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Dear Readers,

The Asia in Review (AiR) team is pleased to present you

this week´s AiR issue with the latest events,

developments and trends in domestic politics,

international relations and geopolitics in East Asia,

South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

I wish you an informative read and extend special

greetings to everyone who celebrates Armenia’s and

Italy’s Republic Day, Azerbaijan’s Independence Day,

Croatia’s National Day and Ethiopia's Downfall of the

Derg 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: Hua Chunying promoted to Vice-

Foreign Minister

(ms) Beijing has announced that Hua Chunying, the

head of the Chinese foreign ministry’s press

department, has been promoted to vice-minister. This

promotion, announced on May 28, makes Hua, 54, the

first born in the 1970s and thereby youngest of the five

vice-ministers and the only woman in this group.

Hua has been a foreign ministry spokeswoman since

2012 and was promoted to assistant foreign minister

and director general of the ministry’s press

department in 2021. According to the foreign ministry’s

website, she still leads the press department, although

it is unclear if she will retain this position following her

promotion.



Hua is known for her strong defense of Chinese

policies and is considered a key figure in China’s "Wolf

Warrior" diplomacy, which is characterized by a more

assertive and confrontational style. For example, in

regard to the recent military drills around Taiwan, Hua

posted to her 2.5 million followers at Twitter: “Seeking

“Taiwan independence” is playing with fire. Those who

play with fire will perish by it.” [Hua Chunying via

Twitter]

To what extent her promotion was a matter of time

after serving as the longest-serving spokesperson or

whether her promotion is a return to a more assertive

Chinese foreign policy is yet to be seen. Due to her

young age, there are at least speculations that her

current promotion could put her in a position to be

named foreign minister in 2027. [Global Times] [South

China Morning Post]

China: AI-chatbot based on Xi Jinping

Thought launched

(ms) China has introduced a new AI chatbot trained on

President Xi Jinping's political ideology, emphasizing

the strict ideological controls guiding Chinese AI

models for the public and highlights China's efforts to

integrate Xi's doctrines into technology, promoting

"socialism with Chinese characteristics."

The Cyberspace Administration of China (CAC)

announced the chatbot, which has been trained on a

comprehensive dataset including Xi Jinping Thought on

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era.

The China Institute of Cybersecurity Affairs developed

the AI model to demonstrate advancements in

cybersecurity and IT research. According to a CAC

magazine post on WeChat, the model can generate

report outlines, summarize information, and provide

translations in Chinese and English. The chatbot's data

set, comprising official government documents,

ensures the accuracy and reliability of its responses.

Currently undergoing internal testing and not yet

available to the public, the chatbot is accessible to

selected users by invitation. Hosted on the servers of

the China Cyberspace Research Institute, it processes

all data locally, promising high security and reliability.

The chatbot's launch comes amid a global race for AI

dominance, particularly between the U.S. and China.

While OpenAI's ChatGPT has received global attention,

China aims to become a leader in AI by 2030. Chinese

tech companies like Alibaba and Baidu have also
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introduced AI models like ChatGPT but with strict

compliance to government censorship rules.

[Associated Press] [South China Morning Post]

China: Ultralong bond’s volatility sparks

trading suspensions and regulatory

warnings

(ms) China's foray into ultra-long-term special

government bonds in mid-May (see AiR No. 20,

May/2024, 2) has been accompanied by significant

price volatility and regulatory intervention, highlighting

the challenges of introducing such instruments to the

market.

On May 22, the debut of China's USD 138 billion ultra-

long special treasury bonds saw a surge of over 20

percent on the Shanghai and Shenzhen stock

exchanges, prompting trading suspensions due to

what the exchanges termed "abnormal fluctuations."

Retail investors, attracted by the prospect of stable

yields in a volatile economic climate, drove up prices,

treating the bonds akin to stocks.

However, the euphoria was short-lived as prices

plummeted by 14 percent on May 23, leading to a

second consecutive day of trading halts on the

Shenzhen Stock Exchange. This rapid reversal

underscored the inherent volatility and lack of liquidity

in the exchange market for bonds.

Amidst the price turbulence, China's state media

issued a cautionary note, warning investors against

speculative trading. Retail investors, in particular, were

urged to exercise restraint and consider the risks

involved in chasing market rallies.

The issuance of ultralong-term bonds is part of China's

broader efforts to stimulate the economy amidst

challenges such as a real estate downturn and

declining growth expectations. However, the sharp

price fluctuations and trading suspensions highlight

the need for a balanced approach to market

participation, where speculation is tempered by

prudence.

As China aims to meet ambitious growth targets and

navigate economic headwinds, the stability of its bond

market remains a key concern. Regulatory oversight

and investor education will play pivotal roles in shaping

the future trajectory of China's bond market, ensuring

that it serves as a reliable source of financing for the

country's development endeavors. [Bloomberg]

[Business Times] [Nikkei Asia]
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China: Evergrande NEV faces subsidy

repayment demand

(ms) China Evergrande New Energy Vehicle Group

(Evergrande NEV) is facing a significant setback as local

governments in China demand the repayment of

subsidies totaling USD 267.7 million. These demands

arise from Evergrande NEV's failure to fulfill its

obligations to commence mass production of electric

vehicles (EVs) as agreed upon in investment

cooperation agreements signed with local authorities

in April 2019.

The company's shares have been suspended from

trading since May 17, exacerbating concerns about its

financial stability. Evergrande NEV's precarious

financial situation is underscored by its dismal

performance in 2023, reporting a total comprehensive

loss of USD 1.7 billion and liabilities amounting to USD

72.5 billion. Despite ambitious aspirations to become a

major player in the EV market and challenge industry

leaders like Tesla, Evergrande NEV fell drastically short

of production targets, manufacturing only 1,700 cars

and selling just 1,389 units last year.

These latest developments add to the ongoing turmoil

surrounding China Evergrande Group, Evergrande

NEV’s parent company. Facing a liquidation order from

a Hong Kong court in January (see AiR No. 5,

January/2024, 5) and subsequent regulatory scrutiny

over alleged financial misconduct, Evergrande's woes

continue to mount. Furthermore, allegations of

auditing fraud involving PricewaterhouseCoopers

(PwC) have cast a shadow over the conglomerate's

financial integrity, prompting regulatory investigations

in both mainland China and Hong Kong (see AiR No.

17, April/2024, 4).

The challenges facing Evergrande NEV reflect broader

concerns within the EV industry as government

subsidies diminish and market growth slows. The

phasing out of national EV purchase subsidies by the

end of 2022 has placed additional pressure on

companies reliant on government support.

[Bloomberg] [Reuters] [South China Morning Post]

China: Xi Jinping calls for economic

reforms ahead of key Communist Party

meeting
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(ms) Chinese President Xi Jinping has underscored the

need for comprehensive economic reforms to tackle

the country’s deep-rooted economic challenges. During

a visit to Shandong province on May 23, Xi held a

meeting in Jinan with a group of business leaders and

economists, emphasizing a "goal- and problem-

oriented" approach to address institutional and

structural obstacles.

Xi's remarks come as China prepares for the third

plenum of the Communist Party in July, a key event

expected to outline new reform agendas and set the

course for future economic growth. The meeting in

Jinan is seen as the most pro-business message from

the Chinese leadership in the lead-up to the plenum.

He highlighted the importance of upholding China’s

basic economic system while striving to build a high-

level socialist market economy that supports high-

quality development, comprehensive innovation, and

integrated urban-rural growth.

The statement, which contrasts with the notable

overall strengthening of ideology under Xi, may

indicate the severity of the economic problems and the

need for fundamental economic reform in the course

of the third plenum.

Despite reporting a 5.3 percent growth in the first

quarter, China’s economy faces significant challenges.

A prolonged downturn in the property sector, weak

domestic consumer demand, mounting local

government debt, and structural issues pose

substantial risks. International pressures, such as

expanded US tech curbs and tariffs on Chinese goods,

and the EU’s anti-subsidy investigations into Chinese

electric vehicles, further complicate the economic

landscape.

At the meeting, among others Victor Fung, chairman of

the Fung Group, proposed transforming Hong Kong

into a supply chain hub for medium-sized, export-

focused firms. His suggestions, based on research

from the Li & Fung Supply Chain Research Institute,

align with global supply chain trends and emphasize

integrating Hong Kong into China’s broader

development plans.

Other attendees provided recommendations likely to

influence the upcoming plenum’s agenda. Proposals

ranged from reforming the electricity system and

fostering venture capital growth to improving

governance of private enterprises and enhancing the

business environment for foreign firms.



Market confidence in China has not fully recovered

since the pandemic, particularly among foreign

investors. Recent surveys by European and British

business chambers highlight persistent concerns over

market access and regulatory reforms, with record-low

levels of optimism among companies operating in

China.

Xi’s engagement with business leaders and his

emphasis on economic reform reflect the central

government’s recognition of the urgent need to

address economic issues. As China navigates complex

domestic and international challenges, the upcoming

third plenum is poised to play a crucial role in shaping

the country's path toward sustainable growth and

modernization. [South China Morning Post 1] [South

China Morning Post 2] [The Business Times]

China: Acceleration of technological self-

sufficiency efforts

(ms) China's chipmakers, Semiconductor

Manufacturing International Corp. (SMIC) and

ChangXin Memory Technologies (CXMT), are actively

promoting the localization of essential chip materials

and chemicals. This initiative responds to escalating

U.S. export controls, aiming to decrease China's

reliance on foreign suppliers within the semiconductor

industry.

Following SMIC's inclusion in the U.S. Entity List in

2020, the company has been urging chip developers to

shift to domestic suppliers for critical materials like

wafers, chemicals, and gases. Similarly, CXMT is

aligning its efforts with national policies to source

materials locally.

The localization drive encompasses a broad spectrum

of materials crucial for chip manufacturing, challenging

the dominance of foreign suppliers like Japanese

ShinEtsu Chemical and Sumco. Chinese chipmakers are

incentivized by government subsidies and credits to

prioritize local alternatives.

Transitioning to local suppliers presents challenges, as

established chipmakers typically proceed cautiously

due to potential impacts on production yield. Despite

this, Chinese chipmakers are increasingly favoring

domestic suppliers, although maintaining ties with

foreign suppliers to uphold quality standards.

Beyond semiconductor manufacturing, Huawei is

spearheading an alliance to expand ultrafast electric

vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure in China.
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Collaborating with Chinese EV manufacturers, Huawei

aims to deploy chargers capable of replenishing EV

batteries within minutes, thus promoting the adoption

of electric vehicles.

However, challenges persist in deploying ultrafast

chargers, including high costs and supply chain

vulnerabilities associated with key components like

silicon-carbide chips, primarily produced by foreign

players.

In seeking to establish its charging network as an

international standard, Huawei's consortium faces

competition from global players like Tesla, highlighting

broader U.S.-China tech rivalry. [Nikkei Asia 1] [Nikkei

Asia 2]

China: Establishment of USD 47,5 billion

semiconductor industry fund

(ms) Amidst ongoing US-led sanctions targeting China's

technological sector, Beijing has announced the

establishment of a state-backed investment fund

aimed at bolstering its semiconductor industry. The

new fund, valued at USD 47.5 billion, constitutes the

third phase of China's national integrated circuit

industry investment fund, according to Chinese

information database company Tianyancha.

The Chinese finance ministry emerges as the largest

shareholder, holding a 17 percent stake in the fund, as

disclosed by Tianyancha. This move is part of China's

broader ambition to achieve self-sufficiency in the

semiconductor domain, a goal highlighted by President

Xi Jinping amidst escalating tensions with the United

States.

The urgency to fortify China's semiconductor

capabilities has been accentuated by the imposition of

export control measures by the US, citing concerns

over potential military applications of advanced chips.

Consequently, China has faced obstacles in accessing

cutting-edge chip manufacturing equipment, with

comprehensive sanctions exacerbating the situation.

In response, China has launched this significant

investment fund, surpassing the amounts raised by

previous funds in 2014 and 2019. The fund aims to

accelerate the development of the semiconductor

industry by primarily focusing on investments in chip

manufacturing equipment.

The fundraising process is anticipated to span several

months, with details regarding the launch and
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contributors yet to be fully disclosed. However,

previous funds under the China Integrated Circuit

Industry Investment Fund have garnered support from

entities like the finance ministry, China Development

Bank Capital, China National Tobacco Corporation, and

China Telecom.

The establishment of this fund underscores China's

commitment to reducing reliance on foreign suppliers,

particularly in advanced chip technologies, aligning

with President Xi's vision for semiconductor self-

sufficiency. As geopolitical tensions in the global

technological landscape continue to rise, China's

efforts to strengthen its semiconductor industry signal

a significant effort towards achieving technological

autonomy. [Abachy] [Reuters] [TianYanCha]

China: Shanghai implements measures to

stimulate property sector amidst national

policy shift

(ms) Shanghai has implemented new measures aimed

at revitalizing its real estate market. Effective

immediately, the city has relaxed home purchase

restrictions and introduced incentives to encourage

property sales and boost demand.

The key changes include a reduction in down payment

requirements. First-time homebuyers will now face a

minimum down payment of 20 percent, down from the

previous 30 percent. For those purchasing a second

property, down payment ratios have been reduced to

35 percent from a range of 40 to 50 percent,

depending on location. Additionally, the minimum 5-

year mortgage rate for primary residences has been

lowered to 3.5 percent, down from 4.1 percent, and to

3.9 percent for secondary homes.

In addition to financial measures, Shanghai is offering

subsidies to families looking to upgrade their living

arrangements. Those who sell their current property to

purchase a new home will receive a subsidy of up to

USD 4,150. Families with two or more children are now

eligible to purchase an additional unit, aimed at

addressing housing needs for growing families.

Shanghai has also eased restrictions for non-local

residents interested in purchasing property in the city.

Non-local residents who have paid taxes consistently

for three years are now permitted to buy property,

down from the previous requirement of five years. This

adjustment reflects Shanghai's efforts to attract talent

and investment from across China.
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These measures align with broader national efforts to

stabilize China's property market. The central

government recently announced significant reductions

in down payment requirements and mortgage interest

rates as well as ordering local governments to

purchase unsold homes and idle residential land to

convert them into affordable housing (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3) as part of a comprehensive package to

address property oversupply and stimulate economic

growth. [Reuters] [South China Morning Post]

China: Liquidation hearing of Kaisa Group

Holdings adjourned

(ms) Following a similar decision for developer Country

Garden (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3), a Hong Kong

court has decided to adjourn the liquidation hearing

for Kaisa Group Holdings until June 24th. This decision

offers Kaisa Group some relief as it works towards

restructuring its significant debt load. The

adjournment follows Kaisa Group's default on USD 12

billion in offshore debt in late 2021, leading to ongoing

efforts to restructure its financial obligations.

The current matter before the court pertains to the

non-payment of 2023 notes totaling USD 750 million.

Citicorp International, acting as the trustee for a major

group of bondholders, initiated the petition in March.

The reason for the adjournment has not been

disclosed, but Kaisa Group has stated ongoing

discussions with bondholders regarding specific terms

of the restructuring plan.

Following the announcement, Kaisa Group's shares

experienced a temporary increase, rising nearly 6

percent in early Hong Kong trading before stabilizing.

However, the company continues to face significant

financial challenges. Its 2023 financial report revealed

a net loss of USD 2.7 billion, a 50 percent increase from

the previous year. With total liabilities of USD 31 billion

and total assets of USD 32 billion, Kaisa Group remains

under considerable financial strain. [Bloomberg]

[Reuters]

China: Record low number of Hong Kong’s

18–27-year-olds want children

(ms) A survey by the Family Planning Association of

Hong Kong reveals that a record low number of young

adults in the city plan to have children. According to

the survey, only 51.1 percent of young women and
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44.8 percent of young men expressed a desire to

become parents. This marks a decline of about nine

percentage points over the past decade.

Hong Kong has one of Asia's lowest fertility rates and is

dealing with an ageing population. Last year, there

were only 33,200 births in the city, which has a

population of 7.5 million. The survey, conducted in

2022, interviewed approximately 1,200 people aged

between 18 and 27.

According to the survey, the main reasons cited for not

wanting children include fear of the responsibilities of

child-rearing, concerns about an unsuitable

environment for child development, and financial

burdens.

Additionally for the first time, more young adults

prefer having one child over two children. The survey

also found that those who want children plan to have

them later, with the preferred median age for first

childbirth being 30.4 for women and 32.7 for men.

In October, city Executive Chief John Lee announced a

one-off cash bonus of USD 2,600 per newborn to

address the low birth rate. However, while this is a

positive gesture, it is unlikely to significantly influence

the decisions of young adults regarding having

children. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Hong Kong police arrest 100

individuals in fraud and money

laundering crackdown

(ms) Hong Kong police have arrested 100 people in a

major operation targeting fraud and money laundering

syndicates. The arrests were made over a two-week

period, with the suspects accused of swindling 295

victims out of more than USD 23 million.

The operation, named "Widepeak," saw the arrest of

75 men and 25 women, aged 17 to 75. The chief

inspector responsible reported that many of the

suspects were holders of "stooge accounts." These

accounts are sold or loaned to criminal groups to

collect and launder money.

Additionally, they highlighted that cracking down on

stooge account holders is crucial for disrupting fraud

networks. He warned the public against lending or

selling their bank accounts, as this could lead to

charges of money laundering, punishable by up to 14

years in prison and a USD 640,000 fine.
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The crackdown comes amid a sharp rise in fraud-

related crimes in Hong Kong. The city recorded a 42.6

percent increase in deception cases last year, with

39,824 incidents reported, leading to financial losses of

USD 1.16 billion. Police Commissioner Raymond Siu

noted that authorities are working with the

Department of Justice and the Hong Kong Monetary

Authority to speed up prosecutions and curb scams

conducted through banks. [Hong Kong Free Press]

[South China Morning Post]

China: Hong Kong protest song removed

from streaming platforms

(ms) The protest anthem "Glory to Hong Kong" has

been removed from global streaming services,

including Apple Music and Spotify, following a court

order in Hong Kong in mid-May (see AiR No. 20,

May/2024, 2). The song, which gained popularity during

the 2019 pro-democracy protests, was banned this

month by judges who deemed it a tool for inciting

unrest.

EmuBands, the music distributor of the song

confirmed the global removal of the song, citing the

complexity and sensitivity of the case, adding that the

company did not wish to overstep its understanding of

the issues involved.

The song’s creator, DGX Music, opposed its removal,

stating that the court injunction does not have

extraterritorial jurisdiction and that the song itself is

not banned. They expressed hope that the song will be

reinstated on the platforms soon.

YouTube has also restricted access to some videos of

the song for users in Hong Kong, although many

remain accessible outside the city. Hong Kong leader

John Lee has stated that the government will continue

to monitor internet platforms for compliance.

The removal of "Glory to Hong Kong" has raised

concerns about the impact on free expression and the

flow of information. The United States criticized the

ban, saying it harms Hong Kong’s international

reputation. Beijing, however, defended the ban as

necessary to safeguard national security. [Hong Kong

Free Press]

China-Hong Kong: Three convicted, one

acquitted in 2019 Hong Kong rioting case
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(ms) Three individuals were convicted of rioting in Yau

Ma Tei during the 2019 Hong Kong anti-government

protests, while a fourth defendant was acquitted.

Chan Lik-to, Cheng Tsz-fung, and Ho Chung-yin were

found guilty of participating in the riot on November

18, 2019. The responsible judge stated that their

presence at the protest was intentional. Chan claimed

he was there to film the events after his friend

canceled their plans, but the judge noted he did not

take any videos and seemed unconcerned for his

safety. Cheng said he was trying to visit a vice

establishment but had to walk from Mong Kok due to

traffic. The judge questioned his decision to go there

despite knowing about the protests and his recent

ankle injury. Ho testified that the respirator and gloves

in his bag were for an environmental course, but the

judge found no evidence to support this.

Chung Tsz-kit was acquitted. He had testified that he

was working in the area, installing furniture for a

customer. The judge found his account credible,

supported by WhatsApp messages and the customer's

testimony.

The three convicted individuals will present their

mitigation pleas on June 1. Five other defendants in the

same case, who were aged 18 to 25 at the time,

pleaded guilty before the trial and are awaiting

sentencing. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Hong Kong orders Worldcoin to

cease operations over privacy concerns

(ms) Hong Kong’s privacy regulator has instructed the

crypto project Worldcoin to stop its operations in the

city due to concerns over excessive data collection. The

Office of the Privacy Commissioner for Personal Data

(PCPD) announced on May 22 that Worldcoin’s practice

of collecting face and iris scans from users was

unnecessary and violated privacy laws.

Worldcoin, co-founded by OpenAI CEO Sam Altman,

requires users to provide biometric data to verify their

identity and issue a digital passport called a World ID.

Users can then receive Worldcoin tokens (WLD), which

can be used within the Worldcoin ecosystem.

The PCPD's investigation began with ten covert visits to

six Worldcoin premises in December 2023 and January

2024. These visits led to official inspections with court

warrants at locations in Yau Ma Tei, Kwun Tong, Wan

Chai, Cyberport, Central, and Causeway Bay.
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The investigation revealed that 8,302 individuals had

their biometric data collected. The PCPD found this

data collection to be in violation of the Personal Data

(Privacy) Ordinance. Privacy Commissioner Ada Chung

stated that the biometric data collection was excessive,

and that the project's privacy notices, and consent

forms were not provided in Chinese. Additionally,

Worldcoin staff did not adequately explain the

documents to participants, resulting in a lack of

transparency.

The PCPD also criticized Worldcoin for retaining

personal data for up to 10 years to train artificial

intelligence models, deeming the retention period

excessively long. [Finance Feeds] [Hong Kong Free

Press]

China: Release of COVID-19 reporter

Zhang Zhan amidst continued crackdown

on independent journalism

(ms) Chinese journalist Zhang Zhan has been released

after serving four years in prison for her reporting on

the COVID-19 outbreak in Wuhan. Her case

underscores the harsh measures China has taken to

control information about the pandemic.

In February 2020, Zhang Zhan, a former lawyer,

traveled to Wuhan to document the government’s

response to the emerging COVID-19 crisis. Through her

videos and posts on social media platforms like

WeChat, Twitter, and YouTube, she highlighted issues

such as overcrowded hospitals and the harassment of

virus victims' families. Her firsthand accounts starkly

contrasted with the official state media narrative that

praised the government's handling of the outbreak.

Zhang was detained in May 2020 and sentenced seven

months later to four years in prison for “picking

quarrels and provoking trouble,” a charge often used

by Chinese authorities to silence dissent. During her

imprisonment, Zhang engaged in multiple hunger

strikes to protest her incarceration, resulting in severe

health complications, including malnutrition and

significant weight loss.

Zhang’s release, confirmed by Reporters Without

Borders (RSF), does not signify true freedom. She

remains under strict surveillance, with limited contact

with the outside world. According to Jane Wang, a UK-

based activist, Zhang’s daily activities and interactions

are closely monitored by the authorities, indicating

that her freedom is heavily restricted.
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Zhang Zhan's case is part of a larger pattern of

repression against journalists, activists, and bloggers

who reported on the pandemic. Several other

journalists faced similar fates for their efforts to report

independently on COVID-19. For instance, Chen Qiushi,

Fang Bin, and Li Zehua were all detained or

disappeared after sharing information that

contradicted the official government narrative.

During the early stages of the pandemic, the Chinese

government was particularly aggressive in controlling

the flow of information. Online platforms were heavily

censored, and state media propagated a narrative of

efficient and successful management of the crisis.

Independent reports that exposed inadequacies or

criticized the government’s response were swiftly

suppressed.

China’s crackdown on independent journalism is not

limited to the pandemic. The country consistently

ranks near the bottom of global press freedom

indexes. Reporters Without Borders ranks China at 172

out of 180 countries in its Press Freedom Index. The

government employs an extensive censorship system

known as the Great Firewall to block foreign media and

monitor domestic journalists rigorously.

