness to explore the extension of a China-led rail
project, potentially stretching it to the border with
Thailand, aiming to enhance economic ties between
the neighboring Southeast Asian countries. Part of
China's Belt and Road Initiative, the 665-kilometer
(413-mile), US$ 10,64 billion railway project is slated to
connect the east and west coasts of peninsular
Malaysia by the end of 2026.

Transport Minister Anthony Loke stated on March 27
to Malaysian Senate that the government is receptive
to proposals for extending the railway to Thailand's
border, aiming for deeper integration into existing rail
networks or future infrastructure ventures. However,
he refrained from offering specific details. Loke
highlighting the potential for accelerated movement of
cargo and passengers between the two countries with
improved railway connectivity, thus fostering economic
growth. At the time of writing, there has been no
immediate response from Thailand's transport
ministry regarding the matter.

The original rail project was initially suggested in 2017
and is currently under construction by the Malaysian
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arm of China Communications Construction Co Ltd. As
of March, it had reached a completion rate of 60
percent, as reported by the Bernama state news
agency.

In parallel, Thailand is contemplating investing in a
significant land bridge initiative in its southern region
to stimulate growth and bolster global trade, aiming to
circumvent the congested Strait of Malacca, which lies
between Malaysia and Indonesia. Loke emphasized a
vision of closer collaboration rather than competition,
expressing confidence in the potential for Malaysia and
Thailand to engage in cooperative efforts within the
realms of transportation and national development,
ultimately yielding mutual benefits in the long term.
[The Malay Mail]

US suspects former Mongolian prime
minister of corruption

(fg) Former Mongolian Prime Minister Sukhbaatar
Batbold is suspected by US investigators of having
been corrupt during his time as Prime Minister.

The U.S. Department of Justice has filed a civil
forfeiture complaint on March 26 alleging that two
luxury apartments in New York City worth USD 14
million were purchased with proceeds from an
international corruption scheme.

According to the lawsuit, Batbold abused his position
to enrich companies with lucrative contracts for the
sale of copper concentrates from state-controlled
mines in Mongolia brought in by employees and his
son. He and his family used the corruptly obtained
funds to acquire these properties in the United States.
[US Department of Justice] [CNBC]

This is not the first case in which Batbold has been
linked to corruption. The Panama Papers of 2016 and
the Pandora Papers, leaked bank documents that
exposed high-level corruption around the world,
brought the former prime minister's financial dealings
to light. However, he denied all allegations and was re-
elected to parliament in 2020. [The Diplomat]

Sikhbaatar Batbold was Prime Minister of Mongolia
from 2009-2012 and currently holds a seat in the Great
Hural, the Mongolian parliament.

Affluent Myanmar nationals demand
Bangkok condominiums, sales surge
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(jb) Demand for condominiums in Bangkok's
metropolitan area has surged, more than doubling
sales from the previous year, with affluent Myanmar
nationals driving the trend. Property management
company Sen X reported that condos priced between
THB 2 million and 4 million are particularly popular
among this demographic.

The civil war in Myanmar and geopolitical tensions
have compelled wealthy Myanmar nationals to seek
refuge in Thailand, particularly in the Ramkhamhaeng
and Bang Na areas. Many are purchasing condos for
their children attending colleges like Ramkhamhaeng
University and Assumption University (ABAC).

Suphin Mechuchep, CEO of Sen X, noted that while
Chinese, Taiwanese, and Hong Kong nationals were
previously the top foreign buyers of Thai condo units,
Myanmar nationals have now joined the top three.

This surge is beneficial for Thai developers struggling
to sell units to local customers due to rising household
debts and a stagnant economy. Suphin anticipates that
the migration trend from Myanmar to Thailand will
continue, driven in part by the junta's enforcement of
compulsory military conscription. [The Nation]

Advocacy group says India should stop
embracing war criminals in Myanmar

(jw) Advocacy group Justice for Myanmar said that
India's air force and state-invested companies should
stop providing the Myanmar military with weapons,
fuel, and technical assistance. They argued that
providing weapons to the junta makes India complicit
in the junta's war crimes against the civilians of
Myanmar.

India is one of the junta’s largest arms suppliers. An
independent investigation by the advocacy group
found that ten Indian state-invested companies have
provided military equipment, technology, and fuel to
the Myanmar military since the 2021 coup. Justice for
Myanmar consequently called on India to impose an
arms embargo and cease all military support. [The
[rrawaddy]

Nepal's Deputy Prime Minister meets with
Chinese Foreign Minister to discuss Belt
and Road Initiative
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(tg) The deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of
Nepal has met with his Chinese counterpart, Foreign
Minister Wang Yi. Both sides expressed wishes to sign
the implementation plan of new features on the Belt
and Road Initiative. No final date has been given,
however both parties assured their commitment to
sign it as “soon as possible.”

The Belt and Road Initiative framework agreement
between China and Nepal was first signed already in
2017, and the outline of the plan was sent to the
Nepali government in 2019. After the Nepalese side
expressed reservations about the text, arguing that
Nepal was not interested in commercial loans from
China and setting several other conditions for
accepting support under the BRI, negotiations on the
BRI projects and the implementation plan were halted.

China has made it clear that continued economic
collaboration between the two countries depends on
the signing of the new Belt and Road Initiative
implementation plan, and that it will not commit to
completing past projects unless the plan is signed.

The main opposition party in Nepal, the Nepali
Congress, has stated that the plan must be run
through parliament before it is signed; the contents of
the plan must also be made public. Nepal's Deputy PM
is currently on a nine-day official visit to China, and is
due to meet with other senior dignitaries, including
three secretaries of the Chinese Communist Party.
[The Himalayan Times] [The Kathmandu Post]

Chair of Nepal’s constitutional monarchist
party meets with United States envoy

(tg) The chair of the Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), a
constitutional monarchist and Hindu nationalist
political party in Nepal recently met with the United
States envoy to Kathmandu to express concerns about
reports alleging Washington's support for the
promotion of atheism in Nepal. This came after United
States Republican Congressman Brian Mast claimed
that the Biden administration had allocated funds for
this purpose. [The Kathmandu Post]

The discussions also included the RPP's protest
preparations and demands, which include the
restoration of the monarchy and Hindu state in Nepal.
In February, the party, led by Rajendra Lingden,
presented a 40-point charter of demands to Prime
Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal, addressing various
issues including controlling religious conversion,
introducing a directly elected executive head, and
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investigating properties of top leaders since 1990. [see
AiR No. 9, February/2024, 4].

Russian foreign intelligence service chief
visits North Korea

(yq) During a recent visit to North Korea from March
25-27, Sergei Naryshkin, Russia's foreign intelligence
chief, met with North Korean Minister of State Security
Ri Chang Dae. The discussions aimed at deepening
bilateral cooperation and addressing regional security
challenges were underscored by both nations' intent to
strengthen their alliance in the face of external
pressures.

This visit reflects a continued effort by both countries
to bolster their ties, amidst international criticism over
North Korea's missile deliveries to Russia for the
Ukraine conflict and Russian oil exports to North
Korea. [Reuters]

North Korea rejects Japan's proposal for
summit talks

(yg/sh) On March 29, North Korea dismissed Japan's
interest in bilateral talks, with the foreign ministry
stating there is no interest in a summit between North
Korean Leader Kim Jong-un and Japanese Prime
Minister Fumio Kishida. [Arab News]

The rejection follows Japan's refusal to abandon its
demand for the return of Japanese citizens abducted
by North Korean agents. Kim Yo-jong, sister of the
North Korean leader criticized Japan for persisting with
unattainable issues, specifically citing the abduction
matter.

Japan's Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi
labeled North Korea's stance as totally unacceptable.
Kim Yo-jong, in return, accused Kishida of using the
proposed meeting for political gain, especially amidst
declining approval ratings for his Cabinet. She
emphasized that bilateral relations should not be
manipulated for the Japanese leader's political agenda.

In an earlier move, Kishida had expressed his intention
of a summit with Kim Jong-un to address bilateral
issues and ease longstanding tensions. [VOA News]
[Kyodo News]

Relations between Pyongyang and Tokyo have been
strained over North Korea's abduction of Japanese
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citizens in the early 2000s, Japan's rule on the Korean
peninsula in 1910-1945 and the use of forced labor
and sexual slavery during that period, as well as
Pyongyang's nuclear and missile programs.

United States does not support Pakistan-
Iran pipeline but says Islamabad’s energy
crisis a priority

(Im) The United States has officially stated its
opposition to Pakistan's plan to construct a gas
pipeline importing from Iran. Washington emphasized
the risk of potential US sanctions associated with doing
business with Iran and advised Islamabad to carefully
consider this. At the same time, Washington has
expressed its commitment to assisting Pakistan in
addressing its energy shortage crisis, emphasizing it as
a priority. [DAWN] [Voice of America]

The gas pipeline project, also known as the "Peace
Pipeline", was initially agreed upon in 2009. However,
while has completed construction of its side in 2011,
Islamabad delayed its part due to concerns about
potential US sanctions against Iran. Following a notice
of potential arbitration and a compensation claim from
Tehran, however, Pakistan's outgoing caretaker
government in February approved the construction of
an 80-kilometer section within its border [see AiR No.
9, February/2024, 4].

Against this backdrop, Donald Lu, Assistant Secretary
of State for South and Central Asia told the House
Foreign Affairs committee last on March 20 in a
hearing that importing gas from Iran would expose
Pakistan to US sanctions. In response, Pakistan's
Minister for Petroleum Musadik Mali told media that
Islamabad was planning to seek a US sanctions waiver.

In response, Pakistan's Defense Minister Khawaja
Muhammad Asif defended the Iran-Pakistan gas
pipeline project, asserting Islamabad’s right to procure
gas from neighboring countries amid economic
challenges. [Arab News]

Pakistan, Iran agree to strengthen
bilateral ties to reduce militancy in the
region

(nw) Pakistan's Planning Minister Ahsan Igbal and
Iran's Ambassador to Islamabad Raza Amiri
Moghaddam held discussions aimed at bolstering
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bilateral relations between their nations to counter
militancy in the region. The talks came in the backdrop
of ongoing tensions along the shared border, where
both countries have frequently accused each other of
not doing enough to eradicate extremism. During the
meeting in Islamabad, the two officials emphasized the
importance of enhancing connectivity through trade
routes, given the extensive 900-kilometer shared land
and maritime border. [Arab News]

Pakistan-Afghanistan: Trade talks address
security concerns amid diplomatic
tensions

(nw) Pakistani Commerce Secretary and its Taliban
counterpart held a two-day meeting in Afghanistan's
capital Kabul which unfolded in a bid to address
longstanding trade hurdles and simmering tensions

The talks unfolded against a backdrop of strained
relations exacerbated by cross-border security
concerns and recent terrorist attacks in the shared
border region. Pakistan has accused Afghanistan of
harboring militants responsible for incursions into
Pakistani territory, a claim the Afghan Taliban
government vehemently denies. Additionally,
Pakistan's expulsion of over a million undocumented
foreigners, primarily Afghans, has further strained
relations.