Human rights organizations have condemned China’s

actions against journalists and activists. Amnesty

International and Human Rights Watch have

highlighted the severe conditions faced by imprisoned

journalists and called for their immediate release. The

United Nations has also expressed concerns over the

treatment of journalists like Zhang Zhan, urging China

to adhere to international human rights standards.

Despite these calls, the Chinese government continues

to defend its actions as necessary for maintaining

social stability. [BBC] [CNN] [Hong Kong Free Press]

[The Guardian]

China: Human Rights Watch report details

forced relocation of rural Tibetans

(ms) A new report by Human Rights Watch (HRW),

titled “Educate the Masses to Change Their Minds,”

sheds light on China’s forceful relocation of rural

Tibetans, revealing a policy that significantly impacts

human rights and cultural preservation. The report,

published on May 21, details how the Chinese

government has intensified efforts to relocate

hundreds of thousands of Tibetans from their

traditional rural settlements to newly constructed

urban areas.
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The Chinese government asserts that this relocation

strategy aims to integrate Tibetans into the broader

economic framework of the country, providing better

access to education, healthcare, and employment

opportunities. However, the HRW report documents

numerous cases where Tibetans were coerced into

leaving their ancestral lands with minimal consultation

or consent.

Despite government assurances of improved

livelihoods, many relocated Tibetans find themselves

economically disadvantaged. The report details

instances where promised compensations and job

opportunities failed to materialize. Former farmers and

herders struggle to adapt to new forms of employment

in urban settings, often ending up in low-paying,

unstable jobs or facing prolonged periods of

unemployment. Additionally, the quality of housing

provided to relocated families frequently falls short of

acceptable standards, with overcrowded and poorly

constructed apartments replacing spacious and

culturally significant rural homes. The lack of adequate

social services and infrastructure further exacerbates

the hardships faced by these communities.

Another troubling aspect highlighted by the report is

the significant impact these relocations have on

Tibetan culture and identity. Traditional Tibetan

lifestyles, deeply connected to pastoralism and

agriculture, are being dismantled. The report suggests

that the forced urbanization is not merely an economic

policy but a deliberate attempt to assimilate Tibetans

into Han Chinese culture. Educational reforms play a

crucial role in this strategy, with Tibetan children often

sent to boarding schools where they receive

instruction primarily in Mandarin, with limited

exposure to Tibetan language and culture. These

measures aim to instill loyalty to the Chinese state and

erode ethnic distinctions.

The findings of the HRW report are in line with

intensified calls from international human rights

organizations and Tibetan advocacy groups for urgent

action. The systematic nature of the relocations and

their profound impact on Tibetan identity and

livelihood have been characterized as violations of

fundamental human rights, emphasizing that the

relocations are part of a broader pattern of repression

and control exercised by the Chinese government over

Tibetan regions. [Human Rights Watch] [Radio Free

Asia]

China: Last major Arabic-style Mosque

transformed under Sinification campaign
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(ms) The completion of modifications to the Grand

Mosque of Shadian, the last major Arabic-style Mosque

in China, signifies the culmination of a five-year

campaign by the Chinese government to "sinicize"

Islamic places of worship. This initiative aims to

reshape Islamic architecture and practice to align more

closely with Han Chinese cultural norms, representing

a broader effort to assimilate Islam into the state-

defined Chinese identity.

The Grand Mosque of Shadian, located in the

southwestern province of Yunnan, has long stood as a

symbol of Islamic presence in China. Originally built

during the Ming Dynasty, the mosque's design was

modeled after the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina,

featuring a large green dome, four smaller domes, and

soaring minarets adorned with crescent moons. This

architectural style highlighted the mosque's Arab-

Islamic heritage.

However, recent satellite imagery and eyewitness

accounts reveal a significant transformation. The

mosque's iconic dome has been replaced with a Han

Chinese-style pagoda rooftop, and its minarets have

been shortened and modified into pagoda towers.

Even the crescent moon and star tiles that once

decorated the entrance have been removed, leaving

only faint traces of their existence. These changes

mark the mosque's complete “Sinicization,” aligning its

appearance with traditional Chinese architectural

aesthetics.

This transformation is not an isolated incident. The

Najiaying Mosque, another significant mosque in

Yunnan, underwent similar modifications. These

changes are part of a broader government strategy

announced in 2018, which aimed to resist "foreign

architectural styles" and promote "Islamic architecture

... that is full of Chinese characteristics." A leaked

Chinese Communist Party memo instructed local

authorities to "adhere to the principle of demolishing

more and building less," underscoring the

government's intent to systematically remodel or

demolish Arabic-style mosques across China.

The sinicization of the Grand Mosque of Shadian and

other Islamic sites is a clear message from the Chinese

government to the country's Muslim population,

particularly the Hui ethnic minority. The Hui, who

number over 11 million, have historically been more

integrated with the Han majority compared to the

Uyghurs, another Muslim minority group. This

integration has often afforded them greater latitude in

practicing their faith. However, the recent architectural

modifications suggest a tightening grip on religious

expression, even for the Hui.



The campaign to sinicize mosques is part of a broader

strategy to assimilate Islam into the state's vision of

Chinese culture. This involves not only architectural

changes but also restrictions on religious practices. In

some regions, local authorities have banned minors

from attending mosques and fasting during Ramadan,

highlighting the government's efforts to control and

reshape Islamic practices.

The Sinicization campaign has met with varying

degrees of resistance. In 2023, hundreds of Hui

Muslims clashed with police over the planned

renovations of the Najiaying Mosque. The protests

were eventually suppressed, and the renovations

proceeded. In Shadian, however, there was no similar

public outcry. Former residents suggest that the

subdued response was due to the community's

awareness of the government's overwhelming power,

as demonstrated in Najiaying.

Despite the lack of public protests, the modifications

have been met with dismay among Hui Muslims. Many

see these changes as an erosion of their religious and

cultural identity. A former employee of the Shadian

Mosque, now living abroad, remarked that the

community feels powerless and disheartened by the

government's actions. The surveillance measures

installed in the mosque, including numerous cameras

and wireless speakers for the call to prayer, further

underscore the extent of government control. [China

Law Translate] [First Post] [The Guardian]

China: Security chief calls for continued

counterterrorism efforts in Xinjiang

(ms) Chen Wenqing, Secretary of the Central Political

and Legal Affairs Commission, China’s top security

office, has called for the ongoing implementation of

counterterrorism measures in Xinjiang. During a recent

visit to the region, Chen emphasized the need for

continuous vigilance to maintain social stability. This

call comes amid long-standing efforts to counter

extremism among Uyghurs and other Muslim

minorities.

Chen toured several key locations in Xinjiang, including

Urumqi, Kashgar, and Ili prefecture. He stressed the

importance of cracking down on terrorist activities and

maintaining border security, particularly in areas

bordering Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and

Pakistan.

Following Chen's visit, the Ministry of Public Security

reported that China has not experienced a terrorist
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attack in over seven years. This claim highlights the

government's view of its counterterrorism efforts as

successful. However, these measures have faced

significant criticism from the international community

due to allegations of human rights abuses, including

the detention of over a million Uyghurs and other

Muslim minorities. The Chinese government denies

these allegations, asserting that the facilities are for

vocational training.

The Chinese government's counterterrorism efforts in

Xinjiang intensified significantly in 2015 following a

series of violent incidents attributed to Uygur

separatists and extremists. The crackdown included

the implementation of extensive surveillance

measures, the establishment of re-education camps,

and strict controls on religious and cultural practices.

These measures were justified by Beijing as necessary

for national security and stability, though they have

been widely condemned by human rights

organizations and foreign governments for their

severity and impact on the region's Muslim population.

The Xinjiang government has reiterated its

commitment to maintaining social stability and a tough

stance on terrorism. This aligns with directives from

President Xi Jinping, who has also prioritized stability

and economic development in the region.

Earlier in May, Chen Wenqing highlighted the

importance of Xi Jinping's rule of law principles during

a seminar for leading judicial and security officials. He

stressed the need for legal mechanisms to prevent

risks and maintain stability. [South China Morning

Post] [Xinhua]

China: Rocket launches announced in

Yellow Sea between May 28 to 31

(ms) China's maritime safety administration has

declared plans for rocket launches in the Yellow Sea,

scheduled from May 28 to 31. This announcement,

made on May 27, specifies that ships will be barred

from entering designated areas during the launches,

citing safety concerns.

The launches are set to take place off the coast of

Rizhao, situated south of the eastern Shandong

Province. However, the administration has refrained

from providing extensive details regarding the

operations. Notably, this announcement comes shortly

after China's recent large-scale military exercise, which

practically encircled Taiwan (see entry below).
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Speculation abounds regarding the nature of these

launches, with suggestions ranging from routine drills

to more provocative military exercises, possibly

involving maritime missile launches.

The Yellow Sea, bordered by China and Korea, holds

strategic significance for China's military activities. It

serves as a crucial location for conducting various

exercises and tests. [KBS World] [Reuters]

Japan: Ruling party considers introduction

of record on policy activity funds

(sh) The ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) is

planning to require political funds reports to detail the

use of policy activity funds amid a controversy among

political parties over a revision of Japan’s political funds

control law.

The move comes as the LDP has been engulfed in a

scandal since late last year that centers on political

funds raised through LDP party event tickets bought by

individuals, companies and organizations. LDP

lawmakers are suspected of having pocketed profits

from ticket sales as kickbacks by falsifying mandatory

accounting reports (see AiR No. 48, November/2023,

4).

Political parties provide their member lawmakers with

policy activity funds. However, how the money is used

is not subject to mandatory disclosure. In its current

bill on the revision of the political funds control law,

the LDP requires funds reports by political parties to

include how policy activity funds were used by

category in case the amount of JPY 500,000 (USD 3,200)

per item is exceeded.

On the point of the anonymity limit for fundraising

party ticket purchasers, the LDP has rejected a call of

Komeito, the LDP’s junior government coalition

partner, to lower the threshold to JPY 50,000, down

from its own JPY 100,000 threshold.

While Komeito is generally demanding stricter

regulations on political funds, observers believe that

the party is preparing to accept the LDP's concessions.

Opposition parties, including the Constitutional

Democratic Party of Japan, submitted their own bills

demanding stricter regulations. CDP leader Kenta

Izumi criticized the LDP for lacking urgency and

seriousness.[Japan Times]
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Japan: Former minister admits obtaining

tax breaks from LDP chapter

(sh) On May 28, former state minister for post-disaster

reconstruction, Ichiro Kanke, confessed to channeling

kickbacks from a party faction to his Liberal

Democratic Parry (LDP) chapter, obtaining tax breaks

amounting to JPY 1,48 million (USD 9,400).

The faction, previously led by late Prime Minister

Shinzo Abe, funneled fundraising revenues back to

organizations including Kanke's LDP chapter. The

ongoing political funds scandal of the ruling LDP (see

article above) is centered around such kickbacks.

Kanke, who donated under his name, claimed the

faction instructed him to conceal the kickbacks. He

later corrected his reports to reflect the faction as the

donor and reimbursed the tax deductions.

While facing calls for resignation, Kanke pledged to be

accountable. However, opposition figures demanded

his immediate resignation, while senior LDP members

hinted at a possible inquiry into the matter. [Japan

Times]

Japan: Bill on checking sex-offense

criminal record for jobs with kids passed

(sh) On May 23, Japan's lower house passed a bill

requiring employers to conduct 20-year criminal

background checks to prevent individuals with sex

offense convictions from working in jobs involving

children. The bill   aims to increase the protection of

children following several abuse cases involving

authority figures.

The background checks will include convictions for

nonconsensual sex and violations like groping or

nonconsensual photography.

Schools, day care centers, and kindergartens must

refer job candidates for checks by the Children and

Families Agency. Cram schools and afterschool clubs

can opt in voluntarily, gaining official certification for

marketing. If a jobseeker is found to have been handed

a prison sentence for a sexual offense in the last 20

years, or a fine in the past ten years, they can decline

the job offer, or the agency will inform the employer.

Guidelines will be provided for employers on

precautionary measures and handling allegations.

[Kyodo News]
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Japan: Prominent opposition lawmaker to

run for Tokyo governor

(sh) High-profile opposition lawmaker Renho has

announced her candidacy for Tokyo's gubernatorial

election in July, challenging incumbent Yuriko Koike,

who seeks a third term. Belonging to the main

opposition Constitutional Democratic Party of Japan

(CDPJ), Renho is a four-term member of the upper

house to which she was elected for the first time in

2004. She is known for assertive combative stance and

often frank statements, especially in the controversy

about weeding out waste in government programs in

the time when the Democratic Party of Japan, a

predecessor of the CDPJ, was in power from 2009 to

2012.

Her decision follows the poor election performance in

the recent House of Representatives by-election by the

ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), led by Prime

Minister Fumio Kishida, over its ongoing aolitical

fundraising scandal (see AiR No. 18, April/2024, 5).

The Tokyo election will feature at least 20 candidates,

including Shinji Ishimaru, mayor of Akitakata in

Hiroshima, known for his fiery interactions with the

media and local assembly members. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Government to fully cover

childbirth expenses

(sh) The Japanese government is currently crafting a

framework to allow full coverage of childbirth

expenses under the public medical insurance system

from fiscal 2026 is under consideration by the

Japanese government which seeks to tackle the

country’s declining birth rates.

Currently, people pay 10 to 30 percent of medical costs

out of pocket, when receiving treatment for illness or

injuries. But normal deliveries, except cesarean

sections, are not covered as they are not considered as

treatment for illness and injuries.

Childbirth costs vary widely across Japan, averaging

around JPY 503,000 yen (USD 3,200) as of May 2023,

with Tokyo being the most expensive at JPY 605,000

and Kumamoto the cheapest at JPY 361,000 yen. If

covered, a unified price would be set nationwide.

[Kyodo News]
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Japan: Central bank to reduce bond

purchase

(sh) The Bank of Japan, the country’s central bank, is

likely to start reducing its bond-buying program by the

end of July, as predicted by nearly two-thirds of

economists surveyed by Reuters.

Additionally, close to 90 percent of these experts

believe the BOJ will raise interest rates to at least 0.20

percent by the year's end.

Despite ending negative rates in March, the BOJ

continues to buy around JPY 6 trillion (USD 38.3 billion)

of government bonds monthly. However, political

pressure to slow the yen's decline and reduce

household import costs is pushing the BOJ towards

tapering bond purchases and increasing interest rates.

[Reuters]

Mongolia: Cabinet approves two special

economic zones

(fg) On 22 May, the Mongolian cabinet approved the

establishment of two special economic zones in

Ulaanbaatar.

The so-named "Agro-City" in the Songinokhairkhan

district will focus on greenhouse cultivation and food

production to boost food security and strengthen the

production of agricultural export goods.

The other economic zone "Naluu-Ukhaa" in the Nalaikh

district will focus on the production of building

materials as well as trade and services in order to

reduce dependence on imports.

The mayor of Ulaanbaatar, Kh. Nyambaatar, and the

Minister for Construction and Agriculture Ts.

Davaasuren and Kh. Bolorchuluun have been

instructed to support the implementation of these

zones. Prime Minister Luvsannamsrai Oyun-Erdene has

already issued specific instructions for the initiation of

the projects, including the determination of the plot

sizes. [Montsame] [Xinhua]

Mongolia: Funding measures for oil

refinery plant construction approved

(fg) At a recent Cabinet session, the Mongolian

government approved a resolution outlining various
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responsibilities for the construction of an oil refinery

plant.

The state-owned enterprise "Erdenes Tavantogloi" JSC

is to secure funding for the construction quality control

of crude oil pipelines and a thermal power plant. The

Ministers of Finance and Energy are tasked with

ensuring the financing and maintenance of civil

facilities and electrical infrastructure. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Cabinet passes resolution to

fund educational centers abroad

(fg) Mongolia intends to support Mongolian

educational institutions abroad with state funding. The

cabinet has passed a resolution to this effect.

The resolution supports the long-term and medium-

term development goals of Mongolian policy, which

enables Mongolian children abroad to learn the

Mongolian language, customs and historical and

cultural traditions.

59 Mongolian language and culture centers in 16

countries around the world teach history, music, dance

and chess. [Akipress]

North Korea: Kim Jong-un lauds

construction of new party school

(rl) North Korean leader Kim Jong-un praised the

construction workers of the new Central Cadres

Training School for the Workers' Party of Korea (WPK),

state media reported. [Yonhap News]

Speaking on May 23, Kim highlighted their

achievements during a photo session with Unit 267,

emphasizing the school's role in ideological education.

The school, rooted in the Central Party School

established in 1946, is the highest education facility for

WPK officials and aims to strengthen the official’s

ideological training.

The South Korean unification ministry noted the

leader’s frequent visit to the site to be unusual,

anticipating an increase in emphasizing Kim’s status as

an ideological leader and his idolization as well as a

boost in ideological training of party officials. [The

Korea Times]
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North Korea: Leader’s portrait displayed

publicly for first time

(rl) Kim Jong-un’s portrait was displayed alongside

those of his grandfather, Kim Il Sung, and his father,

Kim Jong Il, during a visit to the Central Cadres Training

School of the Workers’ Party of Korea (WPK), signaling

his elevated status. This is the first time that North

Korea's media has shown portraits of the three

displayed together.

North Korea’s state media released photos showing

the portraits in classrooms, highlighting Kim's presence

at the school. [KCNA Watch]

Observers suggests that the regime may be entering a

new phase of propaganda aimed at elevating the

young leader's status amid economic challenges and

U.S. tensions. [Yonhap News]

North Korea to hold key party meeting

(rl) On May 25, North Korea announced that it will

convene a significant ruling Workers' Party of Korea

(WPK) meeting next month to assess progress on its

projects for the first half of the year and discuss

implementing tasks set at last December's meeting of

the party’s Central Committee.

Leader Kim Jong-un chaired a Workers' Party politburo

meeting on May 24, deciding to hold the Tenth Plenary

Meeting of the Eighth WPK Central Committee in late

June.  During the politburo meeting, Kim emphasized

the need to address and resolve several "important"

issues related to state affairs and the WPK's ongoing

projects. He highlighted the necessity of achieving a

"fundamental change" in handling relations with South

Korea, describing the current inter-Korean relations as

those between "two hostile countries." [The Korea

Herald]

The meeting also included a report from the General

Staff of the Korean People's Army on the recent

military situation. The politburo outlined immediate

military action tasks for the armed forces to defend

national sovereignty, security, and interests, stressing

the importance of responsibly executing these tasks.

The politburo meeting coincided with South Korea's

military announcement on May 24 of detected signs

indicating North Korea's preparations to launch a

military spy satellite from its northwestern coast

launch site.
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North Korea has committed to launching three more

spy satellites this year (see AiR No. 1, January/2024, 1),

following the placement of its first one into orbit last

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

[Yonhap News]

South Korea: President Yoon rejects talks

with opposition party leader on pension

reform bill

(ac) The office of President Yoon Suk Yeol has rejected

a proposal of Lee Jae-Myung, chairman of the

parliament-controlling Democratic Party of Korea (DP)

to hold formal talks on a pension reform bill that

would require people to contribute more while

employed and benefit them more after retirement.

The office argued that the issue should be addressed

by the parliament, not in talks between Yoon and Lee. 

Currently, South Korea’s public pension requires both

the employee and the employer to equally contribute 9

percent of the employee’s monthly earnings to the

pension fund, allowing employees to receive 42

percent of wages in pension benefits each month

starting at the age of 65.

This is based on the latest 2007 reform which meant to

gradually decrease the benefit level from 50 percent to

40 percent by 2028, while the 9 percent contribution

level would remain unchanged.

Prior to Lee's proposal for a meeting with Yoon, the DP

had pushed ahead with the plan to raise the

contribution level to 13 percent of employees' wage

and to increase benefit level to 45 percent. Yoon’s DP,

for its part, seeks a pension contribution level also at

13 percent, but wants to see the benefit level at 43

percent.

Despite the efforts of a special parliamentary

committee, the two sides have been unable to narrow

their differences. [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Government urges trainee

doctors to resume work

(ac) Amidst the ongoing controversy between the

government and medical doctors regarding the

former’s plan to increase the quota for medical school

enrollments, the health ministry issued a statement on
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May 24 urging trainee doctors who had walked out of

their worksites to return to hospitals and resume

duties. The ministry expressed concern over the

prolonged walkout, citing increased anxiety among

patients and their families. It also warned that further

delays in the doctors' return would result in more

severe penalties for their actions.

Second Vice Health Minister Park Min-soo also urged

doctors to participate in a presidential committee on

medical reform launched last month to resolve the

issue amid a boycott of the platform by the doctors

who are calling for completely scrapping the

government’s plan. 

In an earlier move, the Seoul High Court on May 16

rejected the injunctions that were requested by

doctors and medical schools to halt government’s

medical school enrolment quotas (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3).

Since February, approximately 12,000 trainee doctors

have walked out of their positions in protests of the

government’s plan to increase medical school quota.

[Yonhap News]

South Korea: Bill to investigate marine's

death fails to override presidential veto

(fg) A bill calling for an investigation into the South

Korean government's response to the death of a

marine was not passed in the National Assembly. The

bill was unable to override President Yoon Suk Yeol's

veto from last week (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3), as

the required two-thirds majority was not achieved. Of

the 294 members of parliament present, 179 voted in

favour of the law, 111 voted against, and four

abstained.

The opposition majority party’s bill was designed to

appoint a special counsel to investigate allegations that

the current government influenced internal

investigations within the Marine Corps, resulting in the

charges against a division commander being dropped.

The commander was the subject of criticism in

connection with the death of Corporal Chae Su-geun in

July 2023, as he was held responsible for the lack of

protective equipment.

The opposition Democratic Party has already

announced its intention to reintroduce the bill in the

22nd National Assembly which will begin on May 30.

[The Korean Herald]
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South Korea: New space agency launched

(ac) South Korea has launched the Korea AeroSpace

Administration (KASA) as a new independent space

body.

Headed by Yoon Young-bin, a former aerospace

engineering professor at Seoul National University,

KASA’s role includes crafting national aerospace

polities and fostering talents and conducting R&D as

well as the promotion of the industry and international

cooperation. Yoon, in addition, highlighted that priority

will be given to supporting the private sector to

advance the country’s commercial space business and

satellite capabilities.

KASA was part of President Yoon Suk-yeol's campaign

promise, who had pledged to secure USD 73.2 billion

investment in the space sector by 2045, targeting the

creation 1,000 space companies and turning ten of

them  global space firms. [The Korea Herald]

Taiwan: Second hearing on controversial

reform bills

(fg) Following the first hearing of reform bills presented

by the opposition parties Kuomingtang (KMT) and

Taiwan People’s Party (TTP) which resulted in chaotic

wrangling in the Legislative Yuan (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3), the second hearing took place on May 21

and 24. During the hearings, the bills were debated in

more detail. Focus Taiwan 1] [Taiwan News]

The proposed amendments to the Law Governing the

Legislative Yuan's Power, which would expand the

scope of the law by adding a new chapter, have been

met with controversy. This would further expand the

powers of the parliament vis-à-vis the government. The

key points include the president’s annual address to

parliament, during which the president will be required

to respond directly to questions posed by

parliamentarians. Additionally, parliamentary

committees will be granted expanded authority to

question and investigate executive bodies. Any refusal

or false statements are to be met with penalties,

including fines. 

The KMT and TPP argue that this move is intended to

strengthen the instruments for monitoring the

executive, while the ruling Democratic Progressive

Party (DPP) rejects these proposals as unconstitutional

and undermining the separation of powers. However,
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as the opposition holds the majority in parliament, it

can be assumed that these bills will be passed into law.

Voices within the DPP have already announced that it

will take this decision to the Constitutional Court.

Prior to the second hearing, the opposition's bills were

met with concern in a statement by 30 international

academics, journalists, and politicians. The statement

asserted that the proposed changes would "exceed the

bounds of those found in constitutional democracies

around the world, subvert the rule of law and

parliamentary procedures." Among the signatories was

William Stanton, former director of the American

Institute in Taiwan, the de facto US Ambassador to

Taiwan, [Focus Taiwan 2] [Lam Chor-yin via Facebook,

in Chinese]

During the second hearing, thousands of protesters

gathered in front of the parliament building to express

their opposition to the proposed legislative reform. On

May 24, the number of demonstrators reached its

peak, with about 100,000 people attending. Over 50

civil groups had called for the protest. [Focus Taiwan 3]

In addition to expressing concerns about the reform's

content and potential consequences, demonstrators

also criticized the process by which the legislative

proposals reached the plenary hearings. The

opposition parties have been accused of employing a

fast-track procedure in the judicial committee back in

April (see AiR No. 17, April/2024, 4).

Taiwan: KMT lawmaker suggests cross-

party consultation on legislative reform

dispute

(fg) Amid the ongoing debate about the controversial

reform bills (see article above) the deputy secretary

general of the opposition Kuomintang (KMT), Hsu Yu-

chen, suggested that President Lai Ching-te should

invite KMT Chairman Eric Chu and Ko Wen-je,

Chairman of the Taiwan People's Party, to a national

affairs consultation meeting on the controversy. [Focus

Taiwan]

The fronts between the DPP and the opposition parties

currently appear to be deadlocked. Both sides accuse

each other of obstructing or undermining the

legislative process or blame each other for the recent

scuffles in parliament (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3).

For President Lai, who has been in office for a week,

this dispute is not an easy start to his term of office as

he operates under a divided government. While the
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DPP won the presidential election in January, it lost its

majority in parliament securing only 51 seats Taiwan’s

113-member legislature. The TPP with its eight seats is

the "tip of the scales" for parliamentary majorities and

is widely seen as being closer to the KMT which

commands 52 seats.

Taiwan: Constitutional Court upholds free

speech rights in public office criticism

case

(fg) The Constitutional Court has ruled that insulting

public officials is punishable under the Constitution if it

is done directly and is aimed at obstructing the work of

the public official. However, defamation of a public

office, for instance criticizing or commenting negatively

on the decisions and actions of a public office, was not

considered punishable. According to the court, this is

an important part of democratic and civil control and

falls under the constitutional right to freedom of

expression.

The background to this ruling relates to the case of

Yang Hui-ju, who was found guilty in 2022 after paying

people to publish criticism of the Osaka branch of the

Taiwan Economic and Cultural Bureau. The criticism

was sparked by the handling of the evacuation of

Taiwanese from Japan after Typhoon Jebi in 2018. Su

Chii-cherng, the director general of the office at the

time, took his own life shortly after the criticism began.

Yang had called for a constitutional interpretation of

Article 140, which originally provided for punishment

for "insulting a public official" or "publicly uttering

insults about the performance of one's lawful duties".

Ultimately, the ruling against Yang was overturned and

the case was referred to the High Court for a retrial,

with the Constitutional Court emphasizing the

distinction between direct insults to public officials and

criticism of public office. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Former President Ma criticizes

Lai's 'Two-State Theory' in inauguration

speech

(fg) At a forum in Taipei, Taiwan's former President Ma

Ying-jeou of the Kuomintang (KMT) expressed his

concern about the inauguration speech by President

Lai Ching-te on 20 May.
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Ma was disturbed by Lai's "two-state theory", which he

interpreted in the part of the speech addressed to

China. In the speech, Lai said that China should

recognize the reality that there is a Republic of China

that is not subordinate to the People's Republic of

China (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3).

For Ma, this is too ideologically driven, and it would be

better to seek dialogue with China based on shared

history and culture for the good of Taiwan as Ma sees

this as the path to sustainable peace. [Taipei Times]

Last month, Ma visited China, as he says, for these

reasons and met with China's President Xi Jinping (see

AiR No. 16, April/2024, 3). This visit was sharply

criticized by Lai's Democratic Progressive Party.

Taiwan: Guided missile frigate project

resumes with US-made radar

(fg) Taiwan has resumed work on a new guided missile

frigate project, which now includes a 6,000-plus ton

ship with the advanced AN/SPY-7 active phased array

radar from US manufacturer Lockheed Martin. These

frigates are designed for naval air defense and regional

missile defense missions.

The project was originally interrupted due to over-

ambitious goals and multiple design changes. The

budget for the prototype ship was then diverted to

fund the development of prototypes for two light

frigates.

After extensive internal reviews and adaptation to

international shipbuilding trends, the military has

decided to restart the project. A tender for the

prototype design and construction is planned for 2026.

[Taiwan News] [Taipei Times]
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Bangladesh: Prime Minister Hasina says

she was offered reelection in return for

airbase in Bay of Bengal

(sg) Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

claimed that a "white man" offered her a hassle-free

reelection in the January 7 polls if she allowed a foreign

country to establish an air base in the Bay of Bengal.

Speaking at a 14-party meeting at her official

residence, she said that the conspiracy centers around

an attempt to destabilize Bangladesh like East Timor by

creating a Christian state involving parts of Bangladesh

and Myanmar with a base in the Bay of Bengal.

[Hindustan Times] [The Buisness Standard]

Against this backdrop, the premier noted that she had

received similar offers in 2001 when the United States

proposed selling Bangladesh's gas to India, which she

also rejected. She emphasized her stance against

compromising the country's sovereignty for power,

stating she would only remain in power if the people

wanted her.

Her remarks could be seen as a veiled reference to the

United States' role in the Indonesian invasion of East

Timor in 1975. On December 6, 1975, the day before

Indonesia launched its invasion of East Timor, U.S.

President Gerald Ford and Henry Kissinger met with

Indonesian President Suharto in Jakarta. During this

meeting, Suharto informed Ford and Kissinger of

Indonesia's intentions to invade East Timor.

Declassified documents and subsequent reports

suggest that Ford and Kissinger did not explicitly

oppose Suharto’s plan and implicitly gave their

approval. While Kissinger was concerned about the

timing of the invasion, primarily regarding its

perception, he did not take steps to prevent it.

Bangladesh: Government must bring BNP

Acting Chairman Tarique to execute court
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verdict, prime minister says

(lm) Bangladesh’s Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina

announced that the government is determined to

extradite Tarique Rahman, the acting chairman of the

main opposition party BNP. Tarique has been living in

the United Kingdom since 2008, following his release

on bail in several corruption cases. Hasina mentioned

ongoing discussions with the British government

regarding Tarique's extradition, emphasizing that the

government will ensure his court sentence is executed

once he is brought back. [The Daily Star]

Tarique, the son of Bangladesh’s former President

Ziaur Rahman and former Prime Minister Khaleda Zia,

the founders of the BNP, faces several significant legal

issues. He was convicted for his involvement in the

2004 10-truck arms case, where an illegal arms

shipment was intercepted. Additionally, Tarique was

found guilty in the grenade attack case, which targeted

a rally of the Prime Minister Hasina’s Awami League in

2004, resulting in numerous deaths and injuries.

Beyond these high-profile cases, he has also been

convicted of multiple corruption charges, including

financial misconduct and embezzlement.

In addition to the Tarique, Prime Minister Hasina also

stressed that the people of Bangladesh do not want

militants and arsonists in power, recalling the violence

associated with the alliance between the BNP and the

the Jamaat-e-Islami party in past years. She reaffirmed

her commitment to bringing back all convicted

fugitives, including those responsible for the

assassination of her father, the founding father and

first prime minister of Bangladesh, Sheikh Mujibur

Rahman, to ensure the country's peace, security, and

economic progress.

Bangladesh: Ailing BNP Chairperson

Khaleda Zia ‘intentionally killed’, party

senior leader alleges

(lm) Mirza Abbas, a senior leader of Bangladesh’s main

opposition party BNP has accused the Awami League-

led government of endangering BNP Chairperson

Khaleda Zia's life by denying her advanced medical

treatment abroad. Speaking at a book launch event,

Abbas claimed that Khaleda Zia, a former prime

minister and archrival of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina,

is being "intentionally killed" through deprivation of

necessary care. Abbas emphasized that physicians

have recommended her immediate transfer overseas
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for treatment, as they have lost hope for her recovery

in Bangladesh. [The Daily Star]

Khaleda Zia, currently serving a prison sentence on

corruption charges, has been hospitalized multiple

times due to various health complications, including

arthritis, diabetes, and kidney disease. Her health has

deteriorated significantly over the past few years,

prompting repeated calls from her party for her to

receive medical care abroad. Despite these pleas, the

government has maintained that her treatment in

Bangladesh is adequate, leading to allegations from

the BNP that her health is being deliberately neglected

for political reasons.

Bangladesh: Bail of Nobel laureate Yunus

in labor violation case extended till July 4

(lm) In Bangladesh, a tribunal has extended the bail of

Nobel Laureate Muhammad Yunus and three directors

of Grameen Telecom in a case involving violation of

labor laws. The tribunal has scheduled July 4 for the

hearing of the appeal filed by Yunus and the three

directors against the sentence handed down by a labor

court earlier this year, which sentenced them to six

months' imprisonment and fined them approximately

USD 355 each. [The Daily Star 1]

In January, Yunus and three colleagues from Grameen

Telecom, one of the firms he founded, were accused of

violating labor laws when they failed to create a

workers’ welfare fund in the company. All four deny

the charges. [AiR No. 1, January/2024, 1]

Yunus, who is credited with lifting millions out of

poverty with his pioneering microfinance bank, is

facing more than 100 other charges over labor law

violations and alleged corruption. His allies have

alleged that the charges are part of a campaign by

Bangladeshi authorities to vilify him, after he earned

the enmity of longtime Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina,

who has accused him of “sucking blood” from the poor.

In related developments, Grameen Bank has lodged a

complaint with the Anti-Corruption Commission

against Yunus, accusing him of illegally granting a USD

810,000 loan to a company owned by his family for

printing materials at inflated rates without competitive

bidding. This, they claim, was done in violation of

Grameen Bank's procurement policy and without board

approval. [The Daily Star 2]
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Bangladesh: Supreme Court defers

hearing on review petition challenging

scrapping of 16th constitutional

amendment

(lm) Bangladesh’s Supreme Court has postponed the

hearing on a review petition challenging the High

Court's decision to scrap the 16th amendment to the

constitution. This amendment granted parliament the

authority to remove judges of the top court for

incapacity or misconduct. The hearing, originally

scheduled for May 23, has been rescheduled for July 11

upon the request of the petitioner's counsel, who cited

the need for ample time for the hearing. [The Daily

Star]

The High Court had declared the 16th amendment

unconstitutional in May 2016, citing violations of the

separation of powers and judicial independence

principles. However, the government filed a

comprehensive review petition in December 2017,

outlining 94 grounds for consideration by the court.

But despite the government's appeal, the Appellate

Division upheld the High Court's decision.

Bangladesh: Journalists work in fearful

atmosphere, main opposition BNP says

(lm) BNP Senior Joint Secretary General Ruhul Kabir

Rizvi has alleged that journalists in Bangladesh are

working under a climate of fear and facing numerous

challenges due to the government's enactment of

several repressive laws. Speaking at the Dhaka

Reporters' Unity (DRU) founding anniversary, Rizvi

criticized the Digital Security Act (DSA) and the Cyber

Security Act as being detrimental to press freedom.

[The Daily Star]

Rizvi claimed that these laws were designed to silence

dissent and create a hostile environment for

journalists. He emphasized that despite these

adversities, journalists continue to persevere. He noted

that during his imprisonment, he encountered

students, journalists, and young people who were

incarcerated under the DSA.

Bangladesh: Amnesty International calls on

government to end crackdown on Bawm

community
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(lm) Amnesty International has urged Bangladesh’s

government to halt the crackdown on the Bawm

community and release civilians arrested in connection

with recent bank robberies allegedly involving the

armed group Kuki-Chin National Front (KNF). In a letter

to Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, the human rights

organization expressed concern that the entire Bawm

community is at risk of collective punishment, as

authorities assume they are either part of or

supporters of the KNF. [Amnesty International] [The

Daily Star]

In early April, suspected members of the KNF, an

ethnic insurgent group primarily active in the

Chittagong Hill Tracts region of Bangladesh, robbed

two banks and held a bank manager hostage. In

response, joint operations by the army and police were

conducted, leading to the arrest of more than 50 KNF

members [see AiR No. 15, April/2024, 2].

According to Amnesty International, since April 7, more

than 100 members of the Bawm community, an

indigenous group of the Chittagong Hill Tracts,

individuals have been arbitrarily arrested in the course

of the security operations across the region. Those not

arrested have fled to nearby jungles or are trying to

leave the country.

Bangladesh: Awami League lawmaker

killed by fellow citizens in India; feud over

illegal gold trade likely

(lm) A lawmaker from Bangladesh’s ruling Awami

League, who recently went missing in the Indian city of

Kolkata, is believed to have been murdered by

Bangladeshi men, according to the government. His

body has not been found yet, but three suspects were

arrested in Dhaka, and an Indian taxi driver was

detained in West Bengal state. [The Daily Star]

Azim was suspected to be involved in an illegal gold

business in Kolkata with Bangladeshi-US citizen

Mohammad Akhtaruzzaman, leading to a falling out

between them. Akhtaruzzaman allegedly hired

individuals to kill Azim, who confessed to murdering

him and disposing of his body. Akhtaruzzaman fled to

Nepal, and his brother, the mayor of Kotchandpur

Municipality, claimed they had a good relationship.

Azim's daughter filed an abduction case, seeking

justice for her father. The investigation is ongoing, with

cooperation between Bangladeshi and Indian

authorities.
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Bangladesh: Sub-district vice-chairman

candidate killed in pre-polls clash

(lm) Ahead of the second phase of upazila (sub-district)

elections in Bangladesh, an upazila vice-chairman

candidate, Suman Miah, was killed and seven others

injured in a clash with a rivaling candidate and his

supprters. [The Daily Star]

The clash occurred after assailants in a microbus

opened fire at a rival contender of Miah’s, Abid Hasan

Rubel, and his supporters, who had been campaigning

in the area earlier. Supporters claimed the attackers

were affiliated with Suman Miah, whose posters

adorned the microbus. Later, Rubel's supporters

retaliated, resulting in Suman Miah's death and injuries

to three of his supporters.

Elections to the upazila parishad, the second-smallest

unit in Bangladesh’s local government system, are

being held in four phases. Two phases have so far

been held on May 8 and May 23; two more phases are

scheduled for May 29, and June 5.

Bangladesh: Election Commision cancels

candidacy of sub-district chairman in

Pirojpur

(sg) Bangladesh’s Election Commission (EC) has

cancelled the candidacy of Md Riaz Uddin Ahmed, the

incumbent chairman and main contender for the

Mathbaria sub-district (upazila) parishad election in

Pirojpur, for violating the electoral code of conduct.

[The Daily Star]

Elections to the upazila parishad, the second-smallest

unit in Bangladesh’s local government system, are

being held in four phases. Two phases have so far

been held on May 8 and May 23; two more phases are

scheduled for May 29, and June 5.

Bangladesh: Bank sell USD dollar above

official rate as pressure mounts

(lm) In the midst of a foreign exchange crunch, the

exchange rate for the US dollar in Bangladesh has

soared above USD 1.0015 in most banks, surpassing

the official rate set by the crawling peg system

introduced by the country’s central bank. This situation

reflects a significant decline in forex holdings among

banks, with April's foreign exchange reserves down by
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8.19 percent year-on-year. Currently, reserves stand at

USD 18.42 billion, sufficient to cover over three and a

half months of imports. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Police bust bomb-making

factory

(lm) The Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), Bangladesh’s

elite anti-crime and anti-terrorism unit, discovered a

bomb-making factory in a neighborhood located in the

capital, Dhaka, detaining three individuals and

confiscating 65 crude bombs. [The Daily Star]

According to RAB officials, each bomb had a blast

radius of up to 30 meters and was intended for sale.

The arrested individuals, ages 20-21, were reportedly

promised roughly USD 221 for their work. Authorities

suspect the bombs were tailored for specific orders,

but the exact purpose remains unknown.

Bangladesh: The uncharted potential of

SMEs

(sg) Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have played

a significant role in boosting Bangladesh’s economy,

yet their full potential remains untapped. Despite

global economic slowdowns and geopolitical tensions,

there are over 10 million SMEs in Bangladesh that hold

the promise of substantial economic growth. According

to a Planning Division report, SMEs accounted for

almost 25 percent of the GDP in 2018. These

enterprises produce a wide array of products,

including ornaments, agricultural machinery,

processed agricultural products, jute goods, ceramics,

and many more.

Md Rashedul Karim Munna, managing director of

Creation Private, a leading manufacturer and exporter

of jute products, estimates that Bangladesh has the

potential to become a trillion-dollar economy by 2040.

[The Daily Star]

Recently, the National SME Product Fair concluded

with entrepreneurs selling products worth roughly USD

110,500 and securing orders worth approximately USD

170,000. The fair was jointly organized by the Ministry

of Industries and the SME Foundation at the

Bangabandhu International Conference Centre in

Dhaka. Over 350 SMEs participated, showcasing

products from various sectors such as readymade

garments, jute, handicrafts, leather goods, processed
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foods, light engineering, IT services, jewelry, and

furniture. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: 27.22 square kilometers of

railway land illegally occupied

(lm) A report by Bangladesh Railway (BR) reveals that

27.22 square kilometers of railway land are illegally

occupied by various organizations and individuals. This

report was presented at a meeting of the

parliamentary standing committee on the railway

ministry, which recommended immediate action to

recover the grabbed lands nationwide. A five-member

sub-committee was formed to address the recovery of

railway lands in Narayanganj. [The Daily Star]

The report disclosed that BR owns a total of 250.18

square kilometers of land, of which 122.56 square

kilometers are used for railway operations. To date,

34.27 square kilometers have been recovered from

illegal occupants, and 59.57 square kilometers have

been allocated for various purposes.

Additionally, the parliamentary body suggested

financial penalties and punitive actions against

Shohoz.com, the railway's e-ticketing service provider,

for failing to meet contract conditions. The committee

recommended canceling Shohoz's contract if they do

not comply within the next two months.

Bangladesh: Army can take steps against

its former chief Aziz Ahmed, minister says

(lm) Following a meeting with the executive director of

the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Bangladesh’s

Finance Minister Abul Hassan Mahmood Ali stated that

the army has the authority to take action against its

former chief, Aziz Ahmed, who has been facing

significant corruption allegations and recent sanctions

imposed by the United States. [The Daily Star]

Aziz Ahmed, who served as Chief of Army Staff from

2018 to 2021, was blacklisted by the U.S. Department

of State on May 20 due to his involvement in serious

corruption. This includes interfering in public

processes, helping his brother evade accountability for

criminal activities, improperly awarding military

contracts, and accepting bribes in exchange for

government appointments.

Regarding loan defaulters, Ali emphasized the need to

"catch the debtors," suggesting that strong action was
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necessary. When journalists questioned the feasibility

of this, he referenced action against former police chief

Benazir Ahmed, implying that powerful individuals

could be held accountable. The Anti-Corruption

Commission (ACC) of Bangladesh has launched an

inquiry into allegations that Benazir illegally amassed

wealth. Benazir has denied the allegations, but the

inquiry continues, with potential legal actions pending

based on the findings

When asked about positive economic indicators, the

minister provided a vague response but acknowledged

inflation as a significant challenge. He noted

improvements in foreign reserves and revenue

collection and downplayed concerns about the dollar

exchange rate, citing the effectiveness of the IMF-

recommended crawling peg system.

Bhutan: First session of fourth Parliament

scheduled

(ps) in Bhutan, the first session of the fourth

Parliament will open its summer session on June 9. A

preliminary meeting was held by the National

Assembly on May 20 to review the upcoming agenda.

The Parliament will deliberate on the government’s

proposed Budget Appropriation Bill for fiscal year

2024-25 and the Supplementary Budget Appropriation

Bill for fiscal year 2023-24. The draft 13th Plan will be

presented for endorsement, and following review and

recommendations, a consolidated 13th Plan will be

formed, according to NA Deputy Speaker Sangay

Khandu. [Kuensel]

Additionally, the Parliament will discuss the Air

Services Agreement between the Royal Government of

Bhutan and the State of Kuwait, currently under review

by the NA’s Human Rights and Foreign Relations

Committee. The National Assembly (Amendment) Bill

of Bhutan 2024 will also be discussed, with Khandu

noting the need for urgent amendments to reflect

changes in the work environment and ensure

effectiveness. The Impeachment Procedure Bill of

Bhutan 2024, which applies to holders of constitutional

offices, will be introduced to establish a legal

framework for impeachment proceedings.

The Prime Minister will present a report on the State of

the Nation, including legislative plans and priorities, to

a joint sitting of Parliament. The Public Accounts

Committee will present its review report on the Annual

Audit Report 2022-23 and the Annual Audit Report

2010-22.
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The session is expected to include discussions on five

motions, addressing issues such as the Pay Structure

Reform Act 2022, cluster services of engineering and

accounts, human resource shortages in local

governments, crop and livestock insurance, and water

source management. Concerns about the effectiveness

of clustered engineering and accounting services will

be addressed, with Khandu emphasizing the need for

actual work to be done in individual gewogs.

The Parliament will also tackle the shortage of

engineers, teachers, and health workers in local

governments, an issue raised by the Dzongkhag

Tshogdu. Khandu highlighted the need for a special

insurance system to protect farmers from losses due

to hailstones, floods, pests, and diseases. He also

urged the government to develop robust plans and

strategies for water source management and

protection, rather than relying on one-time small

budgets.

Bhutan: Outdated land records lead to

overpayment of property taxes

(ps) Over 20 property tax refund applications have

been filed in Bhutan due to overpayment caused by

outdated Proportionate Land Rights (PLR) records. This

issue, identified by the Department of Revenue and

Customs (DRC), arose after the implementation of the

new Property Tax System (PTS) in January 2024. Many

flat owners unknowingly paid excess taxes on land due

to a lack of awareness about updating their PLR

information. The new system faced technical glitches

and delays, leading to deadline extensions. Despite

these extensions, thousands of taxpayers still faced

difficulties. While 163,910 taxpayers have paid their

property taxes, 35,890 property owners still need to

complete their payments. [The Bhutanese]

Bhutan: Ambitious vision for green

economic growth and Agri-trade

(ps) Bhutan aims to promote sustainable and green

economic growth through innovative channels of

finance, with a focus on the Agri-trade sector. The

Royal Monetary Authority (RMA) in Bhutan has

identified key challenges in the Agri-finance sector,

including credit risk management, high costs of funds

for financial institutions, and limited access to public

sector climate funds. To address these challenges, the

RMA has initiated key strategies to be delivered by
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2030. These strategies include sustainable macro-

economic policies, market confidence, agency

collaboration, improved capital markets, public

infrastructure, and international collaboration with

access to funding. [Kuensel]

The RMA has prioritized the cottage and small industry

(CSI) sector for primary production, processing,

packaging, marketing, and sales. Under crowd funding

schemes, 16 registered projects have raised funds for

various initiatives. Additionally, the Royal Securities

Exchange of Bhutan Limited (RSEBL) has facilitated

commodities exchanges. The RMA’s roadmap for

economic transformation emphasizes green finance,

including green bonds, risk-sharing instruments, and

impact assessments for financing.