The Afghan interim government issued a statement,
after the meeting, claiming agreement on several
issues including the implementation a bilateral trade
agreement, facilitating trade vehicle drivers with
Temporary Admission Documents (TAD), enabling
multimodal air transit, and resolving transit trade
issues. Notably, Pakistan agreed to reverse some
recent decisions, including withdrawing the
requirement for bank guarantees from Afghan traders
and issuing special permits for Afghan truck drivers,
signaling a positive shift in dynamics. Moreover,
discussions aimed to separate trade from political
issues, emphasizing the importance of economic
cooperation despite diplomatic tensions. [Arab News]
[The Jerusalem Post] [Tribune]

Pakistan's Defense Minister Khawaja Muhammad Asif
raised concerns over what he perceives as
Afghanistan's inadequate measures against militants
operating from Afghan territory. Asif's statement
followed a recent suicide bombing in Pakistan's Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province, resulting in the deaths of five
Chinese nationals and a local driver (see entry above).
While Pakistani officials attribute the surge in violence
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to banned groups like Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP)
finding sanctuary in Afghanistan, they urge Kabul to
take stronger action. Asif emphasized the necessity for
enhanced border controls and cooperation between
the two countries to address cross-border terrorism.
[Arab News]

India, Philippines eye stronger defense
ties

(Im) The Philippines and India are set to strengthen
their bilateral defense relations, Manila announced on
April 1 in a follow-up to a recent visit by India's Minister
of External Affairs, S Jaishankar to the Philippines [see
AiR No. 13, March/2024, 4]. [Inquirer]

During the visit between March 25-27, both countries
have reportedly agreed to enhance defense and
military ties through various mechanisms, including
dialogue, capability development activities, education
and training exchanges, and collaboration among
defense industries. They also aim to bolster
cooperation in maritime domain awareness, mobility
and logistics, emerging technologies, space domain
awareness, and joint research and development.
Additionally, there is potential for collaboration on
climate change mitigation to secure vulnerable supply
chains.

Singapore man accused of bomb threats
against Taiwanese legislative speaker,
one other politician

(Im) Loo Peng Seng, a 53-year-old Singaporean man,
has been charged with making false bomb threats
against two politicians, including Taiwan's legislative
speaker, Han Kuo-yu. The threats were allegedly sent
via Facebook Messenger, where Loo threatened to
place bombs in the politicians' cars or homes. Han
Kuo-yu and another Taiwanese politician, Lo Chih-
Chiang, were targeted in these messages. Loo has
been remanded at Singapore's Institute of Mental
Health, and his case is scheduled to be mentioned in
court on April 9. [South China Morning Post]

South Korea sanction Russian individuals

(oy) South Korea has imposed sanctions on two
Russian individuals, Sergey Mikhaylovich Kozlov and
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Aleksandr Fyodorovich Panfilov, and their companies,
Intellekt LLC and Sodeistvie, respectively. These
sanctions are due to their involvement in illegal
activities that aid North Korea's weapons development
program. This includes sending North Korean IT
workers overseas to earn foreign currency and
assisting in their entry and stay in Russia.

Additionally, sanctions have been placed on two
Russian vessels, Lady R and Angara, for their role in
transporting military supplies between Moscow and
Pyongyang. These sanctions, which take effect on April
3, are in response to the military cooperation between
North Korea and Russia, a clear violation of UN
Security Council resolutions.

The latest sanctions follow the UN Security Council's
failure to extend the mandate of the Panel of Experts
monitoring North Korean sanctions, due to Russia's
veto. Observers suggest that Russia is seeking to avoid
UN monitoring as it deepens military relations with
North Korea amidst the Ukraine War. [Yonhap]

Taiwan: Foreign minister emphasizes
significance in U.S. support for Ukraine

(fg) In an interview with the New York Times on March
28, Foreign Minister Joseph Wu explained that further
US support for Ukraine in the war against Russia would
serve as a deterrent against a possible Chinese
aggression against Taiwan.

He emphasized that if the US were to stop aid, China
could interpret this as a signal for escalation against
Taiwan mirroring Russia's actions, as it appeared to be
effective.

Wu cautioned that maintaining US commitment to
supporting countries facing authoritarian aggression is
crucial as the world works in an interconnected way. A
Russian victory over Ukraine would be perceived as a
triumph of authoritarian states.

Wu's remarks coincide with the Biden administration's
efforts to gain congressional approval for additional
aid to Ukraine. [New York Times] [Taiwan News]

US representatives visit Taiwan

(fg) A three-member delegation from the US Congress
visited Taiwan from March 27-29 and met with
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President Tsai Ing-wen, President-elect Lai Ching-te
and Vice President-elect Hsiao Bi-khim.

The delegation was led by the Chairman of the
Subcommittee on Intelligence and Special Operations,
Jack Bergman. [MOFA Taiwan, in Chinese]

The visit focused on the good relations between the
U.S. and Taiwan, especially bilateral security
cooperation regarding tensions in the Taiwan Strait.

Taiwan hopes for continued U.S. support on security
and defense issues, and Bergman hopes that Taiwan
will maintain a robust maritime policy to counter
China's increasingly aggressive behavior. [Taiwan
News] [Focus Taiwan]

On April 1, Laura Rosenberger, President of the
American Institute in Taiwan (AIT) - the de-facto US
embassy - also met with Taiwan's President Tsai, as
reported by Taiwan's Presidential Office.

This meeting also focused on security cooperation
between the two countries and economic and trade
relations. According to the press release from the
President's Office, Rosenberg believes that relations
between the USA and Taiwan have improved since the
elections in Taiwan. [Presidential Office Taiwan, in
Chinese]

Both sides emphasized the importance of the Taiwan
Relation Act (TRA) for US-Taiwan relations, a bipartisan
law passed by the U.S. Congress in 1979, forms the
basis for US-Taiwan relations and commits the US to
support Taiwan's ability to defend itself and promote
peace and security in the Taiwan Strait.

Satellite images reveal Chinese military
training area resembling Taipei's Bo'ai
special zone

(fg) Defense analyst Joseph Wen has published satellite
images of a possible military training area of the
Chinese People's Liberation Army in Inner Mongolia on
the short news platform X.

The unique aspect of this military training area lies in
its striking resemblance to the Bo'ai Special Zone in the
Taiwanese capital Taipei, home to the presidential
office building. Wen, via X, has included a satellite
image of the Bo'ai Zone for comparison, highlighting
the striking similarities, particularly in the layout of the
main streets. [Joseph Wen via X]
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According to an expert on satellite imagery, the replica
was crafted with remarkable realism, accurately
mirroring the actual location. [UDN, in Chinese]

Wen suspects that the training ground is used for air
strikes and target practice.

When asked by Taiwan’s Central News Agency, Defense
Minister Chiu Kuo-cheng explained that these images
show where China's focus is, while Taiwan's military
exercises are purely defensive. [CNA, in Chinese]

Lin Yu-fang, a former Koumintang legislator, on the
other hand, considered an attack on Taipei rather
unlikely and classified this mockup as a form of
"psychological and cognitive warfare." In his view,
China is using these forms of warfare to tell Taiwan it
can either “negotiate or fight”. [TVBS via Youtube, in
Chinese] [Taiwan News].

KMT politician advocates for closer
Taiwan-China relations

(fg) The 11th Taiwan-Straits-Qingming Cultural Forum
opened in Shanghai on March 31, focusing on
strengthening "family ties" between Taiwan and China
to promote lasting peace.

The forum was jointly organized by research and
education organizations, including Taiwan's Chang Ya
Jo Education Foundation, which is headed by Chiang
Hsiao-yen of the Kuomintang (KMT).

In a video address, Chiang emphasized the similarities
between China and Taiwan. They have "the same
culture, the same race and the same blood". He
appealed to both sides of the Taiwan Strait to stay in
the dialogue with each other working on their
relations, as it would be cruel to “meet in war”.
[Taiwan News]

Last week, former President Ma Ying-jeou, also from
the KMT, had already announced that he would visit
Beijing with a group of students on April 1 (see AiR No.
13, March 2024, 4).

The KMT favors close relations with China and
dialogue, but strongly denies being pro-Beijing. The
ruling Democratic Progressive Party is regarded by
Beijing as a separatist party. [Reuters]
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First high-level Taiwan-France economic
and trade dialog meeting takes place

(fg) On March 26, the first high-level meeting of the
Taiwan-France Economic and Trade Dialogue was held
in France, with Minister of Economy Wang Mei-hua
leading the Taiwanese delegation.

The meeting was considered important from both
sides and provided opportunities to deepen
cooperation under the French "France 2030" plan,
particularly in the areas of Al, communication
technology and transition to net zero emissions.

Taiwan showcased its capabilities in the development
and manufacturing of electric vehicle components and
discussed strengthening battery supply chains by
connecting suppliers and manufacturers in Taiwan and
Europe.

Minister Wang also visited the European satellite
communications group Eutelsat and the French
Alliance of Automotive Industry and other industry and
business associations to explore cooperation
opportunities. [MOEA Taiwan, in Chinese] [Taiwan
News]

The "France 2030" investment plan presented by
French President Emmanuel Macron in 2021, with a
budget of EUR 54 billion, aims to catch up with France's
industrial backlog, invest heavily in innovative
technologies and support the ecological transition.
[MOEA France, in French]

China agrees to supply ship instead of
submarine to Thai navy

(Im) China has agreed in principle to supply either
offshore patrol vessels (OPV) or a frigate to the Thai
navy instead of a submarine. This agreement was
reached during Thai Defense Minister Sutin
Klungsang's recent visit to Beijing, accompanied by
navy commander-in-chief Adm Adung Phan-iam and
Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs Jakkapong
Sangmanee. The visit concluded on March 27.
[Bangkok Post 1] [The Nation]

The original agreement, signed in 2017, hit a snag
when China couldn't provide the contracted S26T
Yuan-class submarine with a German-made diesel
engine due to Berlin's restrictions on such engines
being used in Chinese military hardware.
Consequently, Beijing proposed a Chinese-made
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engine as an alternative. After Sutin, representing the
coalition-core Pheu Thai Party, became the defence
minister in September last year, he announced the
following month to shelve the navy's submarine
purchase plan with China and pushed for procuring a
frigate from China instead.