Looking ahead, Bhutan’s foreign direct investment

policy on agriculture has been declared as 100%

equity, making it an attractive and timely investment

opportunity, aiming to attract USD 1.2 billion in FDI by

2029. Technological advancements are being

promoted to modernize agriculture and unlock the

potential of underutilized land. [see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3]

Bhutan: Labor shortage threatens areca

nut transplant season

(ps) The areca nut transplant season is almost finished

in Bhutan, but a severe labor shortage has prevented

many farmers from transplanting the cash crop. In the

past, foreign laborers were allowed to work in the

locality, but due to COVID-19 restrictions, they are no

longer permitted. This shortage of workers, combined

with human-wildlife conflict and rural-urban migration,

could lead to fallow lands in the dzongkhag (district)

where many depend on agriculture. [Kuensel]

Nationally, Bhutan needs 15,000 additional laborers to

address the 22,300 acres of fallow land, primarily

caused by labor shortages. The Chief Agriculture

Officer of the agriculture ministry, Namgay Thinley,

mentioned various initiatives to tackle this issue,

including proposals to import foreign laborers and

promote farm mechanization. However, mechanization

faces challenges due to Bhutan’s geographical terrain.

Bhutan: Upcoming monsoon season

predicted to be hotter and wetter than

usual
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(ps) Bhutan’s National Centre for Hydrology and

Meteorology (NCHM) predicts that the upcoming

monsoon, which stretches from June to September,

could pose a challenge. According to the forecast, both

temperatures and rainfall will be slightly above normal.

This rainfall is expected in the context of a general

warming trend, with both minimum and maximum

temperatures expected to be higher than normal.

[Kuensel]

While slightly above-normal precipitation is a concern

for some sectors, it can be beneficial for agriculture

and hydropower. However, even normal or below

normal rainfall is never common in Bhutan due to its

unique topography and geography, which make the

country prone to natural disasters. The national

climate forecast for last year predicted slightly below

average rainfall, but extreme weather events still

occurred. Bhutan experienced continuous heavy rain,

flash floods, and other weather-related challenges.

India: Voters from eight states and union

territories cast ballots in sixth phase of

parliamentary elections

(lm/ms) On May 25, 2024, voters across eight states

and union territories participated in the sixth phase of

the Lok Sabha elections, with 58 seats at stake. In

Haryana, Jharkhand, Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,

West Bengal, Delhi, and Jammu and Kashmir, voters

engaged in the democratic process, shaping the

political landscape for the next five years.

In Haryana, the electoral arena witnessed fierce

contests, notably in Kurukshetra, Gurgaon, and Karnal.

Industrialist Naveen Jindal's bid for election from

Kurukshetra, after switching allegiance from Congress

to BJP. Meanwhile, former Haryana Chief Minister

Manohar Lal Khattar's electoral battle in Karnal against

Congress's Satpal Brahmachari.

Jharkhand, a state governed by the INDIA alliance led

by the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM), witnessed

contests in four of its 14 constituencies. The INDIA

alliance aimed to consolidate its hold in the region,

presenting a challenge to the BJP's electoral ambitions

of a super majority.

In Odisha, six constituencies were contested, with the

Biju Janata Dal (BJD) aligned with the BJP-led National

Democratic Alliance (NDA) seeking to maintain its

dominance.
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Uttar Pradesh, with 14 of the states 80 constituencies

were up for voting, witnessed significant battles in

Azamgarh and Sultanpur. Azamgarh featured a

competition between the Samajwadi Party's

Dharmendra Yadav and the BJP candidate, while

Sultanpur saw contenders vying for support from the

influential Yadav community.

Bihar, with 8 out of 40 constituencies, experienced

fierce competition in Begusarai and Tamluk. In Tamluk,

Abhijit Gangopadhyay, contesting on a BJP ticket, faced

the ruling Trinamool Congress candidate. Similarly,

West Bengal saw contests in constituencies like Kolkata

North and Kolkata South, where candidates focused on

addressing local issues such as infrastructure

development and employment opportunities. These

contests are poised to significantly influence the

political dynamics of these states and the national

scenario.

The battlegrounds in these states witnessed a

convergence of national and local issues, with

candidates seeking to address a diverse array of

concerns ranging from economic development to

social welfare and identity politics.

Meanwhile, in Delhi, all seven constituencies became

focal points of intense political activity. In Delhi, the

sixth phase saw heightened political tensions,

especially concerning the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) and

its alliance with the Congress. The AAP-Congress

alliance aimed to challenge the Bharatiya Janata Party's

(BJP) dominance in the capital. However, the previous

election campaign was dominated by the arrest of

Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal by the

Enforcement Directorate (ED) on charges of money

laundering, related to the Delhi excise policy 2021-22

[see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3].

His arrest disrupted the AAP's campaign momentum.

Despite the setback, the AAP continued its efforts to

rally support, portraying Kejriwal's arrest as politically

motivated by the BJP to supress them and emphasizing

their commitment to addressing local issues. The

electoral competition in Delhi was fierce across all

seven constituencies, with strategic battles unfolding in

key areas. Notable contests included New Delhi, where

AAP's Somnath Bharti challenged BJP's Bansuri Swaraj,

and Northeast Delhi, where Congress' Kanhaiya Kumar

contested against BJP's Manoj Tiwari.

As polling concluded in the sixth phase only the

seventh and final phase of elections on June 1 remains,

with results expected on June 4. [Al Jazeera] [The

Quint] [The Times of India]
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India: Election Commission issues warning

to BJP and Congress on Model Code of

Conduct violations

(wh) The Election Commission of India has warned

both the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the

main opposition Congress, urging them to instruct

their star campaigners to avoid making divisive

statements. On May 22, the Commission sent separate

letters to BJP President J.P. Nadda and Congress Chief

Mallikarjun Kharge, highlighting the need for

campaigns to follow the Model Code of Conduct and to

respect India's diverse socio-cultural fabric. [Daijiworld]

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in a rally in

Saharanpur, Uttar Pradesh on April 6, launched a

scathing attack on the Congress party. He accused it of

being disconnected from modern India's aspirations,

suggesting that its manifesto was heavily influenced by

historical perspectives akin to those of the Muslim

League during India's freedom movement. Modi's

critique implied that the Congress lacks a clear vision

and does not represent contemporary Indian values.

During an election campaign in Vijayapura on April 26,

Congress leader Rahul Gandhi made a grave

accusation against the BJP. He claimed that the party

threatens to undermine the Indian Constitution if re-

elected. Gandhi pointed out that several BJP leaders

have openly discussed the possibility of abolishing,

altering, or replacing the current Constitution, which

he sees as the root cause of many contemporary

issues. His remarks underscore the potential risk to the

Constitution's future if the BJP returns to power.

India: Reservation to Muslims under OBC

category will be reviewed in Rajasthan,

says BJP minister

(lm) The BJP-led government on India’s Rajasthan state

will review the reservation granted to Muslims under

the Other Backward Castes (OBC) category, announced

Avinash Gehlot, the state's Cabinet Minister for Social

Justice and Empowerment. A high-level committee will

be formed to investigate the matter. [The Indian

Express 1]

Gehlot criticized the Indian National Congress (INC)

party, which governed the state from 2018 to

December 2023, for granting reservation to 14 Muslim

castes between its previous terms in government
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within the period between 1997 and 2013, alleging it

was part of appeasement politics. He asserted that

providing reservation based on religion is

unconstitutional and that the department is verifying

related complaints.

Currently, Rajasthan has a reservation distribution of

64 percent. This includes 21 percent for Other

Backward Classes (OBCs), 16 percent for Scheduled

Castes (SCs), 12 percent for Scheduled Tribes (STs), 10

percent for Economically Weaker Sections, and 5

percent for the Most Backward Classes.

The announcement aligns with the BJP's stance during

the ongoing elections to Parliament’s lower House,

where Prime Minister Narendra Modi criticized the INC

for allegedly reducing reservation for SCs, STs, and

OBCs to benefit Muslims.

Recently, the Calcutta High Court annulled all OBC

certificates issued by the West Bengal government

since 2010, challenging the classification of 37

communities as OBC. This decision stemmed from a

public interest litigation challenging provisions of the

West Bengal Backward Classes (Other than Scheduled

Castes and Scheduled Tribes) (Reservation of Vacancies

in Services and Posts) Act, 2012. In response, Chief

Minister Mamata Banerjee announced plans to appeal

the ruling in the Supreme Court, asserting that OBC

reservations will continue. [The Indian Express 2]

Union Home Minister Amit Shah supported the court's

decision, accusing West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata

Banerjee of misallocating OBC reservations to Muslim

communities without proper surveys. Meanwhile,

Prime Minister Narendra Modi criticized Chief Minister

Banerjee and the opposition, accusing them of

attempting to allocate OBC reservations to Muslims.

Modi claimed that this move reflects an anti-

reservation mindset. He praised the High Court for its

intervention, suggesting that without it, OBC

certificates would have continued to be wrongfully

distributed.

India: Supreme Court refuses to direct

Election Commission to publish booth-

wise voter turnout data

(wh/lm) India’ Supreme Court on May 24 refused to

direct the Election Commission (ECI) to publish booth-

wise voter turnout data and upload copies of Form 17C

on its website within 48 hours of polling, citing that it

cannot intervene in the middle of elections. The

decision came in response to an interim application
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filed by the NGO Association for Democratic Reforms

(ADR) seeking such action. Form 17C contains a record

of votes polled at each station and is traditionally only

made available to candidates and their agents. [The

Indian Express 1]

Prior to the apex court’s decision, the ECI informed the

court that while it does share general information

about how many people voted through press releases

and their Voter Turnout app, the law only requires

them to give the detailed voting data in Form 17C to

authorized representatives of the political candidates,

not to the public.

Highlighting the potential risks, the EC argued that

broad public access to Form 17C could lead to misuse

and manipulation of the data, potentially undermining

public trust in the electoral process. The Commission

mentioned that such disclosure could allow for the

digital alteration of the data, which might incite public

unrest and distrust. [The Indian Express 2]

India: Allegations surface of candidate

house arrest during Ambedkar Nagar

district’s polling

(wh) In India, the main opposition Congress and the

Samajwadi Party (SP) have alleged that Lalji Verma, SP’s

candidate for a parliamentary constituency in Uttar

Pradesh state, has been placed under house arrest by

the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) BJP during the

ongoing sixth phase of elections. SP leader Arvind

Kumar Singh accused the district administration of

influencing the election and called on the Chief

Electoral Officer to ensure fair voting. [The Indian

Express]

India: Special court extends ED remand of

of Jharkhand Minister Alamgir Alam for

three more days

(lm) Jharkhand Minister Alamgir Alam's remand with

INdia’s financial crime investigators, the Enforcement

Directorate (ED), has been extended for three more

days in connection with an alleged money laundering

case. He was taken into custody on May 15 and initially

remanded for six days starting May 17, with

subsequent extensions. The ED sought a further three-

day extension for additional inquiries, focusing on

details regarding immovable properties.
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Alam, also the State Parliamentary Affairs Minister, is

under investigation for alleged irregularities and

bribery in the State rural development department.

The ED's scrutiny intensified after the arrests of his

personal secretary and his domestic help, during which

a raid uncovered over USD 4.3 million in cash

[Business Standard].

India: Supreme Court revokes bail for

alleged Popular Front of India’s members

(wh) On May 22, India’s Supreme Court canceled the

bail of eight alleged members of the banned group

Popular Front of India (PFI). These individuals were

initially granted bail by the Madras High Court but are

currently facing charges under the stringent Unlawful

Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA), 1967, and the Indian

Penal Code. The charges stem from accusations of

conspiring to commit terrorist acts, recruiting

members, and training them in martial arts and

weaponry, among other activities aimed at spreading

extremist ideology. The Supreme Court's decision was

based on the severity of the charges, the fact that the

accused had only served 1.5 years in custody, and the

substantial evidence collected during the investigation.

[The Indian Express]

The PFI is an Islamist organization in India that was

formed in 2006 through the merger of several smaller

Muslim organizations. It describes itself as a socio-

political movement aiming to empower marginalized

communities, particularly Muslims, and advocate for

their rights. However, it has been controversial and has

faced accusations of being involved in extremist

activities. In September 2022, the Indian government

banned the PFI and its affiliates under UAPA for

alleged terrorist activities and promoting enmity

between different groups.

India: Ruling BJP moves Supreme Court

against Calcutta High Court bar on

publishing ads

(wh) India’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has

requested the Supreme Court to urgently intervene

against a Calcutta High Court injunction preventing

them from publishing "derogatory" and "slanderous"

advertisements against the ruling party of West Bengal

state, the All India Trinamool Congress (AITMC), until

June 4, the day parliamentary election results are

announced. The BJP contends that the interim order
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was issued ex parte by a Single Judge Bench without

giving them an opportunity to be heard. [The Hindu]

The BJP also questioned whether a political rival can

secure such an injunction from the High Court during

an election when the Election Commission is already

addressing the issue. They argue that the Election

Commission has the authority to take appropriate

action under the Constitution.

The AITMC had filed complaints regarding

advertisements on several dates in May, leading to the

Election Commission issuing a show-cause notice to

the BJP on May 18, with a response due by May 21.

Despite this, the AITMC approached the High Court on

May 20. The Single Judge passed an interim order

restraining the BJP from publishing the advertisements

until June 4 or further orders. The BJP's appeal against

this order was dismissed by a Division Bench of the

High Court.

India: RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat arrives in

Tripura on five-day visit ahead of election

vote count

(lm) Mohan Bhagwat the chief of the right-wing, Hindu

nationalist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS),

arrived in Tripura on May 23 for a five-day visit. His visit

precedes the counting of votes in the parliamentary

elections, scheduled for June 4, indicating the RSS's

active engagement in the region's political and social

landscape. [The Indian Express]

During his stay, Bhagwat will address a training

program organized for RSS trainees, pracharaks, and

activists from the eight northeastern states. This 20-

day training program, which commenced on May 18,

involves 152 trainees, 30 teachers, and 40 workers. It is

led by U Chakraborty, the RSS Northeast zonal chief.

The program focuses on promoting the RSS’s ideology

of nationalism among the public, including youths and

professionals.

In a previous visit in 2017, during the Left Front rule in

Tripura, Bhagwat urged Hindus to join RSS shakhas,

emphasizing that these were the only places where

one could learn about nation-building and self-

development.

India: Five families that faced bulldozer

justice 2 years ago get USD 36,000 from
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Assam state government

(lm) The government of India’s Assam state has paid

approximately USD 36,000 in compensation to five

families whose homes were demolished by authorities

two years ago after a mob torched a police station in

Nagaon district. [The Indian Express]

The arson occurred on May 21, 2022, following the

death of Safikul Islam, a fish-seller, who died while in

police custody. Following this incident, authorities

demolished the homes of five families allegedly

involved in the arson. At that time, the police claimed

that the demolished homes belonged to people who

had settled there illegally or with forged documents.

The High Court, in a suo motu hearing, had previously

criticized the police for the demolitions without

permission and ordered compensation.

The court has also requested information on actions

taken against the officers responsible for the illegal

demolitions, with the government given four weeks to

report back. In a writ petition response, the current

Nagaon Superintendent of Police stated that the

demolitions were part of search operations for

concealed weapons and narcotics, which initially

yielded no results but later led to the discovery of a

revolver and 6,500 Nitrazepam tablets.

India: Enforcement Directorate makes

fifth arrest in major tax refund fraud case

(wh) In India, financial crime investigators have

arrested a fifth suspect in connection with USD 3.16

million income tax refund fraud and money laundering

case. The main person behind this fraud is a former

tax officer, who misused his job to approve false tax

refund claims. [The Times of India] [The Hindu]

India: National Security Advisor stresses

need for secure borders to accelerate

economic progress

(wh) India’s National Security Adviser Ajit Doval,

speaking at the 21st investiture ceremony of the

Border Security Force (BSF) on May 24, stated that

India's economic development has been significantly

hindered by its undefined borders in the west and

north. He attributed the country’s internal security

challenges, including terrorism, radicalism, and drug

trafficking, to these insecure borders, describing them
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as a "liability" for the nation. Doval emphasized that

India's economic progress could have been more rapid

with more secure borders. [The Hindu]

Doval also remarked on the importance of India’s

growing technological and military capabilities,

including advances in artificial intelligence,

semiconductors, and defense manufacturing. He

highlighted the country’s progress towards self-

reliance, noting that India exported USD 2.5 billion

worth of arms by March 31 due to the Atmanirbhar

Bharat – or "Self-Reliant India" – initiative launched by

Prime Minister Modi in May 2020 to make the country

self-sufficient and reduce its dependency on imports.

[The Indian Express]

Doval also pointed out that national security threats

need to be mitigated to prevent internal instability,

citing Pakistan's split due to internal security failures.

He called for enhanced jointness and interoperability

among central armed police forces (CAPFs), similar to

the ongoing integration in the defense forces, to

improve efficiency and homogeneity in operations.

India: Seven Maoists killed in encounter

with security personnel in Chhattisgarh

state

(lm) Seven Naxalites were killed in an encounter with

security personnel in a forest along the Narayanpur-

Bijapur inter-district border in Chhattisgarh on May 23.

This incident brings the total number of Naxalites killed

in Chhattisgarh this year to 112. [The Indian Express]

Naxalites, also known as Maoists, are members of an

armed revolutionary group that follows the ideology of

Mao Zedong, the founding father of the People's

Republic of China. The Naxalite movement is most

active in the so-called "Red Corridor," which spans

several states in eastern, central, and southern India,

including Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha, Bihar,

Andhra Pradesh, and Maharashtra.

India: Army chief Gen Pande gets one-

month extension

(lm) In India, the government has granted a one-month

extension to Army chief Gen Manoj Pande, just days

before his scheduled retirement on May 31 upon

turning 62 years old. Typically, Service Chiefs retire at
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the age of 62 or after three years of service, whichever

comes first. [ThePrint] [The Hindu]

The decision delays the appointment of Vice Chief Lt

Gen Upendra Dwivedi, who was expected to succeed

him. The last similar extension was given to former

Field Marshal Sam Manekshaw, who received a six-

month extension in 1972, allowing his successor, Gen

G.G. Bewoor, an additional year to prepare.

Speculation suggests the government might be waiting

for the next administration to make the decision.

However, sources indicate that the government is

considering multiple candidates, not just relying on

seniority. Lt Gen Dwivedi, the Vice Chief of Army Staff

and senior-most candidate, and Southern Army

Commander Lt Gen Ajai Kumar Singh are both

contenders, with both retiring on June 30, the day Gen

Pande's extension ends.

Another candidate, Central Army Commander Lt Gen

N.S. Raja Subramani, is also being considered. Lt Gen

Subramani has extensive operational and staff

experience, particularly with a focus on China and

Pakistan.

India: Army partners with Indian Oil

Corporation for hydrogen fuel cell bus

technology

(wh) The Indian Army has partnered with Indian Oil

Corporation Limited (IOCL) to incorporate green and

sustainable transport solutions. A Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU) was signed by Army Chief Gen

Manoj Pande and IOCL Chairman Shrikant Madhav

Vaidya. As part of this collaboration, the Army received

a hydrogen fuel cell bus. [The Times of India]

The Army previously signed an MoU with NTPC

Renewable Energy Ltd for green hydrogen-based

microgrid power plants along the northern borders,

with a pilot project at Chushul.

Maldives: 48 parliamentary candidates

fail to submit financial statements

(hgh) In the Maldives, the Election Commission has

reported that 48 out of 368 candidates from the recent

parliamentary elections failed to submit their financial

statements by the deadline. According to the polls

body, there will be different consequences for those
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who failed to submit at all versus those who submitted

late, with the final decision to be made in a

commission meeting. [Avas]

Failure to submit a financial statement or providing

false information can result in prosecution, with

penalties including a year in jail or a fine of MVR 72,000

(approximately USD 4,680). Previously, five candidates

from last year's presidential election were fined MVR

20,000 (approximately USD 1,300) each for failing to

submit financial statements, and their official agents

were fined MVR 6,000 (approximately USD 390) each.

Maldives: President Muizzu ratifies

landmark Food Safety Act

(hgh) President Muizzu has ratified the Maldives' first

Food Safety Act, a comprehensive legislation that

establishes new standards for food safety and hygiene.

The Act mandates rigorous inspections and

compliance checks and creates a National Food Safety

Authority to oversee its implementation and

coordination across various food production sectors.

[The President’s Office]

The bill was initially introduced to Parliament in 2021

during former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's

administration. It underwent an extensive review

process by the Parliament's Committee of Social Affairs

for three years, making it the longest-studied bill of the

19th Parliament. The bill was finally passed on May 24

during the last sitting of the 19th Parliament, where

the former ruling party, Maldives Democratic Party

(MDP), held the majority.

Maldives: President appoints new

Taxation Commissioner

(hgh) President Muizzu has appointed Hassan Zareer

as the Maldives’ new Commissioner General of

Taxation. The appointment followed Zareer's

resignation as chairperson of the Bank of Maldives to

assume his new role. This position became vacant after

Fathuhulla Jameel resigned in February to contest in

the parliamentary elections. [The Sun]

Maldives: Agriculture ministry launches

grant program to boost sector across

islands
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(hgh) The Ministry of Agriculture has launched a new

grant program to support farmers across several

islands. This initiative, developed in partnership with

the Ministry of Finance, the Small and Medium

Enterprises Development Cooperation (SDFC), and the

International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD),

allocates roughly USD 182,000 in grants. [The Maldives

Journal]

The grant targets farmers, NGOs, small and medium

enterprises, and cooperative societies in 26 islands

across Haa Alifu, Haa Dhaalu, and Shaviyani atoll, as

part of the Maldives Agri-Business Program (MAP)

provinces. The grant program will be implemented in

phases, with the initial phase focusing on production-

related activities such as installing greenhouses and

hydroponic systems to boost agricultural productivity.

Maldives: Local salt production contract

awarded to state-owned enterprise

(lm) In the Maldives, Minister of Economic

Development and Trade, Mohamed Saeed, announced

that the Business Center Corporation, a state-owned

enterprise established in 2017, has been contracted to

initiate local salt production. At a press conference,

Saeed emphasized the need to fully utilize the

country's extensive marine resources. Before starting

production, necessary research will be conducted,

potentially with assistance from the United Nations

Development Programme. [the edition]

Saeed highlighted that the Maldives imports significant

quantities of high-quality salt for its tourism industry

and domestic use, and the aim is to produce these

varieties locally. He assured that the project would be

completed within five years, stressing the importance

of adequate studies to ensure success.

Previous discussions on local salt production occurred

during former President Abdulla Yameen's

administration, but no action was taken at that time.

This initiative aligns with the current administration's

goal to diversify the economy and increase exports,

reducing reliance on a single industry.

Maldives: Government plans to launch

USD 6.5 million loan facility for women

entrepreneurs
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(hgh) Maldivian President Mohamed Muizzu

announced the government's plan to launch a USD 6.5

million loan facility for women entrepreneurs, with 25

percent allocated specifically for women with

disabilities. The announcement was made during the

High-level Closing Ceremony of the SIDS Global

Business Network (GBN) Forum 2024 in Antigua and

Barbuda. [The President's Office]

Maldives: Export ban on endangered sea

cucumbers

(hgh) The government announced a ban on the export

of endangered sea cucumbers as part of its efforts to

protect marine biodiversity. This decision specifically

targets two species of sea cucumbers, Holothuria

fuscogilva and Holothuria nobilis, which have been

included in the Convention on International Trade in

Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora. [South

Asia Monitor]

The ban will be implemented over a one-year period,

during which the export of these species will require a

CITES permit. This measure ensures that the

population of these endangered sea cucumbers is not

further depleted by fishing or collection activities. The

government is committed to sustainable practices to

protect its marine resources.

Nepal: Parties agree on formation of

parliamentary committee to investigate

cooperatives fraud

(ps/lm) In Nepal, the ruling parties and the main

opposition Nepali Congress have agreed to form a

seven-member parliamentary committee to investigate

a significant cooperatives scam involving alleged

embezzlement from multiple credit cooperatives

across the country. [khabarhub]

The committee will comprise two members each from

the main opposition Nepali Congress and the ruling

partner Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist–

Leninist) (CPN-UML), and one member each from the

ruling Maoist Center, the ruling partner Rastriya

Swatantra Party (RSP), and the opposition Rastriya

Prajatantra Party (RPP). The investigation is set to be

completed within three months.

Notably, the parties have agreed to exclude Deputy

Prime Minister and Home Minister Rabi Lamichhane,
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who is also the chair of the RSP, from being directly

mentioned in the TOR. Instead, the investigation will

focus on three cooperatives in Chitwan, Kaski, and

Butwal that are linked to Lamichhane. [The Kathmandu

Post 1]

The Nepali Congress, the largest party in Parliament’s

lower house, has been obstructing parliamentary

proceedings for months, insisting on an investigation

into Lamichhane's role. They allege that as then-

managing director of Gorkha Media Network,

Lamichhane misappropriated funds from four

different cooperatives, necessitating a thorough and

transparent parliamentary investigation. [The

Kathmandu Post 2]

Conversely, the ruling parties, including CPN-UML and

RSP, have resisted forming a person-centric

committee, arguing that it would set a bad precedent.

The situation is further complicated by ongoing

accusations and counter-accusations among political

leaders, which have added to the tension and

legislative gridlock. Lamichhane has accused Nepali

Congress leaders of corruption and misconduct,

charges that the Nepali Congress demands be

addressed. Against this backdrop, the party on May 26

held a protest in the capital, Kathmandu, demanding

action against individuals involved in the misuse of

cooperative funds. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Additionally, the Supreme Court on May 22 directed its

administration to register a writ petition demanding

the suspension of Lamichhane from his position, after

initially refusing to do so. The petition also seeks to

annul a letter from the Office of the Attorney General

(OAG) issued on May 7 that stated Lamichhane has no

cases against him related to cooperative fraud. A

hearing is scheduled for May 29. [The Kathmandu Post

4]

Nepal: Police seek action against 35

individuals including lawmaker over

cooperative fund misuse

(ps) In Nepal, police have recommended charges

against 35 individuals, including a lawmaker from the

Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), for embezzling funds

from a local cooperative in the Gandaki province. The

police report, submitted to the District Attorney’s

Office, alleges that over USD 1.25 million was

embezzled from depositors' savings. [Nepal News] [My

Republica]
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Among those implicated are Gita Basnet, a member of

the House of Representatives from RPP, her brother-

in-law, the cooperative’s manager, and the cooperative

chairperson. Currently, 10 of the defendants are in

police custody, while 25 others, including lawmaker

Basnet, are at large and being actively sought by the

police. The investigation revealed that Yogendra

Pandey, who served as the cooperative’s chairperson

for seven years, orchestrated the embezzlement by

issuing loans to close associates without collateral.

Nepal: Supreme Court removes Gandaki

Chief Minister Adhikari

(lm) Nepal’s Supreme Court on May 27 removed

Gandaki Chief Minister Khagaraj Adhikari from office,

declaring the vote of confidence he secured earlier this

month as unconstitutional. The court determined that

the 30 votes Adhikari received were insufficient, as 31

votes are needed for a majority in the 60-member

assembly. The court ordered the appointment of

Surendraraj Pandey, the opposition Nepali Congress

provincial assembly leader, as the new chief minister

within 48 hours. [The Kathmandu Post]

This decision followed a mandamus order based on a

constitutional provision, which states that the

parliamentary party leader of the party with the

highest number of assembly members should be

appointed chief minister if the current chief minister,

supported by multiple parties, fails to secure a trust

vote within 30 days.

Pandey had challenged Adhikari's vote of confidence in

the provincial assembly and requested the Supreme

Court to appoint him as chief minister. During the vote,

the Speaker of the Gandaki provincial assembly,

Krishna Prasad Dhital, declared that Adhikari had won

the trust vote, despite opposition protests. The

Speaker's declaration, based on a recent Supreme

Court ruling, led to controversy over the majority in the

provincial assembly, as Adhikari had only 30 votes in

his favor.

Nepal: Rastriya Prajatantra Party directs

lawmaker to appear in court

(lm) The Rastriya Prajatantra Party (RPP), a right-wing

political party that advocates for the re-establishment

of the monarchy and supports Hindu nationalism, has

instructed lawmaker Gita Basnet to appear in court
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after an arrest warrant was issued against her for

allegedly misusing around USD 75,000 from a

cooperative fund. Basnet, who has been absconding, is

accused of investing these funds in a resort in Bardiya.

[The Kathmandu Post]

The Nawalparasi District Police issued the arrest

warrant against Basnet nearly a month ago, but she

has been out of contact since then. In light of this, RPP

Chairman Rajendra Lingden directed Basnet to comply

with the law and appear in court, following a decision

by the party’s central committee. Lingden also urged

party members to cooperate with investigations into

cooperative scams nationwide.

Nepal: Chair of country’s largest media

group arrested after publication of report

alleging fraud

(lm) On May 21, Kailash Sirohiya, chair of Nepal’s

largest media group, Kantipur Media Group (KMG), was

arrested. This arrest, for alleged citizenship

irregularities, followed KMG's publication of reports

accusing Deputy Prime Minister and Home Minister

Rabi Lamichhane of misappropriating cooperative

funds during his tenure as managing director of

Gorkha Media Network.

On May 27, a district court extended the remand of

Sirohiya by three days for further investigation,

following a a previous three-day remand. Sirohiya is

currently receiving treatment for heart-related issues

at Janakpur's Kavya Hospital. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Legal experts highlight that the charges against

Sirohiya include obtaining a citizenship certificate with

a number already issued to anotherl individual and

discrepancies in his citizenship application documents.

They emphasize that these issues are administrative

flaws, which do not warrant criminal prosecution.

Additionally, there was no risk of Sirohiya tampering

with evidence or fleeing, making his arrest

unnecessary. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

The arrest has drawn widespread condemnation from

national and international media and human rights

organizations, including the Committee to Protect

Journalists, the International Federation of Journalists,

Reporters Without Borders, and the Society of

Professional Journalists, who have described the

government's actions as retaliatory. [Committee to

Protect Journalists] [The Kathmandu Post 1]
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Nepal: District court judge convicted of

rape

(lm) A district court in Nepal’s capital Kathmandu has

convicted Judge Bhuwan Giri of rape. Giri had

previously been released on bail, but the Supreme

Court invalidated this and ordered his judicial custody.

He was arrested in April 2023 and sent to prison for

investigation. His wife, Aarati Rawal, had begun a fast-

unto-death protest, claiming inaction despite the

court's order, leading to Giri's surrender in April 2024.

Rawal accused him of domestic violence and sexual

exploitation. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Activist resumes fast-to-death

protest for disability rights agreement

implementation

(lm) In Nepal’s capital Kathmandu, an activist is on a

fast-to-death protest for the second time, demanding

the government implement an agreement from March.

The protester, Deepak Bhandari, who is severely

disabled and requires assistance for daily activities,

began his protest on March 19, calling for the

implementation of personal assistant services for

individuals with profound disabilities, as mandated by

The Act Relating to Rights of Persons with Disabilities,

2074 (2017).

After eight days of fasting, an agreement was reached

with the Ministry of Women, Children, and Senior

Citizens (MWCSC) on March 27 to draft a report on

sustainable caregiving services and to start providing

personal assistance to at least eleven individuals by

April 13.

A five-member committee, including Bhandari and

other disability rights activists, was formed and

submitted the draft report on April 11. However, the

agreement was not implemented, leading Bhandari to

resume his fast on April 30.

In response, the Agreement Implementation Struggle

Committee 2081 was formed to pressure the

government through peaceful protests. On May 15,

around 500 individuals with disabilities protested, but

police used force, resulting in 20 arrests and several

injuries. Another peaceful rally on May 20 drew 200

participants.
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Nepal: Dengue cases found in 57 districts

(lm) With the onset of rainfall, dengue cases are rising,

with 904 infections reported across 57 districts. Last

year, 51,143 people were affected by dengue across 77

districts. [The Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Consumer Court is priority of

government, minister says

(lm) In Nepal, Industry, Commerce and Supplies

Minister Damodar Bhandari has prioritized the

establishment of a consumer court in the coming fiscal

year. [The Himalayan Times]

This announcement came as he received a

memorandum from the Consumer Rights Protection

and Good Governance Department of the Communist

Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist–Leninist), member of

the ruling coalition government. The memorandum

included a 15-point demand, emphasizing the need for

a consumer court to ensure speedy justice for

consumers. The demands also included creating a

consumer-friendly mechanism, eliminating

inappropriate middlemen practices, controlling

misleading advertisements, preventing fraud in prices

and measurements, and implementing an effective

monitoring system.

Nepal: Prime Minister Dahal champions

Lumbini as global hub for peace and

spiritual tourism

(ps) Nepal’s Prime Minister Dahal emphasized the

government's dedication to making Lumbini – a sacred

pilgrimage site traditionally recognized as the

birthplace of Siddhartha Gautama, who later became

known as the Buddha – a leading destination for world

peace and spiritual tourism during the 2568th Buddha

Jayanti and Lumbini Day celebration. He highlighted

the ongoing Greater Lumbini Development Project,

which aims to attract global Buddhists and boost

Nepal's religious tourism sector. This project was

recently presented at Nepal’s third investment summit

to attract international investments. [My Republica]

Dahal described Lumbini as a potential "birthing

center" for Buddhists worldwide and a symbol of

peace, unity, and harmony. He mentioned the

government's efforts in archaeological explorations
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and developing related sites like Kapilvastu, Devdaha,

and Ramgrama with international support.

Additionally, the Prime Minister announced plans to

host the Third World Buddhist Summit, following the

success of the 2004 summit, to promote Buddhist

philosophy and education through Lumbini Buddhist

University.

Nepal: Public debt reaching USD 17.85

billion

(ps) Nepal has accumulated more than USD 436.50

million in public debt during the first quarter of Fiscal

Year (FY) 2023/24, bringing the total debt to USD 17.85

billion by mid-November. In mid-July, this amount was

USD 17.32 billion, but it climbed. According to the

Public Debt Management Office (PDMO), Nepal has

USD 8.93 billion in outstanding domestic debt and USD

8.86 billion in outstanding external debt. During the

first four months of the current fiscal year, the

government paid USD 122.38 million in interest on its

external debt and USD 495.02 million on its internal

debt. Notably, during this time, government capital

spending was almost three times lower than the

amount spent on principal and interest payments on

public debt. [My Republica]

Nepal: Border outpost set up at Samdo in

Gorkha province

(lm) In Nepal, The Armed Police Force (APF) has

established a border outpost in Samdo, Samagaun,

Gorkha. Approved by the Ministry of Home Affairs a

year ago, this outpost is situated at an altitude of 3,875

meters above sea level and is located 15 kilometers

from Ruila along the Nepal-China border. [The

Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Home Ministry announces

formation of disaster response task force

ahead of monsoon season

(ps) The Home Ministry of Nepal has decided to form a

task force for disaster protection during the monsoon

season. The task force will be responsible for providing

relief and conducting rescue operations in case of

disasters. The government wants the task force to be

ready to act immediately in case of disasters. The task
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force will be responsible for developing a

comprehensive plan for disaster preparedness,

mitigation, and response. Natural catastrophes

including earthquakes, landslides, and floods are

common in Nepal. Since the monsoon season brings

significant rains that can cause landslides and floods, it

is an especially dangerous time of year. [My Republica]

Pakistan: Ruling coalition core parties

invite main opposition PTI to ‘meaningful’

talks

(ss) In Pakistan, the two core members of the ruling

coalition, the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N)

and the Pakistan Peoples Party (PPP), has extended an

invitation to the main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-

Insaf (PTI) of jailed ex-prime minister Imran Khan to

abandon its street protests and engage in meaningful

dialogue with the government. Senate Chairman

Yousuf Raza Gilani and Planning Minister Ahsan Iqbal

emphasized the government’s openness to

negotiations, but stressed that PTI must decide with

whom they wish to negotiate. [The Express Tribute]

The offer for talks by PML-N and the PPP to Khan’s PTI

comes in a context of heightened political instability

and economic challenges in Pakistan. Since Khan's

ouster as Prime Minister in April 2022 through a

parliamentary vote of no confidence, the has engaged

in ongoing street protests against the government,

leading to significant civil unrest. Notably, the May 9

incidents where PTI supporters attacked military

installations in 2023 marked an unprecedented

escalation in violence, causing alarm among the

political and military establishments.

Pakistan: Ex-premier Nawaz Sharif set to

retake ruling party presidency after six

years

(lm) At the time of writing, Pakistan’s ruling Pakistan

Muslim League-N (PML-N) was set to hold an election

for its presidency on May 28 in Lahore, with three-time

former prime minister Nawaz Sharif expected to

resume the position after six years. Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif, Nawaz’s younger brother, resigned as

PML-N president earlier this month, expressing that it

was time for Shebaz to "resume his rightful place" as

the party leader. [Arab News]
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Nawaz Sharif, who founded the PML-N in 1993,

stepped down as president in 2018 after the Supreme

Court's ruling under Articles 62 and 63 of the

constitution disqualified him from holding the position.

Prior to this, Sharif was disqualified as prime minister

in July 2017 and subsequently faced legal challenges

related to corruption charges, for which he was

sentenced to prison. He has since been acquitted of

these charges, which he claimed were politically

motivated.

After his disqualification, Shehbaz Sharif temporarily

took over the party's leadership until Nawaz Sharif was

exonerated. Nawaz Sharif, who went into exile in

London in 2019 for medical treatment, returned to

Pakistan in October last year. He managed party affairs

from London while Imran Khan served as prime

minister until his ousting in April 2022. Shehbaz Sharif

then became prime minister, ruling through a fragile

coalition, and now steps down to allow his brother to

lead the PML-N once again.

Pakistan: Punjab state government

approves registration of new cases

against Imran Khan

(lm) The government of Pakistan’s Punjab province has

approved the registration of new cases against former

Prime Minister Imran Khan and members of his party,

Pakistan Tehreek-i-Insaf (PTI), for allegedly inciting hate

against state institutions, especially the Pakistan Army.

Khan, who has been in jail since August last year, faces

nearly 200 charges since his ouster in April 2022.

[FirstPost]

Punjab Information Minister Azma Bokhari accused

Khan of attempting to emulate Sheikh Mujibur

Rahman, who led Bangladesh’s independence

movement against Pakistan and became its first Prime

Minister in 1971. Bokhari also claimed that individuals

visiting Khan in Adiala Jail, Rawalpindi, are involved in

spreading anti-state sentiments.

The government plans to prosecute Khan and his

associates over an article he wrote in The Telegraph,

where Khan accused the military establishment, under

Army Chief Gen Asim Munir, of trying to eliminate his

party from the political landscape. Despite these

efforts, Khan highlighted that the general elections on

February 8, 2024, showed significant support for PTI

candidates, even when they ran as independents.

Khan argued that the military’s actions have been met

with democratic resistance from the populace and a
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rejection of the state's narrative, especially after PTI

supporters were accused of attacking military

installations on May 9, 2023. He emphasized the need

to restore the constitutional functioning of state

institutions.

Pakistan: Jailed ex-premier Khan requests

personal appearance, live streaming of

hearing

(ss) Pakistan’s imprisoned former prime minister Imran

Khan has requested to personally appear and have live

streaming of the Supreme Court proceedings

regarding his petition to overturn amendments to the

National Accountability Ordinance (NAO). Earlier this

month, Khan appeared before the Supreme Court via

video link but did not have the opportunity to speak

[see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3]. [Daily Pakistan]

The case pertains to amendments made to Pakistan's

National Accountability Ordinance (NAO) 1999, which

significantly curtailed the powers of the National

Accountability Bureau (NAB), the country's primary

anticorruption agency. The changes in law, introduced

by the government following Imran Khan's ousting as

Prime Minister in April 2022, imposed restrictions on

the NAB's investigative and prosecutorial authority.

These alterations resulted in the withdrawal of

numerous corruption-related cases from NAB courts,

involving high-profile figures such as Prime Minister

Shehbaz Sharif, President Asif Ali Zardari, and former

Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani, among others.

Imran Khan, along with his PTI party, opposed these

amendments, alleging that they facilitated corruption

and protected influential individuals. Khan filed a

petition in the Supreme Court challenging the

amendments, seeking their annulment.

Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province

unveils USD 6.3 billion budget ahead of

federal government

(lm) For the first time, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)

province in Pakistan unveiled its budget of USD 6.3

billion ahead of the federal government. The move,

justified by provincial autonomy, marks a departure

from the traditional sequence of budget presentations.

KP's finance minister cited the 18th amendment,

emphasizing the province's governance autonomy.

Critics, however, argue that this action could deepen
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the trust deficit between provincial and federal

authorities. [Arab News]

The budget prioritizes development expenditures,

allocating USD 1.49 billion for this purpose. The finance

minister criticized the federal government for not

providing KP's due share in revenue, resulting in a

deficit of USD 499.08 million.

KP province is currently governed by the Pakistan

Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party of former prime minister

Imran Khan. The Chief Minister is Ali Amin Gandapur, a

loyal supporter a key member of Khan’s political team,

who assumed office on March 2. Gandapur was

elected with significant support from the provincial

assembly, securing 90 votes against his opponent from

the Pakistan Muslim League (N) of incumbent prime

minister Shebaz Sharif. This election came after PTI

candidates secured a majority in the February 2024

general elections in the province.

Pakistan: Court summons intelligence

officials over alleged abduction of

Kashmiri poet

(lm) A Pakistani court has summoned senior officials

from the country's intelligence agencies, along with top

defense and interior ministry officials, in a case

concerning the disappearance of Kashmiri poet Ahmad

Farhad. The poet was allegedly abducted from his

Islamabad residence, prompting his family to accuse

the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) of involvement due

to his critical social media posts about the army. The

Islamabad High Court (IHC) has directed the authorities

to produce the missing poet, warning of further

summons if they fail to do so. [Arab News]

Justice Mohsin Akhtar Kayani has criticized the conduct

of the intelligence agencies, which have frequently

faced allegations of illegal activities such as detention,

blackmailing, and harassment. The court has

demanded accountability within these agencies and

asked for details of any actions taken against officials

found guilty of such misconduct in the past year. The

hearing is deferred until May 29, with instructions to

submit a report if Farhad is found before then. Justice

Kayani also ordered the Islamabad Police to record the

ISI sector commander's statement in the case,

questioning the immunity granted to intelligence

officers and calling for an end to such practices.
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Pakistan: Alleged blasphemy triggers

violent Muslim mob attack on Christians

(lm) In Pakistan’s Punjab province, a violent mob of

hundreds of Muslims attacked a Christian settlement

over blasphemy allegations, injuring several people.

The mob ransacked and burned the house and

shoemaking factory of a 70-year-old Christian man

accused of desecrating the Quran, severely beating

him in the process. [Voice of America]

Police responded promptly, rescuing at least 10

Christians and dispersing the crowd, though 10

security personnel were also injured in clashes.

Authorities have detained up to 20 suspects and

promised further arrests as the investigation

continues.

Violent mob attacks against religious minorities are not

uncommon in Pakistan, where blasphemy allegations

often lead to violence. Blasphemy laws, which can

punish insults to Islam with death, are criticized for

being misused to settle personal scores. The U.S. State

Department's annual human rights report notes that

religious minorities are disproportionately affected by

these laws, with many suspects languishing in jail for

years due to external pressures on judges.

Pakistan: Two journalists killed in three

days

(lm) On May 21, digital journalist Kamran Dawar was

fatally shot in North Waziristan, and on May 24, Sindh

journalist Nasrullah Gadani died from injuries

sustained in a May 21 attack. The International

Federation of Journalists (IFJ) and the Pakistan Federal

Union of Journalists (PFUJ) condemned the killings and

urged immediate, transparent investigations.

[International Federation of Journalists]

Pakistan: PTI senior leader injured in

attack outside private news channel

office

(ss) Raoof Hassan, a senior leader of Pakistan’s main

opposition party, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI),

was injured in an attack outside a private news channel

office in Islamabad. The attack, carried out by a group

of transgender individuals wielding a sharp blade, left

Hassan with a facial gash. The motive behind the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-qu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-al/


attack remains unclear, prompting PTI to demand a full

inquiry into the incident. [Arab News 1]

Imran Khan, PTI founder and a former prime minister

who has been in prison since August last year,

condemned expressed his frustration, saying,

"ENOUGH IS ENOUGH NOW!!" and instructed PTI's

leadership, members, and supporters to wait for his

call for street protest. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Progress towards agreement

with IMF on Extended Fund Facility

(ss) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and

Pakistan have made significant progress toward a staff-

level agreement for an extended fund facility, following

the completion of Pakistan's short-term USD 3 billion

program. This new loan program is essential to

support Pakistan's economic reforms and to avoid a

sovereign debt default. [Arab News] [IMF]

An IMF team concluded in-person discussions with

Pakistani authorities on May 23, and policy discussions

will continue virtually. The IMF is working to finalize the

agreement, which will include financial support from

both the IMF and Pakistan’s bilateral and multilateral

partners. Pakistan is expected to seek at least USD 6

billion under the new IMF program, along with

additional financing from the IMF’s Resilience and

Sustainability Trust.

The IMF's positive comments contributed to a

significant rise in Pakistan's benchmark share index,

the KSE 100, which reached a record high. Additionally,

the UAE's recent commitment to invest USD 10 billion

in Pakistan's economic sectors has bolstered market

confidence. [see separate article in this edition]

Pakistan: Army captain, soldier killed in

gunbattle with militants in Khyber

Pakhtunkhwa province

(ss) A shootout in Peshawar district in Pakistan’s

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province on May 26 resulted in

the deaths of a Pakistan Army captain, a soldier, and

five militants. The gunbattle occurred during an

intelligence-based operation in the Hassan Khel area,

targeting reported "terrorists." [Arab News]

The incident comes amid a surge in attacks by the

Pakistani Taliban (TTP) in the western regions
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bordering Afghanistan, following the breakdown of a

truce between the state and the TTP in November

2022. The TTP, which aims to impose a strict version of

Islam, has been responsible for numerous deadly

attacks since 2007. Relations between Islamabad and

Kabul have been strained, with Pakistan accusing the

Afghan Taliban of sheltering TTP militants, a claim

denied by Kabul.

Sri Lanka: Upcoming Presidential

Elections and Political Maneuvering

(hgh) As Sri Lanka gears up for the upcoming

presidential elections, the political scene is becoming

increasingly active. The Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna

(SLPP) is preparing for a major rally in Anuradhapura

on May 26, followed by 36,000 grassroots meetings to

mobilize its base. Although the SLPP has not officially

declared a candidate, there is speculation that they

may support President Ranil Wickremesinghe.

Discussions between SLPP founder Basil Rajapaksa

and the President are ongoing.

Meanwhile, minority parties are carefully considering

their positions. The Sri Lanka Muslim Congress (SLMC)

and the Tamil Progressive Alliance (TPA) are currently

assessing the political situation and have not yet

decided on their support. The Ilankai Tamil Arashu

Katchchi (ITAK) has resolved to wait until the election is

officially declared before making a decision, while the

Democratic Tamil National Alliance (DTNA) is

considering fielding a Tamil candidate. [Daily Mirror 1]

In separate but related developments, the National

People’s Power (NPP) has refuted claims that a Janatha

Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) member joined the Samagi

Jana Balawegaya (SJB). NPP leader Anura Kumara

Dissanayake clarified that the individual in question,

Hitihamilage Saman Kumara, is actually a member of

the Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP), not the JVP. [Daily

Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Presidential elections first,

parliamentary polls later, President

Wickremesinghe confirms

(lm) Sri Lanka’s President Ranil Wickremesinghe

announced on May 22 his intention to hold the

presidential election this year, ahead of the

parliamentary election. During a Cabinet meeting, he

confirmed that financial allocations have been
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specifically set aside for the presidential poll. Despite

rumors suggesting that a general election might come

first, Wickremesinghe emphasized that the presidential

election will take precedence. [The Indian Express]

Earlier this month, the Elections Commission indicated

that the presidential election would take place

between September 17 and October 16. According to

the Election Act, the presidential election is mandated

to occur before the parliamentary election, which is

not scheduled until August 2025.