The payment for the proposed arrangement will utilize
the navy's accumulated instalments for the submarine
over the past six years, amounting to THB 8 billion.
However, detailed plans for this adjustment are
pending finalization by the relevant officials. Notably,
while Beijing has shown openness to the swap
proposal, it has emphasized the need for discussions
on the specific prices and models of the frigate and
OPVs.

In light of this, Minister Sutin noted that reaching a
final agreement was unlikely in a single discussion, but
he expressed confidence that negotiations would
conclude within the current month. Subsequently, the
finalized deal will be presented to the Cabinet for
approval, tentatively also within this month. [Bangkok
Post 2]

Meanwhile, the order change has raised concerns for
China Shipbuilding & Offshore International Co (CSOC),
which was contracted to construct the submarine
under a government-to-government (G-to-G)
agreement. The submarine was reported to be 50
percent completed.

Malaysia considers extending ECRL
towards Thai border to increase synergy

(bk) Malaysia is considering extending its East Coast
Railway Link (ECRL) project closer to Thailand's border,
aiming to reduce economic competition between the
two nations, as Thailand is proposing the Land Bridge
project to establish a new trade route bypassing
Malaysia's Malacca Strait [see AR No. 43,
October/2023, 4]. Transport Minister Anthony Loke
stated that the government is open to connecting the
ECRL with Thailand's rail infrastructure. Loke
highlighted this cross-border connectivity as a
potential for Malaysia-Thailand synergy in addressing
mutual challenges - economic and political. [Bangkok
Post]

The ECRL, scheduled for completion by 2027, currently
terminates near the Thai border. According to Loke,
Malaysia's ports are anticipated to experience marginal
impact if the Land Bridge project proceeds.
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South Korea, Thailand set to forge
Economic Partnership Agreement by 2026

(bk) Thailand and South Korea are initiating
negotiations for an Economic Partnership Agreement
(EPA), with the aim of establishing a free trade deal
between the two nations by late 2025 or early 2026.
The negotiations mark the first Free Trade Agreement
(FTA) discussions under government of Thai Prime
Minister Srettha Thavisin, aligning with its strategy to
expand overseas markets and attract foreign
investments [ee AiR No. 48, November/2023, 4]. [The
Nation]

The agreement is expected to build upon existing
multilateral trade partnerships, such as the ASEAN-
Korea Free Trade Agreement (AKFTA) and the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).
Additionally, it is projected to promote collaboration in
supply chain management, biotechnology, clean
energy, and the digital economy. Both countries have
completed necessary procedures for initiating
negotiations and plan to commence the first official
round of talks in the near future, following prior
consultations in the first half of the year.

In related developments, Thailand's Defence Minister,
Sutin Klungsang, recently concluded an official visit to
South Korea, where he engaged in discussions with his
South Korean counterpart, Defence Minister Shin Won-
sik, regarding bilateral cooperation in the arms
industry. [The Nation]

During these talks, Sutin expressed Thailand's keen
interest in collaborating closely with South Korea's
Defence Acquisition Programme Administration (DAPA)
to elevate Thailand's defence industry to new heights.
Furthermore, Shin extended an invitation to Sutin to
participate in significant upcoming defence dialogues,
including the Seoul Defence Dialogue in September
and the defence ministerial meeting of UN Command
member states scheduled to be hosted by South Korea
in November.

Thailand urges Israeli probe into soldier
flag photo amid diplomatic concerns

(bk) Thailand has requested urgent scrutiny from the
Israeli government regarding a photo depicting an
Israeli soldier holding the Thai national flag amid
debris. Israel has not yet confirmed the authenticity of
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the photo, which circulated widely on social media, and
is investigating if it was doctored for propaganda. The
Thai Ambassador to Israel emphasized Thailand's
impartial stance in the conflict and urged caution to
avoid such incidents. [Thai PBS World]

Thailand has successfully ensured the safe return of 23
of its citizens who were seized during attacks by
Hamas in Israel up to the present time [see AR No. 49,
December/2023, 1]. The Royal Thai Embassy in Tel Aviv
has confirmed that 8 more Thais remain in captivity,
down from 9, after one missing person has been
located and found safe.

Vietnam, Canada explore opportunities to
enhance trade cooperation

(wn) The second meeting of the Vietnam-Canada
Economic Joint Committee took place in Hanoi, aiming
to strengthen trade and investment collaboration
between the two countries. Officials highlighted the
positive growth in trade and investment exchanges
following the implementation of the Comprehensive
and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP), of which both nations are
members. [Vietham News]

In related developments, a delegation of 250 members
from nearly 200 enterprises visited Vietnam from
March 26 to 29 to connect trade and investment
opportunities and strengthen the supply chain.

North Korea, Vietnam city officials discuss
deepening cooperation

(wn) Officials from Ho Chi Minh City, the largest city in
Vietnam by population and economic activity, have
expressed the city's interest in strengthening
cooperation with localities of North Korea during a
meeting with Kim Song Nam, Director of the
International Department of the Central Committee of
the Workers' Party of Korea (WPK). The Vietnamese
side, represented by Politburo member Nguyén Van
Nén shared that the city plans to send a delegation to
North Korea in June and has been implementing the
cooperation directions agreed upon by Vietnamese
Party General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong and
Chairman of the WPK, Kim Jong-un. [Vietnam News]
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Vietnamese automaker VinFast to start
selling electric vehicles in Thailand

(wn) Vietnamese automaker VinFast plans to expand its
electric vehicles (EV) sales to Thailand within the next
two months, despite facing competition from other
automakers like China’s BYD and Tesla. The company
also plans to collaborate with V-Green, a charging
station developer, to establish infrastructure for EV
users in Thailand. [AP_News]

Thailand, with a population of over 70 million, aims to
convert 30 percent of its 2.5 million annual vehicle
production to EVs by 2030. Thailand accounted for 58
percent of all EV sales in Southeast Asia in 2022.
However, the EV market remains small, accounting for
only 0.5 percent of EV sales worldwide in 2022.