The ruling Sri Lanka People's Front (SLPP) had pushed

for a parliamentary election first. Wickremesinghe,

who succeeded Gotabaya Rajapaksa after he was

ousted during protests in 2022, has not yet announced

his candidacy. Meanwhile, opposition leaders Sajith

Premadasa and Anura Kumara Dissanayake have

declared their intentions to run.

Sri Lanka: New political movement joining

nationalist, left forces launched

(hgh) In Sri Lanka, several political parties and civil

organizations, have formed a new political movement

named “Sarvajana Balaya”, which roughly translates

into to "Power of the People" or "Strength of the

Masses". It is worth noting that the movement’s

constituent members include political parties that

promote Sri Lankan heritage and national unity, on the

one hand, as well as traditional left forces that

emphasizes social justice and workers’ rights,

indicating a collective effort to consolidate nationalist

and leftist forces in Sri Lanka. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Stalemate in appointment of

judges to Supreme Court continues

(lm) In Sri Lanka, five vacancies in the Court of Appeal

and two in the Supreme Court remain unfilled due to a

legal case concerning President Ranil

Wickremesinghe's nomination process. The Supreme

Court has issued an interim order preventing the

President from nominating judges to the Supreme

Court, except for the Chief Justice. This order is

effective until October 4, 2024. Speaker Mahinda Yapa

Abeywardena, who chairs the Constitutional Council,

stated that his office cannot take any action until the

President makes recommendations, as they can only

consider nominations from the President. [Daily

Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Economic Transformation Bill

presented to Parliament

(hgh) In Sri Lanka, the government has introduced the

Economic Transformation Bill to Parliament aimed at

restructuring debt and stabilizing the economy by

2032. It establishes legal frameworks for restructuring

government debt and sets a target to reduce public

debt to 95 percent of GDP within this period.

Additionally, the bill seeks to limit the government's

gross financing needs to 13 percent of GDP by 2032.

[Daily FT]

The bill outlines plans to transform Sri Lanka into a

competitive, export-oriented digital economy, focusing

on deep structural changes to boost competitiveness,

integrate with the global economy, and achieve stable

macroeconomic balances and sustainable debt. The

finance minister will have the authority to declare

economic zones, which could be single or multi-sector,

including industries like IT, high-tech agriculture,

tourism, and business services.

Additionally, the bill proposes the creation of an

economic commission, headquartered in Sri Lanka

with branches overseas. This commission will include

key government officials and six members appointed

by the President, tasked with creating a robust

investment climate, evaluating economic zones,

promoting ease of business for investors, and

recommending investment incentives. The existing

Board of Investment will be abolished under this new

legislation.

Sri Lanka: Cabinet approves minimum

salary increase, plantation sector wage

hike

(hgh) The Sri Lankan Cabinet has approved an increase

in the national minimum salary by LKR 5,000

(approximately USD 16.50), raising it from LKR 12,500

to LKR 17,500 (approximately USD 57.75). To

implement this change, the Employees’ National

Minimum Wages Act (No. 3 of 2016) will be revised,

increasing the daily minimum salary from LKR 500

(approximately USD 1.65) to LKR 700 (approximately

USD 2.31).

Additionally, the Minister of Labour and Foreign

Employment has approved a wage increase for

workers in the plantation sector. The new wage, set at
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LKR 1700 (approximately USD 5.61), represents a 70

percent increase from the previous LKR 1,000

(approximately USD 3.30) living wage and to both the

Tea Growing and Manufacturing Trade and the Rubber

Cultivation and Raw Rubber Processing Trade.[Daily

Mirror]

These increases aim to support workers amid the

ongoing economic recovery following the country's

financial crisis and are part of broader efforts to

stabilize the economy with assistance from the

International Monetary Fund. The adjustments are

intended to help workers cope with the rising cost of

living, which has been exacerbated by multiple energy

price increases and a sales tax hike earlier in the year.

[Newsfirst]

However, while this is intended to improve the

livelihoods of workers, it poses a substantial financial

burden on tea producers, potentially leading to

increased production costs and reduced

competitiveness in the global market. [CNA]

Sri Lanka: Nearly USD 15 million to be

imposed on 13 leading jewelers for gold

smuggling

(lm) Sri Lanka Customs have conducted raids on 13

prominent jewelry-making institutions, seizing a

substantial quantity of gold smuggled into the country.

The authorities plan to impose a fine of approximately

USD 14.85 million on those involved.

Reports indicate that several leading jewelry business

operators have been illegally importing gold from India

for an extended period, evading taxes and depriving

the government of revenue. There are allegations of

some customs officials being complicit in undervaluing

the seized gold for corrupt purposes. The gold is

believed to have been smuggled by boat from India,

with payments made through illegal methods.

Sri Lanka: Court Suspends Minimum Room

Rate for Hotels

(hgh) The Court of Appeal in Sri Lanka issued interim

orders suspending the enforcement of the Minimum

Room Rate (MRR) for hotels in Colombo. This decision

follows petitions filed by hotel operators challenging

the regulation, which they argue adversely impacts

their competitiveness. [sundaytimes]
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This could provide immediate relief to hotel operators,

allowing them to set competitive prices and attract

more tourists. This move may enhance the tourism

sector's recovery post-pandemic by increasing hotel

occupancy rates and overall visitor numbers.

Sri Lanka: Government considers

reclaiming loss-making plantation

companies

(hgh) The Sri Lankan government is considering

reclaiming 22 loss-making plantation companies. This

move is under consideration because some companies

are struggling to pay the daily wages of their

employees. If they continue to operate at a loss, the

leases might be terminated, and the companies

handed over to new owners. [Colombo Gazette]

Recently, plantation companies expressed concerns

over the announcement of roughly USD 5.61 minimum

daily wage by President Ranil Wickremesinghe during a

May Day rally, stating that no final decision had been

made. The Planters’ Association of Ceylon clarified that

the effective date and the exact amount of the wage

increase have not yet been determined, despite the

widespread media coverage following the

announcement.

Sri Lanka: Southern Province governor

claims to know truth behind journalist’s

assassination 15 years ago

(lm) Lakshman Yapa Abeywardena, the governor of Sri

Lanka’s Southern Province, has claimed he knows the

truth behind the assassination of journalist Lasantha

Wickrematunge but will not disclose it at this time.

Wickrematunge, a prominent journalist and the editor-

in-chief of the Sunday Leader newspaper, died shortly

after he was brutally attacked while driving to work on

January 8, 2009. The investigation into the murder was

marred by allegations of misconduct, lack of progress,

and accusations of a cover-up. Additionally, there were

widespread allegations that the government at the

time, led by President Mahinda Rajapaksa, was

involved in or had knowledge of the assassination,

given Wickrematunge’s critical stance against it. The

former government denied these allegations.

Speaking to the media, Abeywardena recalled being

the government media spokesman at the time and
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breaking the news to then-President Rajapaksa. He

stated that he believed neither the former president

nor the government was involved in the assassination.

[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: 278 prison inmates receive

presidential pardon on Vesak Day

(hgh) 278 prisoners were released in Sri Lanka under

presidential pardons on the occasion of Vesak Poya,

the most significant Buddhist festival celebrated in Sri

Lanka and other countries with large Buddhist

populations.

Notably, however, the pardons did not include Ven.

Galagodaaththe Gnanasara Thero, the general

secretary of Bodu Bala Sena (BBS), a hardline Buddhist

nationalist organization in Sri Lanka, known for its

controversial and aggressive stance on protecting

Sinhalese Buddhist culture and heritage. Thero is

currently serving a four-year rigorous imprisonment

sentence for defamatory comments made against

Islam in late 2016. [Daily Mirror 1]

The government decided not to pardon Thero, despite

appeals from the Chief Prelates of the Malwathu,

Asgiri, Ramanna Nikaya, and the Amarapura Maha

Sangha Sabha - senior monks who hold high positions

within Sri Lanka's main Buddhist monastic orders.

[Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Prisons at 265 percent

overcapacity

(lm) In Sri Lanka, the prison system is operating at 265

percent overcapacity, with approximately 27,562

inmates currently detained. This severe overcrowding

is causing medical issues for inmates and increasing

levels of stress and idleness. Prison data indicates that

the inmate population and overcrowding rate have

been rising rapidly since 2021. A significant factor

behind this overcrowding is the growth of the remand

population, with many inmates detained for narcotic

drug-related offenses. [Daily Mirror 1]

In related but separate developments, two incidents

led to the arrest of five suspects involved in a drug

racket. The suspects used a scheme where young men

committed minor offenses to get short-term

imprisonment and smuggle drugs into prison by hiding

them on their person. Under interrogation, the
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suspects revealed they agreed to commit these

offenses in exchange for a significant sum of money

upon their release. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court summons

former president Rajapaksa over

presidential pardon to soldier

(lm) Sri Lanka's Supreme Court recently issued a

summons to former president Gotabaya Rajapaksa

regarding his 2020 presidential pardon of Sunil

Ratnayake. Ratnayake, a soldier, was convicted for the

2000 murder of eight ethnic Tamils, including a child, in

Mirusuvil, in the northern Jaffna district during the civil

war between the government and the Liberation Tigers

of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). [The Week]

Rajapaksa, who was ousted from office in mid-2022

following a popular uprising, is required to respond to

the court about his decision to pardon Ratnayake in

response to a fundamental rights petition. Ratnayake

is also ordered to appear in court alongside Rajapaksa

at the September hearing.

This legal action comes in the wake of a landmark

decision five months earlier, where the Supreme Court

overturned Rajapaksa's pardon of Duminda Silva, a

political aide convicted of murdering a rival in 2011.

This case marked the first reversal of a presidential

pardon since the introduction of the presidential form

of governance in Sri Lanka in 1978. Following the

court’s ruling, Silva was returned to prison to continue

serving his sentence.

Sri Lanka: Central bank keeps benchmark

interest rates unchanged to manage

inflation

(hgh) Sri Lanka's central bank has decided to hold

interest rates steady to manage inflation and promote

economic stability after the country’s worst financial

crisis in decades. The Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL)

maintained the Standing Deposit Facility Rate at 8.50

percent and the Standing Lending Facility Rate at 9.50

percent, surprising some market analysts who had

expected a rate cut. [Bloomberg]

The decision comes as Sri Lanka's key annual inflation

rate dropped to 1.5 percent in April from 6.4 percent at

the start of the year. The central bank noted that

inflation is likely to remain below the targeted 5
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percent in the coming months due to controlled prices

and eased food costs, though some risks persist.

The central bank emphasized the need for lenders to

lower market lending rates to benefit borrowers, which

is essential for expanding private sector credit and

boosting growth. The economy is projected to grow by

3 percent in 2024 following a USD 2.9 billion lending

program secured from the International Monetary

Fund (IMF) last March. However, the country faces a

June deadline to negotiate a deal with bilateral

creditors and bondholders to restructure its foreign

debt and release a third tranche of USD 337 million

from the IMF.

Sri Lanka: Finance Ministry to overhaul

customs rewards system after shocking

audit

(hgh) Sri Lanka’s Finance Ministry is taking steps to

amend the customs reward system following an audit

report revealing that over USD 80 million was

disbursed to customs officials and informants over an

eleven-year period without proper authorization. [Daily

Mirror]

Previously, the distribution of fines saw 30 percent

allocated to the government, 20 percent to a

compensation fund, and 50 percent to raiding officers.

Under the revised plan, 50 percent will go to the

government, 5 percent to the compensation fund, and

45 percent to customs officers. The oversight of reward

distribution will fall under the purview of the Customs

Director General, ensuring adherence to legal

protocols.

Sri Lanka: Central bank launches

country’s first-ever Financial Literacy

Roadmap

(hgh) The Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) has

launched the country's first-ever Financial Literacy

Roadmap, covering the period from 2024 to 2028. Key

elements of the roadmap include improving financial

behavior, educational initiatives, and gender-sensitive

approaches. This initiative aims to enhance financial

behavior among Sri Lankans by addressing gaps

identified in a recent financial literacy survey. The

roadmap was developed in collaboration with over 40

stakeholders, including financial regulators, ministries,
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academia, and various public and private institutions.

[Daily Mirror]

Despite the comprehensive plan, the Central Bank

acknowledges that challenges remain, including

aligning with national policies and adapting to evolving

financial landscapes. The success of the roadmap will

depend on effective implementation and monitoring.

Sri Lanka: President Highlights

Buddhism's Solutions to Modern

Challenges

(hgh) Sri Lanka’s President Ranil Wickremesinghe

recently emphasized the relevance of Buddhist

principles in addressing contemporary global

challenges. In his speech, the President underscored

how Buddhist teachings can offer practical solutions to

issues such as conflict resolution, mental well-being,

and environmental sustainability. [The Island]

Sri Lanka: President announces

comprehensive welfare program for

retired war veterans

(hgh) Sri Lanka’s President Ranil Wickremesinghe has

announced a new government program aimed at

improving the living conditions of retired war veterans.

Highlighting the lack of a dedicated support system for

these veterans, he directed the State Minister of

Defence, the Ministry of Defence, and the Ranaviru

Seva Authority – a government organization dedicated

to the welfare and support of the country's armed

forces veterans – to prioritize this issue. [Ada derana]

During the inauguration of the Sri Lanka Ex-

Servicemen’s Association headquarters complex,

Wickremesinghe detailed several initiatives under this

program. These include granting free land rights to

veterans residing in war hero villages under the

‘Urumaya’ National Program and the introduction of

Special Provisions for the Defence Act. He also

announced the legalization of the National Defense

Council and the establishment of the Armed Forces

Committee and the Sri Lanka Institute of Strategic

Studies, which will offer military tactics education to

service members, retirees, and civilians.

The President emphasized the government's

commitment to addressing the challenges faced by

retired security forces members, promising swift action
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to fulfill land rights pledges within two months. He also

highlighted the need for economic recovery and the

potential benefits for retirees from these initiatives.
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Cambodia: Ruling CPP wins local council

elections

(lvw) Cambodia's ruling Cambodian People’s Party

(CPP) has secured the majority of votes in the

municipal, provincial, town, and district council

elections for the fourth term, according to preliminary

results released by the National Election Committee

(NEC).

The elections, which are held every five years, were

held on May 26 and were participated by five political

parties, including the CPP, the two opposition Khmer

Will Party and Nation Power Party, as well as the

royalist National United Front for an Independent,

Neutral, Peaceful and Cooperative Cambodia

(FUNCINPEC), and the Khmer National United Party,

founded in 2016 by former FUNCINPEC members. The

National Power Party, formed in 2023 by breakaway

members of the Candlelight Party, the hitherto most

credible opposition which had been excluded from any

elections since last year (see AiR No. 22, May/2023, 5).

The party’s exclusion from standing in elections that

began with the general elections in July last year is

seen by critics as a move to crackdown on CPP’s

political rivals of weight. 

NEC Chairman Prach Chan reported high voter

turnout, with 99.79 percent of the 11,622 eligible
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voters casting their ballots for 4,200 municipal,

provincial, town, and district councilors.

The official results are expected to be announced on

June 8, with the CPP spokesperson Sok Eysan

confirming the party's significant victory in the

elections. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Ministry of Education to

prevent e-cigarettes and HTP products on

campuses

(lvw) The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports in

Cambodia has announced a ban on the use of e-

cigarettes and heated tobacco products (HTPs) within

public and private educational institutions, effective

May 24.

Capital, Provincial Departments of Education, Youth

and Sports, the Office of Education, Youth and Sports

of the Municipal, District, and Khan Administrations,

and public and private educational institutions have

been instructed to enforce the ban through educating

on harmful effects of e-cigrattes, prohibiting the use,

sale, and distribution on campus, and urging

stakeholders to identify and report distributors of

these products. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Plan for universal healthcare

cover unveiled

(lvw) Prime Minister Hun Manet has launched the

"Roadmap for Universal Healthcare Coverage in

Cambodia 2024-2035," a 12-year plan aiming to

provide equitable healthcare access for all citizens. 

The plan has three main objectives: expanding social

healthcare coverage, extending essential health

services to 80 percent of citizens, and reducing out-of-

pocket healthcare expenses to 35 percent of total

health expenditures. Hun Manet emphasized the

plan’s focus on reducing non-communicable diseases

and improving reproductive, maternal, child, and

infant health.

The project will be overseen by Aun Pornmoniroth,

Minister of Economy and Finance, who will coordinate

its implementation through a designated

subcommittee. [Khmer Times]
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Cambodia: Ministry unveils ‘Water

Security Project’

(lvw) The Ministry of Water Resources and Meteorology

in Cambodia has announced the "Water Security

Project," set to run from 2024 to 2030 with support

from the World Bank. The project will target Kratie,

Mondulkiri, and Kampong Thom provinces, and aims

to restore and improve dams and irrigation systems to

ensure water security and sustainable use. The project

will contribute to climate change resilience by

mitigating flood and drought risks and is expected to

benefit over 170,000 families in the targeted provinces.

This initiative is part of Cambodia's long-term plans to

address climate change, reduce poverty, and improve

living conditions, aiming for upper-middle-income

status by 2030. The World Bank's commitment to the

project aligns with Cambodia's Pentagonal Strategy

and includes enhancing water supply and sanitation

services. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Setha’s lawyers ask court to

drop charges

(lvw) Lawyers representing Thach Setha, former Vice-

President of the opposition Candlelight Party (CP), have

appealed to the Supreme Court to dismiss all charges

against him and release him from prison.

Setha is accused of issuing five dud cheques

amounting to over USD 330,000 in 2019. His defense

argues that the courts have not provided the original

cheques as evidence, instead using photocopies,

evidence which they deem inadmissible and

insufficient.

Setha was sentenced to 18 months in prison and fined

by the Phnom Penh Municipal Court in August 2023

and has been held in Prey Sar Prison in Phnom Penh

for over a year, awaiting the Supreme Court's verdict,

which is expected on May 31. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Prime minister announces

plan to launch genocide study institute

(lvw) Cambodia held the First Conference on “The

Future of Cambodia Without Genocide” from May 20-

22 in Phnom Penh. During the conference, Prime

Minister Hun Manet emphasized the priority of

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-vy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-vj/


preventing future genocides through education,

prevention mechanisms, and maintaining peace.

In a meeting with Alice Wairimu Nderitu, the UN

Secretary-General's special adviser on the prevention

of genocide, Manet announced Cambodia's plan to

establish an institute dedicated to the study of

genocide. Nderitu, for his part, advocated for sharing

Cambodia's experiences globally and continuing UN-

Cambodian government cooperation on local projects.

The new institute will compile and manage documents

about the Cambodian genocide, serving as a research

center for scholars, the public, and future generations,

supporting education and outreach efforts. The NGO

Documentation Centre of Cambodia (DC-Cam) also

holds extensive archives on the Khmer Rouge.

At the closing ceremony, Senate President Hun Sen

asserted that anyone denying the genocide in

Cambodia should be legally punished, emphasizing

that the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of

Cambodia (ECCC) provides undeniable evidence of the

genocide. He urged the Ministry of Justice to draft a

law to penalize those who misrepresent the Khmer

Rouge’s atrocities. [Khmer Times] [Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: Prabowo's cabinet expansion

raises concerns among analysts

(jb) As Indonesia's incoming president Prabowo

Subianto plans to expand his Cabinet, analysts warn of

potential economic challenges and negative impacts

on international investment.

The proposed expansion could see up to 41 state

ministers, raising concerns about increased

bureaucracy, corruption risks, and fiscal strain. Bhima

Yudhistira from the Center of Economic and Law

Studies (CELIOS) cautioned that a larger Cabinet might

deter foreign investors due to heightened regulatory

complexity.

Moreover, more ministries mean higher operational

costs, exacerbating pressure on government finances.

Indonesia already allocates a significant portion of its

budget to cover ministerial expenses and civil service

salaries.

To navigate economic challenges effectively, analysts

urge Prabowo to prioritize technocrats over political

appointees and maintain fiscal discipline. Leaner

governance structures could enhance efficiency and

mitigate budget deficits, ensuring a more stable
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economic trajectory for Indonesia's future, they argue.

[Channel News Asia]

Indonesia: Ban on investigative

journalism, LGBT content under

consideration

(jb) Indonesia's parliament is deliberating controversial

amendments to its broadcast law that would ban

investigative journalism and LGBT content, drawing

criticism from civil society groups and filmmakers.

These proposed changes, which were initially

discussed in 2020, have intensified concerns about

press freedom and creative expression in the world's

third-largest democracy.

Arif Zulkifli, head of the press council’s law and

legislation division, emphasized the serious

implications for media independence, stating, "The

impact on press freedom is very serious. Indonesia’s

press law says there must not be any censorship or

banning of journalism. So this is contradictory."

Communications Minister Budi Arie Setiadi noted that

the government has yet to receive the draft bill,

asserting that any revisions should not restrict media

freedom. The proposed changes represent a

significant potential rollback of liberties gained since

Indonesia's transition from authoritarian rule in 1998.

[South China Morning Post]

Indonesia: Central bank holds rates

steady, focuses on rupiah and inflation

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

maintained its benchmark seven-day reverse repo rate

at 6.25 percent during its May 2024 policy meeting.

This decision aligns with expectations, as policymakers

prioritize rupiah stability and inflation control amid an

uncertain economic backdrop.

Bank Indonesia Governor Perry Warjiyo emphasized

that this move is a "pre-emptive and forward-looking

step" aimed at keeping the rupiah stable and ensuring

inflation remains within the 1.5 percent to 3.5 percent

target range for this year and the next. Despite a slight

weakening of the rupiah following the announcement,

the currency remains above the crucial 16,000 per

dollar level.
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Economists predict that the central bank will proceed

cautiously, especially after an unexpected rate hike in

April 2024. With the rupiah recovering some value,

Bank Indonesia is under less pressure to act

immediately. The bank's 2024 growth forecast remains

at 4.7 percent-5.5 percent, consistent with the 5.05

percent growth seen in 2023. [Wall Street Journal]

Indonesia: USD 5 billion in tourism

investments targeted

(jb) Indonesia is aiming to attract over USD 5 billion in

tourism investments this year, with the Ministry of

Tourism and Creative Economy (MoTCE) encouraging

investments beyond hotel development. The 2024

Indonesia Tourism and Investment Forum (ITIF 2024),

scheduled for 5-6 June 2024 in Jakarta, will showcase

investment opportunities in five Super Priority

Development areas: Lake Toba, Borobudur, Mandalika,

Labuan Bajo, and Likupang, as well as the new capital

city, Nusantara.

Rizki Handayani Mustafa, MoTCE’s deputy for industry

and investment, highlighted that ITIF 2024 will discuss

investments in hotels, restaurants, golf courses,

medical tourism, and hospitals. Growing interest from

local and international hospitals has spurred further

exploration into medical tourism.

The forum will also feature round-table discussions

with India and Russia to explore investment

opportunities and sustainability projects. Triawan

Munaf, vice chairman of tourism and creative economy

at Indonesia Chamber of Commerce, emphasized the

need for regional governments and developers to

clearly present their destinations' strengths to attract

investors. [TTG Asia]

Indonesia: Counter-terrorism squad on

high alert following Malaysia police

station attack

(jb) Indonesia's anti-terrorism unit, Densus 88, remains

on high alert after a recent attack on a police station in

Malaysia. It reiterated their commitment to monitoring

terrorist activities closely and assured the public that

Indonesia has not observed an increase in the terrorist

threat level based on their analysis.

The attack in Malaysia left two police officers dead and

another injured, prompting concerns initially about
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Jemaah Islamiyah involvement (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3). However, subsequent investigations

revealed no connection to the group.

Indonesia's vigilance underscores the ongoing regional

cooperation against terrorism to ensure the safety and

security of Southeast Asian nations. [The Star]

Indonesia: Vigilance heightened amid

surge in Singapore Covid-19 cases

(jb) Indonesia's Health Ministry is increasing vigilance

against the new Covid-19 subvariants KP.1 and KP.2,

following a significant rise in cases in neighboring

Singapore, The Star reports.

Singapore reported a near doubling of Covid-19 cases,

with 25,900 cases between 5 and 11 May 2024,

compared to 13,700 the previous week. The city-state

also saw daily hospitalizations increase to around 250,

up from 181.

KP.1 and KP.2, which account for over two-thirds of

these cases, are subvariants of the Omicron JN.1

variant. While Indonesia has not yet detected these

variants, the Health Ministry is closely monitoring the

situation.

The health ministry emphasized vigilance as KP.1 and

KP.2 have also appeared in Malaysia, Thailand, and

Cambodia. [The Star]

Laos: Expanding telecommunications

network to reach remote villages

(lvw) Laos has significantly improved its

telecommunications with the recent installment of

98,524 kilometers of fiber optic cable, enhancing

mobile phone signal availability in more villages. Laos

Minister of Technology and Communications

Boviengkham Vongdara announced these

achievements during the 159th World

Telecommunication and Information Society

anniversary press conference on May 17.

In his address, Boviengkham emphasized the

importance of digital innovation for sustainable

development, in line with the day's theme. He

discussed the creation of the National Committee for

Digital Transformation, led by the Prime Minister, as a

key step in the country's digital advancement.
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Laos now has 18 international connection points with

neighboring countries and mobile phone coverage

across 97 percent of villages, with most using 3G and

4G, and 5G introduced in Vientiane, Luang Prabang,

and Bokeo province.

Despite this progress, millions still lack digital access

and digital literacy. [Laotian Times] [Lao Government

Facebook page]

Malaysia: Former assistant to opposition

leader faces trial for bribery charges

(ba) Sayed Amir Muzzakkir Al Sayed Mohamad, former

political secretary to opposition leader Hamzah

Zainudin, pleaded not guilty in the sessions court on

May 23 to two charges of accepting bribes totaling USD

73,500 to assist a company in securing a police force

project.

He is accused of accepting USD 21,000 from Nexuscorp

Group Sdn Bhd managing director Wan Azhar Yusof as

an inducement to help the company win a tender

worth over MYR 381 million. The contract involved the

maintenance and supply of infrastructure, servers, and

software for the police’s radio system, RMPNET.

Additionally, he is charged with accepting another USD

52,500 from Wan Azhar for the same purpose. The

alleged offences occurred at Solaris Dutamas on

December 4 and December 16, 2020, respectively.

The charges are punishable by up to 20 years in prison

and a fine of at least five times the value of the bribe or

USD 2,100, whichever is higher, upon conviction. [Astro

Awani] [Free Malaysia Today]

Meanwhile, Azam Baki, the son of Perlis state First

Minister Mohd Shukri Ramli, was charged in the Kangar

Sessions Court on the same day with submitting false

claims totaling USD 126,000, as reported by the

Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission (MACC).

Mohd Shukri’s son was remanded by the MACC on

April 24, along with five other suspects, to assist in the

investigation of the false claims case. He was released

on MACC bail on April 26. Six days later, on May 2,

Mohd Shukri himself was questioned by the MACC for

eight hours concerning alleged abuse of power related

to infrastructure development projects in Perlis since

2022. He was also released on MACC bail. [The Malay

Mail] [Astro Awani]
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Malaysia: Sports Toto, gaming operators

seek to revive legal challenge against

Perlis state’s license denial

(ba) A licensed number forecast operator, along with

four others, is seeking permission from the Court of

Appeal to launch a legal challenge against the decision

of the Perlis state government to cease renewing

licenses for gaming outlets in the state capital of

Kangar.

STM Lottery Sdn Bhd, formerly known as Sports Toto

Malaysia Sdn Bhd, and the four individuals aim to

overturn the state government's denial of their

business premises license renewal in Kangar. The four

individuals hold licenses for the collection, operation,

or promotion of pool betting in Perlis, authorized by

the Finance Ministry under the Pool Betting Act of

1967.

In their court filings, STM Lottery and the four others

argue that the state government's decision was illogical

and violated the Federal Constitution. They contend

that matters related to betting and lottery fall under

the jurisdiction of the federal government. 

Furthermore, they highlight that the Finance Ministry

annually grants licenses for their operations, yet they

were compelled to cease operations by the state

government through the Kangar Municipal Council, as

per a notice issued on April 27, 2023. Despite the April

27 notice, they emphasize that all pool betting licenses

issued by the Finance Ministry for operations at the

affected premises were valid until December 31, 2023.

They also argue that the state government's decision

has resulted in the loss of their income and has

restricted their livelihoods, causing financial losses and

impacting their employees' jobs.

They further claim that the Perlis government's

decision has infringed upon the rights and individual

freedoms of non-Muslims in the state, as guaranteed

by the Federal Constitution.

The lawsuit names the Perlis government, Perlis

Menteri Besar Mohd Shukri Ramli, state executive

councillor Fakhrul Anwar Ismail, and the Kangar

Municipal Council president as respondents. Despite

the Kangar High Court's dismissal of their initial

application for judicial review on January 11, STM

Lottery and the four others filed an appeal on February

5 to seek permission to reinstate their judicial review

bid at the Court of Appeal. A case management

hearing is scheduled for July 4. [The Malay Mail]
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Malaysia: Love Sabah Party accepted as a

member party Sabah state party coalition

(ba) The Love Sabah Party/Parti Cinta Sabah (PCS) has

been accepted as a member of the Sabah People's

Coalition/Gabungan Rakyat Sabah (GRS), announced

GRS Secretary-General Masidi Manjun on May 22.

GRS is part of the National Unity Government led by

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim at the federal

government level. Masidi stated that PCS, led by its

president Anifah Aman, officially applied to join GRS

and was unanimously accepted by all the coalition's

component party presidents.

GRS's other component parties include Parti Gagasan

Rakyat Sabah (Gagasan Rakyat), Sabah Progressive

Party (SAPP), Parti Bersatu Sabah (PBS), Parti Solidariti

Tanah Airku (STAR), United Sabah National

Organisation (USNO), Parti Harapan Rakyat Sabah

(PHRS), and the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP). [The

Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Pro-Palestine activist questions

transport ministry over handling criticism

on airport management firm takeover bid

(ba) Activist Chua Tian Chang, who spearheaded a

memorandum protesting an Israeli involvement in the

proposed takeover of Malaysia Airport Holdings

Berhad (MAHB) on May 23, has warned about the risk

of a foreign monopoly arising from the deal.  A

Malaysian airport management company, MAHB

manages most of the airports in Malaysia

Chua, the former vice-president of The People's Justice

Party (PKR) and known as Tian Chua, called on

Transport Minister Anthony Loke to explain the

potential benefits of the deal to the public. This came

after Loke told protesters that the ministry is not

responsible for the proposal.

Chua’s move also came after several civil society

organizations had urged the government to reconsider

its decision regarding the ownership of shares in

particularly concerning a company allegedly linked to

Israel. In a collective statement, 21 organizations had

expressed opposition to the involvement of American

multinational investment company BlackRock,

operating through its wholly owned subsidiary Global

Infrastructure Partners (GIP), in a consortium alongside

Khazanah Nasional Bhd and EPF, aiming to acquire all

shares in MAHB.
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While GIP and the Abu Dhabi Investment Authority

(AIDA) are slated to own only 30 percent of the

consortium, the move is viewed as granting BlackRock

access to the management and ownership of 39

Malaysian airports, assets deemed strategically

significant to the country.

The groups asserted that no foreign entity, especially

one with a contentious reputation like BlackRock with a

“bloody reputation,” should gain ownership over such

crucial assets. They highlighted concerns about the

Malaysian government's commitment to the

Palestinian cause becoming hollow words by allowing

entities sympathetic to Zionists to manage national

assets like airports undermines this commitment.

The organizations further accused BlackRock,

headquartered in New York City, of benefiting from

alleged genocide by investing in US defense companies

involved in manufacturing weapons used by Israel.

Earlier this year, BlackRock, known as one of the

world's largest asset management firms, agreed to

acquire GIP, which led to its involvement in the

consortium. In response to criticisms, Prime Minister

Anwar Ibrahim dismissed them as attempts by the

opposition to stoke antipathy toward the government

regarding GIP's investment in MAHB. [AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3]  [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Religious Affairs Department

set to examine Kelantan state’s proposal

on reinstating 16 provisions

(ba) The Prime Minister’s Department for Religious

Affairs is set to assess the proposal papers concerning

the reintroduction of 16 provisions from the Syariah

Criminal Offences Enactment (I) Kelantan 2019, which

were invalidated by the Federal Court in February.

Deputy Minister Zulkifli Hasan stated that they are

currently awaiting the report from the special

committee established in Kelantan for this purpose.

On March 6, during its session, the Kelantan State

Legislative Assembly approved a motion to re-legislate

the 16 offences in the Syariah Criminal Code

Enactment (I) Kelantan 2019, which were invalidated by

the Federal Court on February 9. In an 8-1 decision, the

court invalidated 16 laws within Kelantan's sharia

criminal code. These laws included provisions

criminalizing activities such as sodomy, incest,

gambling, sexual harassment, and the desecration of

places of worship. Chief Justice Tengku Maimun Tuan
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Mat, delivering the majority judgment, emphasized

that the state of Kelantan lacked the authority to enact

these laws, as such matters fell within the purview of

the federal parliament's law-making powers. A

Kelantanese lawyer and her daughter had filed a

constitutional challenge targeting laws covering sharia

offences that were passed by the state and came into

force in 2021. The case stirred controversy among

conservative Muslim groups, fearing potential

repercussions for Islam and sharia courts in Malaysia

(see AiR No. 7, February/2024, 2). [The Malay Mail]

Malaysia: People's Justice Party (PKR)

denies internal conflict in leadership

overhaul

(ba) The People's Justice Party’s (PKR’s) decision to

reshuffle the State Leadership Council (MPN) in seven

states – Sarawak, Sabah, Pahang, Johor, Terengganu,

Kelantan, and the Federal Territory – is not due to

internal conflict. PKR Vice President Nik Nazmi Nik

Ahmad stated that this move was based on party

president and Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim's decision

to ease the burden on those who also serve as

ministers. [Astro Awani]

Malaysia: UMNO called on to exercise

caution in readmitting former leaders

(ba) The United Malays National Organisation (UMNO)

ought to exercise caution in welcoming back former

leaders or members who previously betrayed the party

and jeopardized its integrity, stated Datuk Seri Saarani

Mohamad. As the Perak UMNO liaison committee

chairman and First Minister of Perak, Saarani

emphasized the need for the party's Supreme Council

to conduct a comprehensive assessment before

extending a second opportunity to individuals who

were dismissed or suspended post the 15th General

Election (GE 15).

He asserted that embracing disloyal individuals

without due diligence not only casts a negative light on

new generations of leaders and members but also

undermines the morale of steadfast members who

remained loyal during the party's trials in the last

election.

Reports indicated that UMNO Supreme Council

member Jalaluddin Alias mentioned the party's

readiness to readmit leaders and members who were
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ousted during the party's cleansing process post GE15.

Jalaluddin affirmed that a second chance would be

extended to those who remained steadfast and align

with UMNO's principles despite facing expulsion or

dismissal from the party. [New Straits Times]

Myanmar: Female political prisoners

sexually abused, rights group reports

(jb) The Myanmar Political Prisoners Network (PPN) has

reported sexual abuse of female political prisoners at

Kyaikmayaw prison in Mon State. On May 18, two

inmates, aged 24 and 50, were allegedly groped and

vaginally and anally fingered by guards during strip

searches conducted in front of soldiers and police

officers.

Sources revealed that prisoners refusing searches

were choked, tasered, and denied visits. Kyaikmayaw

houses over 400 female inmates, half of whom are

political prisoners.

The PPN condemned the searches, urging the use of

body scanners instead.

Reports of abusive strip searches also emerged from

Maubin prison in Ayeyarwady Region earlier this year.

[The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Residents flee from Rakhine

coastal towns after warnings of imminent

attack

(jw) Residents have fled from Thandwe in southern

Rakhine State after the United League of Arakan (ULA)

warned that an attack on the town was coming. Any

civilians who stayed are packing up their belongings,

according to a resident.

The ULA issued a statement on May 20 telling civilians

and international organizations operating in

Buthidaung, Maungdaw, and Thandwe townships to

evacuate. In Thandwe, junta artillery has moved within

16 km of the town.

The ULA additionally accused the military regime of

targeting civilians and non-military targets like

markets, schools, medical clinics, and religious

buildings. [The Irrawaddy]
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Myanmar: Junta captures Sagaing

resistance base

(jw) On May 23, Myanmar's junta captured a Civilian

Defense and Security Organization of Myaung camp in

Myaung Township, Sagaing Region.

Approximately 90 troops from the Nat Yay Kan village

camp in nearby Chaung-U Township attempted to

occupy the outpost, according to the resistance group.

During the seven hours of fighting, other resistance

groups arrived to assist the camp. Resistance forces

retreated when a helicopter attacked according to Ko

Nway Oo, spokesperson for the Civilian Defense and

Security Organization of Myaung camp. About 30 junta

troops were killed or injured in the attack. Four

resistance fighters were injured.

In retaliation, resistance groups conducted drone

strikes on the junta’s Chaung-U base on May 24. [The

Irrawaddy]

Ko Nway Oo said the Nat Yay Kan troops were

responsible for the massacre of 32 villagers during

their raid on nearby Lethtoketaw village in Myinmu

Township earlier this month.

Myanmar: Approximately 45,000 Rohingya

flee from Rakhine State

(jw) Escalating violence in Myanmar's Rakhine State has

forced another 45,000 Rohingya minorities to flee amid

allegations of beheadings, killings, and burnings.

Since November 2023, clashes between the Arakan

Army ethnic rebel group and the Myanmar junta have

occurred throughout the region. The fighting has

trapped the Muslim minority group in the middle,

having long been considered outsiders by the majority

Buddhist residents, both by the military regime and

rebels alike.

More than a million Rohingya have sought refuge in

Bangladesh, including hundreds of thousands from the

2017 crackdown by the military regime that is under

investigations of genocide by the United Nations.

The United Nations rights office in charge of Myanmar

has received testimonials, satellite images, online

videos, and pictures indicating Buthidaung town has

been burned down.

Survivors describe seeing dozens of dead bodies as

they fled, and tens of thousands have been blocked
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from fleeing by the Arakan Army.

In the weeks leading up to the burning of Buthidaung,

the UN rights office had documented attacks on

Rohingya civilians by both the AA and the military in

northern Rakhine.

Moreover, recent Rohingya refugees have said that

both the Arakan Army and the Myanmar junta have

been trying to recruit the minority group to fight. Many

are worried that if they refuse, their villages will burn.

[Al Jazeera]

Myanmar: Arakan Army attacks border

town Maungdaw

(jb) The Arakan Army (AA) launched a significant attack

on Maungdaw town near Myanmar's border with

Bangladesh on May 21. This offensive began with

assaults on two border guard police headquarters on

the town's outskirts. Following the capture of

Buthidaung earlier this month, AA troops advanced on

Maungdaw from multiple directions, surrounding the

town.

The AA's strategy focuses on defeating two key border

guard police battalions to gain control of Maungdaw.

Pre-dawn airstrikes by junta jets killed one civilian and

injured several others, intensifying the conflict. The AA

urged civilians and international aid agencies in

affected areas to evacuate for safety.

If the AA captures Maungdaw, it will control nearly the

entire northern Rakhine State border with Bangladesh,

leaving only Sittwe, the state capital, under junta

control. The AA has seized more than half of Rakhine

State and parts of Chin State since November,

significantly challenging the junta's hold on the region.

[The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: World’s top opium producer

(jb) Myanmar has surpassed Afghanistan to become

the world's largest producer of opium, according to a

United Nations report. Opium production in Myanmar

surged by 36 percent between 2022 and 2023,

reaching 1,080 metric tonnes. This increase follows a

military coup that destabilized the country, pushing

many farmers into illicit trade due to limited economic

opportunities.
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In contrast, Afghanistan's opium production

plummeted to 330 tons following the Taliban's

stringent ban on poppy cultivation, which has been

deemed the "most successful counter-narcotics effort

in human history."

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime

(UNODC) highlighted that Myanmar's opium poppy

cultivation has expanded to 47,100 hectares, with

significant increases in yield and prices. The total value

of Myanmar's opiate economy is now estimated

between USD 1 billion and USD 2.4 billion, accounting

for up to 4.1 percent of the nation's GDP. This rise is

largely attributed to poverty, instability, and a lack of

government services in rural areas. [UN News] [BBC]

Myanmar: Cross-border trade plunges 48

percent because of conflict

(jw) Trade along Myanmar's official border posts

decreased by 48 percent since the previous year.

Traders report that the main reason for the massive

decline is due to the closures of trade posts along the

Myanmar-China border as a result of conflict. However,

even in areas where border trade posts remain open,

the routes leading to them are dangerous.

Importers and exporters in Myanmar say that the risk

of cross-border trade has risen significantly because of

escalating conflict. In addition, importers in China are

more reluctant to purchase goods from Myanmar due

to possible trade interruptions. [The Irrawaddy]

Philippines: Lower House approves

absolute divorce bill

(tl/lm) In the Philippines, Parliament’s lower House

ofhas approved the Absolute Divorce Bill, which

legalizes divorce under specific circumstances, marking

a significant step after a similar bill stalled in the upper

House six years ago. The bill narrowly passed its third

reading with a vote of 126 to 109, with 20 abstentions.

[Philippine News Agency] [The Philippine Star]

The Philippines, heavily influenced by the Catholic

Church, is the only country besides the Vatican where

divorce is still outlawed. Currently, only Muslim

Filipinos can legally divorce under the Code of Muslim

Personal Laws. Historically, divorce was briefly legal

during the American and Japanese occupations but

was repealed in 1950 and replaced with legal
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separation provisions. This has made it extremely

difficult for people to end their marriages, even in

cases of spousal abuse. Those seeking to end their

marriage must undergo a lengthy and expensive

annulment process, which can be complicated and

subject to government appeals.

The new bill, while relatively conservative, outlines

limited grounds for divorce that require judicial

scrutiny to prevent abuse and collusion. The law does

not allow for quick or no-fault divorces. Despite the

lower house's approval, the bill's future in the upper

house, the Senate, remains uncertain. In 2018, the

lower house also approved an absolute divorce bill, but

it failed to progress in the Senate, languishing at the

committee level. [South China Morning Post]

The Catholic Church, representing 78.8 percent of the

population, has consistently opposed divorce, as well

as the legalization of abortion and contraceptives.

However, public attitudes toward divorce are changing.

Surveys indicate growing support for legalizing divorce,

with 53 percent in favor by 2017, up from 43 percent in

2005.

Philippines: President Marcos Jr. signs law

seeking to measure country’s national

resources

(tl) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. signed the

Philippine Ecosystem and Natural Capital Accounting

System (PENCAS) Act into law on May 22. This law

establishes a framework to measure the Philippines'

natural resources and their economic impact. [Rappler]

Environment Secretary Toni Yulo-Loyzaga welcomed

the law, highlighting the DENR's readiness with a

natural resources database. Natural capital includes

resources like plants, animals, air, water, soils,

minerals, and ecosystem services such as filtration and

flood protection.

The law aims to track resource depletion and aid in

strategic planning for sustainable development and

climate resilience. It helps policymakers manage

resources better and quantify the economic

contributions and impacts of natural capital. The

Philippine Statistics Authority will oversee its

implementation, supported by other government

agencies. The law was passed by the Senate on

November 22, 2023, and adopted by the House on

March 6, 2024.
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Philippines: Parliament ratifies New

Government Procurement Act

(tl) In the Philippines, Parliament recently ratified the

New Government Procurement Act (NGPA), a bill that

aims to improve efficiencies and prevent wastage in

government purchases.  Key features include

shortening the procurement period, introducing video

recording of procurement-related conferences,

ensuring equal access to information, disclosing

relationships between bidders and involved parties,

and promoting preference for Philippine products and

services. The NGPA is expected to curb corruption and

support local industries, particularly small businesses,

by providing them with opportunities to participate in

government bidding. [Philippine News Agency] [The

Philippine Star] [inquirer.net]

Philippines: Budget chief assures no

government underspending for 2024

(lm) In the Philippines, Budget Secretary Amenah

Pangandaman assured the public that there will be no

underspending this year, emphasizing the measures

implemented to ensure effective government spending

and disbursements. This includes a provision for early

procurement in the General Appropriations Act of

2024, enabling government agencies to bid for projects

in advance. [Philippine News Agency]

Pangandaman also noted that government agencies

have allocated funds for digitalization to enhance

efficiency in spending and program implementation.

As of January, over 80 percent of the 2024 budget had

already been released to government agencies, with

most projects bid out and ready for implementation.

Additionally, Pangandaman reiterated the push for the

National Government Rightsizing Program, aiming to

streamline the bureaucracy for better institutional

capacity and resource use.

Philippines: Bill banning China’s TikTok,

other ‘foreign adversary’-controlled apps

filed

(tl) A bill aimed at prohibiting apps controlled by

"foreign adversaries" in the Philippines, such as TikTok,

has been tabled in Parliament’s lower House. The

author of the bill, Manila Representative Bienvenido

Abante Jr., expressed concerns about TikTok, owned by
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China's ByteDance, alleging it collects sensitive user

data that could be exploited by the Chinese

government to influence public opinion and spread

misinformation. [Philippine News Agency]

The bill empowers the President to identify foreign

adversaries posing threats to national security and

territorial integrity. The bill's provisions include

banning the distribution, maintenance, and updates of

such apps, as well as prohibiting internet hosting

services from supporting them.

Violations of this proposed legislation could result in

severe penalties: distributors of these apps could face

6 to 12 years of imprisonment and fines between PHP

5 million to PHP 10 million (approximately USD 85,000

to USD 170,000). Internet hosting providers could face

3 to 6 years of imprisonment and fines between PHP

500,000 to PHP 4 million (approximately USD 8,500 to

USD 68,000).

Philippines: Government prioritizes

farmers’ welfare under ‘Bagong Pilipinas’,

President Marcos Jr. says

(tl) In the Philippines, President Marcos announced

that his government will prioritize the welfare of

Filipino farmers under the Bagong Pilipinas (New

Philippines) policy. peaking at a land title distribution

event in Koronadal City, South Cotabato, Marcos

highlighted the New Agrarian Emancipation Act, which

eliminates long-standing farmer debts for land

ownership. He assured farmers they no longer need to

pay annual fees or amortization for the land.

Marcos Jr. also directed the Department of Agrarian

Reform (DAR) to expedite the distribution of lands and

work together with other state agencies to provide

services to farmers. He assured farmers that the

government will continue to find solutions for all the

challenges in the agricultural sector, particularly the

effects of the El Niño phenomenon, the looming La

Niña, and other effects of climate change.

[plitiko.com.ph] [Philippine News Agency]

A total of 3,167 e-titles and 1,184 CLOA were

distributed to 4,271 ARBs in South Cotabato, North

Cotabato, Sarangani, and Sultan Kudarat. For this year,

his administration hopes to distribute an additional

2,000 titles to more than 2,600 farmers in the region.
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Philippines: Government aims for rice

self-sufficiency by 2028 through flood

control, water management

(tl) In the Philippines, lower House Speaker Martin

Romualdez stated that the government's integrated

efforts in flood control and water management aim to

achieve rice self-sufficiency by the end of President

Marcos Jr.'s term in 2028. This convergence program

involves integrating flood control projects with

irrigation infrastructure to boost productivity. The 2024

budget for flood control projects is PHP 349 billion

(approximately USD 5.93 billion), which Romualdez

sees as a significant opportunity for funding multi-

purpose projects. [Philippine News Agency]

Meanwhile, President Marcos stressed the need for an

integrated water resource masterplan to manage

water resources, especially during El Niño and La Niña

events. He also encouraged exploring foreign funding

for priority investments and the continued

development of NIA dams for multiple purposes,

including irrigation, fresh water supply, power supply,

and flood control.