VinFast's move aligns with its global expansion strategy,
which includes exporting EVs to the United States and
building factories in North Carolina, India, and
Indonesia. The company was listed on the Nasdaq in
August 2020 and lost over USD 1.4 billion in the first
three quarters of 2023.

Vietnam plans to develop a high-speed
rail system from China’s system

(wn) Vietnam is seeking China's expertise in developing
its first high-speed railway network. The country plans
to construct a 1,545 km rail system that will cost up to
USD 72 billion, an equivalent of 17 percent of the
country's GDP.

The government wants to learn from China's most
developed railway industry, especially technology,
finance, and management, states the government.

The statement was released in the wake of Vietnam's
Minister of Planning and Investment visit to China to

discuss the project with trade and transport officials

and railway executives. [Reuters]

Announcements
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Upcoming online events

3 April 2024 @ 3:30-5:00 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG, Thailand

Previewing the 2024 South Korean
General Elections: Campaigns,
Controversies, and Consequences

This webinar will delve into the pre-election landscape,
examining the unfolding campaigns and controversies
in the South Korean general elections on April 10.
Furthermore, the discussion will assess the potential
ramifications for South Korea’s domestic political
dynamics and foreign policy direction.

For more event details, see [CPG].

5 April 2024 @ 8:00-9:30 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG, Thailand

The Maldives’ Geopolitics between India
and China: Where is the Indo-Pacific Pearl
Edging Towards?

The Maldives holds strategic significance beyond its
small population of just over half a million people.
Situated southwest of Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean,
the archipelago serves as a crucial focal point due to its
location in the world's busiest sea lanes. This strategic
positioning has drawn the attention of major regional
powers, particularly India and China. This webinar aims
to delve into these implications and explore the
evolving geopolitical landscape in the Indian Ocean
Region.

For more event details, see [CPG].

3 April 2024 @ 11:30 a.m. -12:30 p.m. (GMT-4),
Center for a New American Security, USA


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-tuj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-eydjlyk-l-tut/

AUKUS: Securing the Indo-Pacific, A
Conversation with Kurt Campbell

This past March marks the one-year anniversary of the
AUKUS Optimal Pathway announcement, between
leaders of Australia, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. Join the event as Richard Fontaine sits
for a conversation with Deputy Secretary of State, Dr.
Kurt Campbell, discuss the current and future state of
the AUKUS security partnership.

For more information, visit [CNAS].

3 April 2024 @ 6:00 -7:15 p.m. (GMT+3), German
Institute for Global and Area Studies, Germany

The Gaza War and Its Impact on the
Middle East

Six months after the 7 October attack, this GIGA Forum
discusses the regional implications of the Gaza War for
Israel's and Palestine’s immediate neighbors - Egypt,
Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon - and influential regional
powers such as Saudi Arabia and Iran. Is the Gaza War
the beginning of a full-blown regional war, or is there
hope for de-escalation and long-term peace in the
region? Join the event to learn more.

For more information, visit [GIGA].

3 April 2024 @11:30 a.m.-12:15 p.m. (GMT-4), The
Heritage Foundation, USA

NextGen Marxism: What It Is and How to
Combat It

Learn how we can save our institutions from cultural
Marxists in a discussion with Mike Gonzalez and
Katharine Gorka, moderated by “America First” host
Sebastian Gorka.

For more information, visit [Heritage Foundation].

3 April 2024 @ 4:00-6:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for
Strategic & International Studies, USA

Powering Up American Diplomacy in the
21st Century: A Conversation with the
Honorable Richard R. Verma
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Join CSIS President and CEO, Dr. John J. Hamre, for a
conversation with the Honorable Richard R. Verma,
Deputy Secretary of State for Management and
Resources, on the low-cost, high-impact, and apolitical
role that diplomacy and development play as pillars of
national security. The session will cover the State
Department's budget, its resources, and its need for
innovation in its staffing process.

For more information, visit [CSIS].

3 April 2024 @ 10:00-11:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for
Strategic & International Studies, USA

Corruption and Human Rights in Uganda

Join the CSIS Africa Program for a conversation with
Agather Atuhaire, Uganda's award-winning
investigative journalist and activist.

For more information, visit [CSIS].

4 April 2024 @ 10:00 -11:45 a.m. (GMT+2), Hellenic
Foundation For European & Foreign Policy, Greece

Implementing Gender Equality Plans in
Universities and Research Centers

The event will present the findings of the first survey
conducted in Greece on the barriers and resistance to
the implementation of Gender Equality Plans (GEPs), as
well as indicators for gender equality in academic and
research institutions. Professor Edeltraud Hanappi-
Egger from the Vienna University of

Economics and Business will also speak on the
implementation of Gender Equality Plans and gender
bias in academic performance measurement.

For more information, visit [ELIAMEP].

4 April 2024 @ 4:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Istituto Affari
Internazionali, Italy

Financial sanctions and the future of the
international monetary system

Independently of moral and political justifications put
forth by some involved actors, these measures may
affect the future of the U.S. dollar and the euro as
reserve currencies. Is there a risk of fragmentation of
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the international monetary system? If this risk does
materialize, what would be its implications? Are there
ways to mitigate any adverse consequences and
envision an orderly transition to a multipolar system?
Join to learn more.

For more information, visit [IAI].

4 April 2024 @ 9:30-10:15 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for
Strategic & International Studies, USA

Revisiting U.S. Policy Towards North
Korea: The Capital Cable #91

Please join the event for a special discussion on U.S.
policy towards North Korea three years into the Biden
administration with Sydney Seiler, senior advisor with
CSIS Korea Chair, and formerly the National
Intelligence Officer for North Korea at the National
Intelligence Council from 2020 to 2023.

For more information, visit [CSIS].

4 April 2024 @ 2:00 -3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson
Center, USA

Book Launch | Collisions: The War in
Ukraine and the Origins of the New Global
Instability

Kennan Institute Advisory Council Chair Michael
Kimmage will discuss his new book on the war in
Ukraine, Collisions: The War in Ukraine and the Origins of
the New Global Instability. The book chronicles the long
march to the 2022 full-scale invasion, starting in 2008
and covering developments in Ukraine, Europe, Russia
and the United States.

Kimmage will explore the origins of this war and will
place this momentous and terrible event in historical

context.

For more information, visit [Wilson Center].

5 April 2024 @ 5:00 p.m. (GMT+1), Istituto Affari
Internazionali, Italy

Re-imagining EU Foreign and Security
Policy in a Complex and Contested World
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The event aims to offer selected speakers and the
public a fruitful occasion to discuss how the European
Union has managed to reduce the adverse effect of
contextual factors on its foreign and security policy
towards conflicts and crises. In this context, The
International Spectator, IAl's peer-reviewed journal,
presents its latest special issue (March 2024) "Re-
imagining EU Foreign and Security Policy in a Complex
and Contested World".

For more information, visit [IAI].

8 April 2024 @ 5:00 -6:00 p.m. (GMT+2), Finnish
Institute of International Affairs, Finland

Conversation on Nuclear Energy and a
Sustainable Home

The intersection between the renaissance of nuclear
energy and the European Union’s ambitious green
agenda has been debated. Readiness to make the
necessary steps tends to differ among the member
states and their societies due to historical experiences,
political positioning, and technological and budgetary
restrictions. Hence, this conversation is aimed at
investigating the reasoning of member states on the
potential contribution of nuclear energy in meeting the
EU's green objectives.

For more information, visit [FIIA].

8 April 2024 @ 3:00 -4:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson
Center, USA

Election Series | Discussing Mexico's First
Presidential Debate

Mexican Presidential Candidates will participate in the
first debate of the 2024 election cycle on Sunday, April
7th. To analyze and discuss the proposals put forward
by each candidate and their visions for Mexico, the
Mexico Institute will host representatives and/or
members of Congress from all three presidential
campaigns. Moderated by Mexico Institute's Acting
Director, Lila Abed, this discussion will include an
overview of where the candidates stand after the first
debate.

For more information, visit [Wilson Center].
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8 April 2024 @ 4:00 -5:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson
Center, USA

Liberalism against Itself: Cold War
Intellectuals and the Making of Our Times

Samuel Moyn is Chancellor Kent Professor of Law and
History at Yale University and author of many books on
the history of ideas and politics in the twentieth
century, such as “The Last Utopia: Human Rights in
History” (2010) and “Humane: How the United States
Abandoned Peace and Reinvented War” (2021). Learn
more from him in this online event.

For more information, visit [Wilson Center].

9 April 2024 @ 9:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m. (GMT-4), The
Heritage Foundation, USA

Weaponization of U.S. Government
Symposium

The Left has corrupted every institution of society and
infected its poisonous ideology into almost every
aspect of American life. Join this all-day program to
hear from influential voices who are sounding the
alarm and fighting back against the rot of ideological
weaponization.

For more information, visit [Heritage Foundation].

9 April 2024 @ 6:00-7:00 p.m. (GMT+10), Australian
Institute of International Affairs, Australia

Six Issues to Unlock Asia-Pacific’'s Global
Leadership in Sustainable Development

Join the event with the authors of a flagship report
from the Griffith Asia Institute - the Griffith Asia-Pacific
Strategic Outlook, which explores avenues for
sustainable development throughout the region.

For more information, visit [AlIA].

9 April 2024 @ 9:00 a.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic Council,
USA

Recommendations for US policymakers to
compete with China’s 5G ambitions
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Learn how the US and China view the issue of wireless
spectrum allocation differently and how these views
impact their approach and goals to 5G and spectrum.

For more information, visit [Atlantic Council].

9 April 2024 @ 9:30-10:15 a.m. (GMT-4), Wilson
Center, USA

The Role of the Private Sector in
Geopolitics

Join the event for a conversation between former
President of Colombia lvan Duque and Executive
Chairman of the Libra Group George Logothetis on the
power of the private sector and its connection to
foreign affairs, especially dealing with economic
challenges and opportunities in Latin America, Europe,
and the Middle East.

For more information, visit [Wilson Center].

Recent Book Releases

Carlos Lozada, The Washington Book: How to Read
Politics and Politicians, Simon & Schuster, 416 pages,
Published February 27, 2024, For a review, see [The
Guardian Review of books].

Simon Shuster, The Showman: Inside the Invasion
That Shook the World and Made a Leader of
Volodymyr Zelensky, William Morrow, 384 pages,
Published January 23, 2024, For a review, see [Foreign
Affairs Review of books].

Ya-Wen Lei, The Gilded Cage: Technology,
Development, and State Capitalism in China,
Princeton University Press, 416 pages, Published
November 21, 2023, For a review, see [LSE Review of
books].

Gary ). Bass, Judgment at Tokyo: World War Il on Trial
and the Making of Modern Asia, Knopf, 912 pages,
Published October 17, 2023, For a review, see [Asian
Review of books].

Thomas Graham, Getting Russia Right, Polity, 272
pages, Published September 25, 2023, For a review,
see [Foreign Affairs Review of books].

Ora Szekely, Syria Divided: Patterns of Violence in a
Complex Civil War, Columbia University Press, 296
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pages, Published August 15, 2023, For a review, see
[Foreign Affairs Review of books].

Isaac McKean Scarborough, Moscow's Heavy
Shadow: The Violent Collapse of the USSR, Cornell
University Press, 294 pages, Published August 15,
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 United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks a Legal expert to drawing up POSHs
for maritime crime in Sao Tome and Principe.
Applications are accepted until April 8, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) seeks a Solutions Advisor to be based in
Aden, Yemen. Applications are accepted until April 17,
2024. More information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) seeks a Legal
Officer to be based in Paris, France. Applications are
accepted until April 29, 2024. More information is
provided at [UNESCQO].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks
a Legal Affairs Specialist to be based in Geneva.
Applications are accepted until April 16, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNICEF].

The World Intellectual Property Organization
(WIPO) seeks a Legal Officer to be based in
Switzerland. Applications are accepted until April 6,
2024. More information is provided at [WIPQO].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Legal
Officer to be based in New York. Applications are
accepted until April 24, 2024. More information is
provided at [UN Secretariat].
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The Office of the United Nations Special
Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process
(UNSCO) seeks a Senior Political Affairs Officer to be
based in Jerusalem. Applications are accepted until
April 10, 2024. More information is provided at
[UNSCO].

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) seeks an Associate Legal Officer to be
based in Vienna. Applications are accepted until April
19, 2024. More information is provided at [UNODC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a
Senior Officer, U.S. Federal Advocacy. Applications
are accepted until April 22, 2024. More information is
provided at [IRC].

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) seeks a Security and Justice (S&J) Officer to
be based in Nepal. Applications are accepted until April
14, 2024. More information is provided at [UNOPS].

The World Food Programme (WFP) seeks a
Programme Associate - Government Partnership to
be based in Colombo, Sri Lanka. Applications are
accepted until April 15, 2024. More information is
provided at [WEP].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a
Political Affairs / Human Rights intern to be based
in New York. Applications are accepted until May 30,
2024. More information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks a Conflict
Resolution Officer to be based in Geneva.
Applications are accepted until April 12, 2024. More
information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) seeks an
Associate Political Affairs Officer to be based in New
York. Applications are accepted until April 10, 2024.
More information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for
Palestine Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) seeks
a Senior Liaison Officer to be based in New York.
Applications are accepted until April 17, 2024. More
information is provided at [UNRWAY].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) seeks a
Team Leader for the stabilization project in Eastern
DRC. Applications are accepted until May 6, 2024. More
information is provided at [IRC].

UN Women seeks a Project Analyst, Good
Governance for Gender Equality to be based in
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Georgia. Applications are accepted until April 11, 2024.
More information is provided at [UN Women].

The World Bank seeks a Counsel to be based in
Dakar, Senegal. Applications are accepted until April
15, 2024. More information is provided at [WB].

The World Bank seeks a Counsel to be based in
Washington DC. Applications are accepted until April
19, 2024. More information is provided at [WB].

Yale University seeks a Director for Survey
Research Program to be based in New Haven.
Applications are accepted until April 30, 2024. More
information is provided at [Yale].

The SOAS University of London seeks a Senior
Lecturer / Reader in Criminal Law to be based in
London. Applications are accepted until April 22, 2024.
More information is provided at [SOAS].

The SOAS University of London seeks a
Lecturer/Senior Lecturer in Anthropology to be
based in London. Applications are accepted until April
19, 2024. More information is provided at [SOAS].

The University of Cambridge seeks a Teaching
Associate in Sociology (Political Sociology and
Sociological Theory) to be based in Cambridge,
United Kingdom. Applications are accepted until April
11, 2024. More information is provided at [Combridge].

The University of Cambridge seeks a University
Assistant Professor in Private Law to be based in
Cambridge, United Kingdom. Applications are accepted
until April 18, 2024. More information is provided at
[Combridge].

The University of Warwick seeks a Coordinator for
Warwick Law in The Community (LINC) to be based
in Coventry. Applications are accepted until April 7,
2024. More information is provided at [Warwick].

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 (Im), Morten Strantzen (ms), Myat
Sandar Zaw (msz), Nang Su Thiri Win (nw), Ong Jia Yue
(oy), Saw Lalbwel Htoo (sh), Theodore Griffin (tg), Tomwit
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Jarnson (tj), 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!

fle

German-Southeast Asian Center of Excellence for Public Policy and Good Governance - CPG
Room 207, Faculty of Law, Thammasat University, 2 Prachan Road, Bangkok 10200, Thailand
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