Philippines: Lower House issues

consolidated version of bill amending Rice

Tariffication Law

(tl/lm) In the Philippines, Parliament's lower House has

issued a revised bill amending the Rice Tariffication

Law (RTL), which the upper House, the Senate, will

review before finalizing it through a bicameral meeting.

[The Manila Times]

The proposed amendments include restoring the

National Food Authority's (NFA) power to import rice.

This power, previously removed by the RTL, will now be

used only as a "last resort" during emergencies.

Another amendment increases the Rice

Competitiveness Enhancement Fund (RCEF) from PHP

10 billion (USD 170 million) to PHP 15 billion (USD 255

million) annually and extends it for six more years.

Additionally, the amendments propose expanding

RCEF programs to include funding for free fertilizer,

hybrid seeds, post-harvest facilities, solar irrigation,

and more, beyond the current focus on farm

mechanization, inbred seeds, training, and credit.

The restoration of the NFA's import power is

controversial due to its past failures in stabilizing

prices and incurring debt. Proponents assure that this

power will be used only in emergencies, but the bill's
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criteria for emergencies—rice shortages, sustained

price increases, and extraordinary price hikes—are

common issues in the rice market. Since domestic

production covers only 83 percent of demand, imports

are essential.

To maintain a buffer stock, the NFA will source from

farmers' cooperatives and private traders. If these

sources are insufficient, the Agriculture Secretary can

authorize direct imports.

Philippines: 35 Davao City police officers

relieved amidst drug operation

investigation

(ms) Davao City Police Office (DCPO) underwent

significant personnel changes with the relief of 35

officers, including the city director, Col. Richard Bad-

ang. This action came amidst an ongoing investigation

into the deaths of seven suspected drug personalities

during police operations between March 23 and March

26 earlier this year.

The relieved officers comprised 23 police

noncommissioned officers (PNCOs), and 11 station

commanders and their deputies. Bad-ang, who served

as city director for two-and-a-half months, was

removed from his post on May 23, while the other

officers and PNCOs were ordered relieved on May 22.

These changes follow the earlier removal of eight

police officers in connection with the deaths of the

seven individuals linked to illegal drug trafficking. The

suspects were reportedly killed in alleged shootouts

with antidrug operatives following Mayor Sebastian

"Baste" Duterte's warning against drug suppliers and

users.

Col. Rolindo Suguilon has been designated to replace

Bad-ang as the new chief of DCPO. Suguilon

emphasized operational continuity, stating that there

are no immediate plans for reshuffling personnel.

However, he affirmed that any officer found engaging

in wrongdoing would face removal from their post.

Mayor of Davos City and so of former president

Rodrigo Duterte, Sebastian Duterte, expressed

dissatisfaction with the relief order, labeling it as

"unfair" and "upsetting." He highlighted the city police's

track record in reducing crime rates under Bad-ang's

leadership and asserted that operations against illegal

drugs and criminality would continue without

interruption. [GMA News] [South China Morning Post]

[The Manila Times]
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Philippines: Police reports 31 percent drop

in kidnapping cases from January to May

(lm) The Philippine National Police Anti-Kidnapping

Group (PNP-AKG) reported a 31 percent decrease in

kidnapping cases from January to May 2024, compared

to the same period last year. [Philippine News Agency]

The recorded cases include six traditional kidnap-for-

ransom incidents and three cases linked to Philippine

Offshore Gaming Operators (POGOs). Of these, two

cases have been solved with arrests and charges filed,

three were cleared with charges filed but no arrests

yet, and four remain under investigation. Most victims

were Chinese nationals, and incidents primarily

occurred in Metro Manila.

Philippines: Police chief sees highly

capable, more mission-ready Special

Action Force in two years

(lm) Philippine National Police (PNP) chief Gen.

Rommel Francisco Marbil expressed confidence that

the Special Action Force (SAF) will be highly capable of

handling various internal security threats within the

next two years, supported by the acquisition of

additional assets like tactical choppers. Speaking at the

SAF's 41st anniversary, Marbil noted that the SAF will

shift from being a support group to leading internal

security operations, while the Armed Forces of the

Philippines (AFP) focuses on external defense.

[Philippine News Agency]

The SAF is an elite unit within the PNP, known for its

specialized training and capabilities in handling high-

risk operations. The SAF was established in 1983 to

address the growing insurgency and terrorism issues

in the Philippines during that period. Its main

responsibilities include counter-terrorism, counter-

insurgency, hostage rescue, high-risk law enforcement

operations, and other special missions.

The Philippines: Police halts online

services amid data breach probe

(tl) The Philippine National Police (PNP) on May 22

suspended all online services after an alleged data

breach affecting its Firearms and Explosives Office and
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Logistics Data Information and Management System.

[Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: Ex-WESCOM chief’s

reassignment not a punishment, armed

forces say

(tl) The Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) says that

the reassignment of former Western Command

(ESCOM) chief Vice Admiral Alberto Carlos to the

General Headquarters Support Command is not a

punishment, claiming instead that reassignments are

part of the rotational policy and normal duties of

officers and enlisted personnel. [Philippine News

Agency]

Vice Admiral Carlos was reassigned under the direct

supervision of AFP Chief of Staff Gen. Romeo Brawner

Jr. after taking personal leave starting May 6, which

was later extended. Rear Adm. Alfonso Torres Jr. has

been appointed as the new WESCOM commander, a

critical position for Philippine security, especially

concerning territorial disputes in the West Philippine

Sea. Crucially, Carlos' reassignment follows media

attention after the Chinese Embassy in Manila claimed

he agreed to a "new model" arrangement for the

Second Thomas Shoal, allegedly with approval from

other ranking Philippine officials. [See AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3]

Philippines: Five suspected communist

rebels killed in clashes with military

(rm) Two high-value targets were among five suspected

communist guerrillas killed in separate clashes with

government troops in the central and southern

Philippines. The military acted on information from

residents about the rebels' attempts to regain their

base through recruitment and extortion. The clashes

resulted in the recovery of weapons and personal

belongings of the insurgents. [Benar News]

The New People’s Army (NPA) and its political wing, the

Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP), have been

waging an insurgency since 1969. The government

claims that the CPP-NPA force has dwindled to around

1,500 fighters, down from a peak of 25,000 during the

1980s. The administration of President Marcos Jr. has

expressed a desire to resume peace talks, which were

previously halted by former President Rodrigo Duterte

in 2017.
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The Philippines: Tarlac mayor Alice Guo

eligible for re-election despite citizenship

investigation

(tl) Philippine’s Tarlac Mayor Alice Guo can still seek

reelection in the midterm polls despite a looming

preventive suspension, over alleged involvement in

Chinese scams (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3).

According to the Commission on Elections, the

suspension is not a final conviction or judgment in a

case, and Guo can still run in the polls.

Despite this decision, the Department of the Interior

and Local Government has requested a preventive

suspension to prevent her from influencing an

investigation into her identity and possible links to a

Philippine Offshore Gaming Operator (Pogos). The

Office of the Solicitor General has created a special

team to investigate Guo's citizenship and determine if

she is unlawfully holding or exercising public office.

[Philippine News Agency] [Asia Gaming Brief]

The concerns about Guo's citizenship and her

purported connections to these controversial gaming

entities were raised during a senate hearing, where

she faced questions about her personal background.

Guo's inability to provide comprehensive details about

her early life, including the late registration of her birth

and her purported homeschooling, fueled suspicions

about her ties to the Pogos operating in her

jurisdiction. Investigators have accused these Pogos of

involvement in various illegal activities, including

human trafficking, cyber scams, and potential hacking

of government agencies. The senatorial inquiry also

shed light on large land acquisitions by Chinese

nationals, raising questions about potential national

security implications.

Philippines: New Coast Guard monitoring

station in Itbayat established to enhance

maritime security

(tl) National Security Adviser (NSA) Eduardo Año has

announced the establishment of a new Philippine

Coast Guard (PCG) monitoring station in Itbayat,

Batanes, which is said to significantly improve the

country's maritime domain awareness and security.

The new station will enhance the monitoring capacity

and capabilities along the Luzon Strait, a vital

international waterway. The NSA highlighted the

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-ydh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-ydk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-ydu/


importance of the region for international maritime

trade, digital communications, and potential

flashpoints for regional and international conflicts.

Recent events, such as China's military build-up in the

Luzon Strait and the presence of China-flagged

research vessels, underscore the strategic importance

of the facility. The new PCG station is plannend to

gather maritime data and intelligence, enabling

effective responses to threats such as illicit trade,

trafficking, piracy, and foreign intrusions. It will also

serve as an information hub, enhancing the PCG's

patrolling capabilities and disaster response efforts in

an area frequently affected by natural disasters.

[Manila Bulletin] [Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: President Marcos Jr.

comments Joint Task Force for bringing

peace, prosperity to Mindanao

(tl) Philippine President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. has

praised the Joint Task Force (JTF)-Tawi-Tawi, a military

unit of the Armed Forces of the Philippines responsible

for maintaining peace and security in Tawi-Tawi

province, part of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region

in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). The President

acknowledged the JTF's significant role in bringing

peace to the region, which has subsequently boosted

tourism and business activities. Marcos Jr. also made

history as the first Filipino president to visit the JTF

headquarters in Tawi-Tawi. [Philippine News Agency]

[Philippine Information Agency]

Tawi-Tawi is the southernmost province in the

Philippines, located in the BARMM, with a

predominantly Muslim population. The province was

once a hotspot for insurgent and terrorist activities,

including kidnapping and piracy.

Singapore: High Court orders Lee Hsien

Yang to pay nearly USD 300,000 in

defamation suit

(lb/ms) Lee Hsien Yang, the estranged brother of

Singapore’s former Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong,

has been mandated by the city-state's High Court to

pay USD 296,000 to two government ministers as a

result of a defamation lawsuit. [Singapore Law Report]

[Reuters] [The Sun]
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The legal dispute began with a Facebook post by Lee

Hsien Yang in July 2023, in which he accused K.

Shanmugam, the Law and Home Affairs Minister, and

Vivian Balakrishnan, the Foreign Affairs Minister, of

corruption. He alleged that they received preferential

treatment from the Singapore Land Authority in

leasing state properties on Ridout Road.

These allegations were made despite a Corrupt

Practices Investigation Bureau report stating that there

had been no wrongdoing or preferential treatment for

the ministers. Lee Hsien Yang continued to assert his

claims, leading to the defamation lawsuit. The court

awarded each minister USD 150,000 in general

damages and USD 50,000 in aggravated damages.

Singapore: President Tharman appoints

four full-time aides-de-camp

(ms) Singapore’s President Tharman Shanmugaratnam

has appointed four full-time aides-de-camp (ADCs) for

the first time, an increase from the previous standard

of three or fewer. This adjustment responds to the

anticipated heavy workload for both full-time and

honorary ADCs in the coming year. The increased

demands stem partly from Singapore's recent change

in government leadership, the first in 20 years. [The

Strait Times]

ADCs are selected from the top officers in the country's

uniformed services. Their responsibilities include the

meticulous planning, coordination, and execution of

the President’s events, both within Singapore and

abroad. They also ensure that protocol is adhered to

and attend to the needs of dignitaries during official

visits.

Singapore: Former director at British

Council sentenced to 16 weeks in jail for

receiving bribes

(sm) A former director of resources at the British

Council in Singapore was sentenced to 16 weeks in jail

for accepting over USD 74,000 in bribes from vendors.

He pleaded guilty to three counts of bribery under the

Prevention of Corruption Act, with 12 other charges

considered. As the director of resources, Lee was

responsible for planning and budgeting for the

management of the British Council's premises. [CNA]
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Singapore: Police seize USD 530 million in

cash, assets from two foreigners

(ms) In Singapore, more than USD 530 million in cash

and assets, including 28 properties, have been seized

or issued with prohibition of disposal orders from two

foreigners who fled the city-state. These men, aged 37

and 39, are part of a USD 3 billion money laundering

investigation that was launched in August 2023 with

the arrest of 10 foreigners and has since expanded.

Both men are implicated in a cross-border online

gambling syndicate and are among 74 suspects on the

run from Chinese authorities. [The Strait Times]

Earlier this month, Lin Baoying, a key figure in

Singapore's ongoing money laundering investigation,

has been charged with seven new offenses. These

charges, which include possession of suspected

criminal proceeds and the use of forged documents

submitted to banks, further complicate the case [see

AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3].

Singapore: Maximum fine for workplace

safety breaches to be raised to USD 50,000

(sm) Starting June 1, companies breaching safety

regulations in Singapore will face a higher maximum

fine of USD 50,000, up from USD 20,000. Additionally,

construction sites with contract sums of at least USD 5

million must install surveillance cameras. These

measures, part of the Workplace Safety and Health

(WSH) Act, aim to prevent major causes of death,

serious injuries, and dangerous occurrences. [Ministry

of Manpower] [The Strait Times]

Singapore: 6,500 overseas citizens wrongly

e-mailed about successful voting

registration

(lb) On May 24, approximately 6,500 Singaporeans

living abroad received an erroneous email from the

Elections Department (ELD), mistakenly informing

them that they had successfully registered to vote

from overseas due to a programming glitch. The ELD

confirmed that no data was compromised and notified

the recipients on the same day to disregard the email.

[The Straits Times]

This incident comes as Singapore's voter rolls are being

updated for public inspection in June, ahead of a

general election that must occur by November 2025.
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This follows previous voting process errors, including a

2020 glitch affecting 101 overseas voters and a 2023

error where 4,800 households received duplicate poll

cards.

Singapore: Police to launch new NSF

vocation to fight cybercrimes and scams

(lb) The Singapore Police Force (SPF) will introduce a

new Cyber Police National Service vocation later this

year to harness the expertise of full-time national

servicemen (NSFs), Deputy Prime Minister Heng Swee

Keat announced on May 24.

Speaking at the SPF's workplan seminar, Heng

explained that NSFs will be deployed to the Cybercrime

Command and Anti-Scam Command to combat

cybercrime. Additionally, a Cyber Ops Cell will be

established by year-end to enhance real-time

responses to cyber threats. Heng also introduced two

community initiatives: Cyber Guardians on Watch,

which will involve the public in cybercrime awareness

and reporting, and the Cyber Crime Prevention

Ambassadors programme, which will train volunteers

to educate the public on cybercrime prevention.

Further details on the new vocation will be revealed in

August. [CNA]

Singapore: Government policies will

continue to strengthen role of families,

Prime Minister Wong says

(lb) Singapore’s Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

emphasized the importance of strong family ties and

supportive workplace practices during the launch of

the National Family Festival 2024 on May 25. [The

Straits Times]

Highlighting government efforts to reinforce family

roles in Singapore, Wong cited the recent Tripartite

Guidelines on Flexible Work Arrangement Requests as

a step towards balancing work and family life. He

called for a cultural shift to support both career and

family time, including encouraging more fathers to

take paternity leave.

Singapore: Fastest growth in 18 months as

outlook improves
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(ms/sm)  Singapore’s economy grew by 2.7 percent

year-on-year in the first quarter of 2024, marking its

fastest growth in 18 months. This growth matched

earlier estimates and exceeded economists' forecast of

2.5 percent.

Key sectors contributed significantly to this growth.

The finance and insurance sector grew by 6.5 percent

due to increased transaction volumes and credit

activities. Transportation and storage saw a 6.8

percent rise, driven by strong air and sea transport.

The wholesale trade sector increased by 1.5 percent,

with notable contributions from the fuels and

chemicals segment.

Core inflation remained at 3.1 percent in April, the

same as in March, with expectations of a gradual

decrease towards the end of the year. Non-oil exports,

crucial for Singapore’s trade-dependent economy,

continued to decline, with annual contractions of 9.3

percent in April and 20.8 percent in March.

Amidst the positive number the Ministry of Trade and

Industry (MTI) has maintained its GDP growth forecast

for 2024 at 1.0 percent to 3.0 percent. While expecting

a gradual improvement in manufacturing and trade-

related sectors, the MTI also noted potential risks from

geopolitical tensions, global financial conditions, and

market volatility.

Singapore's new Prime Minister, Lawrence Wong,

highlighted these challenges in his recent inaugural

speech, noting the impact of global economic

conditions on the country. This leadership change

comes at a critical time as Singapore navigates its

economic future. [CNA] [Reuters]

Singapore: New inter-ministerial

committee aims to make business

regulations more friendly

(sm) A new inter-ministerial committee in Singapore,

established in April, plans to make business rules more

business-friendly and lowering transaction costs.

Chaired by Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for

Trade and Industry Gan Kim Yong, the committee

includes ministers from various sectors. The focus is

on reducing business transaction costs with the

government, particularly for SMEs, which have

identified high costs as a significant challenge.

Regarding this, Transport Minister Chee Hong Tat

highlighted efforts to engage with businesses and

trade associations to gather feedback on government

regulations and processes. One example cited was
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reducing regulatory costs for drone light show

operators by changing licensing fees from a per-drone

to a per-show basis. Additionally, the Alliance for

Action (AfA) on Business Competitiveness, a public-

private partnership launched in February, addresses

competitiveness in manpower, land, and regulations.

The AfA will compile recommendations and present

them to the government by the end of 2024. Chee

emphasized that the committee would complement,

not duplicate, existing efforts to enhance business

regulations. [AsiaOne] 

Thailand: Constitutional Court accepts

senators' petition to impeach Prime

Minister

(bk) Thailand’s Constitutional Court on May 23

accepted a petition filed by a group of 40 caretaker

members of Parliament’s upper House seeking the

ouster of Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin over his

decision to appoint a minister with a prison record.

However, the court has voted 5-4 not to suspend the

premier from duty pending its ruling. Prime Minister

Srettha has 15 days to submit his written rebuttal.

[Bangkok Post 1] [Thai PBS World]

Pichit, who was appointed as Prime Minister’s Office

Minister in a recent cabinet reshuffle, is known for his

close ties to the family of former prime minister and de

facto ruling Pheu Thai Party leader Thaksin Shinawatra,

and he has served as their trusted lawyer since the

2006 coup against Thaksin. In 2008, while leading the

defense team for Thaksin, Pichit, together with his two

colleagues, was sentenced to six months in jail for an

apparent bribe attempt. Despite this stint in jail,

Pichit’s influence has endured, and he served most

recently as advisor to the Pheu Thai Party before being

appointed as Prime Minister’s Office minister [see AiR

No. 18, April/2024, 5].

However, in light of Pichit’s jail term, the petition

submitted by the group of senators seeks the

Constitutional Court’s ruling on whether the ministerial

status of Srettha should terminate based on Section

170 (4) and (5) of the charter which deal with moral

and ethical standards of a cabinet minister [see AiR No.

21, May/2024, 3]. The senators’ petition argues that

Prime Minister Srettha should have known Phichit was

morally/ethically unqualified for the ministerial role

due to a previous jail sentence.

Observers see the move by the 40 caretaker senators

as a last-ditch effort to send a warning to ex-prime

minister Thaksin not to exercise his influence.
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However, these observers also note that the situation

might not escalate to a point where the ruling Pheu

Thai Party might face dissolution, given that there is no

viable alternative to Prime Minister Srettha. [Bangkok

Post 2]

Against this backdrop, Pichit on May 21 tendered his

resignation in a move that was seen as a bid to spare

Prime Minister Srettha from possible legal wrangles

associated with appointing him as a cabinet minister

despite his eligibility being in question. In light of this,

the Constitutional Court on May 23 rejected a petition

against Pichit, citing his previous resignation.

On the same day, during his trip to Japan, the premier

held a meeting with the Thai press, affirming his

willingness to clarify his decision regarding Pichit's

appointment before the Constitutional Court. Notably,

Srettha has also consulted with Wissanu Krea-ngam, a

prominent legal expert and former deputy prime

minister, for advice on how to handle the case.

[Bangkok Post 3] [Thai Enquirer]

Thaksin himself on May 24 dropped a hint that he

knows who is behind the legal move led by the 40

caretaker senators. He also said that he wants Srettha

to serve as prime minister for as long as possible

because Srettha is working on a mission that will take a

long time to accomplish. [Bangkok Post 4]

Thaksin was non-committal when asked when his

daughter Paetongtarn, who was put forward as one of

two prime ministerial candidates in the 2023 election,

might replace Mr Srettha in case he ends up being

removed from his post. Ms Paetongtarn, currently the

leader of Pheu Thai, said this week that she was not

prepared to be prime minister and wanted to see Mr

Srettha continue in the job. [Bangkok Post]

Of note, it came to light that four of the 40 senators

have reportedly denied signing the petition. This

development prompted a local lawyer Thanetnat

Sukhonthaphan to call on the Central Investigation

Bureau (CIB) to investigate potential forgery among the

40 signatures on the petition. [The Nation]

Thailand: Thaksin extends merger

invitation to Chart Pattana Party chief

(bk) Thaksin Shinawatra, a former Thai premier

minister and de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai

Party (PTP), publicly invited Suwat Liptapanlop,

chairman of the Chart Pattana Party, to merge with the

PTP during a dinner party while on his private trip in
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Thailand's northeastern province Nakhon Ratchasima.

[Bangkok Post] [The Nation]

At the airport on May 25, the former premier received

a warm welcome from red-shirt supporters in Nakhon

Ratchasima, marking his first visit in 17 years.

Accompanied by his daughter and PTP leader

Paetongtarn Shinawatra, his son Panthongtae, and

other key party members, he attended the cremation

of his family's trusted driver, Wichai Changlek, who

passed away last year.

In the evening, Thaksin joined a welcome dinner party

hosted by Suwat. Praising Suwat as an honest person

and longtime friend, Thaksin hinted that Suwat would

soon become a “key lieutenant” of the PTP, adding that

he conveyed the invitation on behalf of his daughter,

Paetongtarn.

The Chart Pattana Party was originally known as the

National Development Party, founded in 1982, with a

significant voter base in the northeastern region of

Thailand, especially in Nakhon Ratchasima. This

province is notable as the political stronghold of

General Chatichai Choonhavan, the party's late leader

and Thailand's 17th Prime Minister, who ran for office

there throughout his political career. The party

eventually merged with the Thai Rak Thai Party (i.e. the

PTP's predecessor) in 2005. Upon the dissolution of the

Thai Rak Thai Party in 2007, the Ruam Jai Thai and

Chart Pattana factions united to form the Ruam Jai Thai

Chart Pattana Party. The party then changed its

present name in 2011. After a brief collaboration with

former Democrat Korn Chatikavanij's team under a

new name of the Chart Pattana Kla Party in 2022, the

party again reverted to its present name in 2024.

Thailand: Ruling Pheu Thai Party vows to

rewrite charter, outlaw military coups

(lm) In a statement released to mark the 10th

anniversary of Thailand’s latest military coup, the ruling

Pheu Thai Party has pledged to rewrite the military-

sponsored constitution, which was created after the

2014 coup, and push for an anti-coup law to ensure

that military takeovers would no longer be accepted,

and coup makers would not be recognized as

sovereign. [Bangkok Post 1]

In May 2014, the Royal Thai Armed Forces, led by

General Prayut Chan-o-cha, staged a coup d'état,

overthrowing the caretaker government of Prime

Minister Yingluck Shinawatra, the sister of de facto

Pheu Thai Party leader and former prime minister
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Thaksin Shinawatra. The coup came after months of

political turmoil and protests, mainly between

supporters of the Shinawatra family and anti-

government demonstrators.

Following the coup, General Prayut Chan-o-cha

became the head of the ruling military junta, known as

the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO). The

NCPO dissolved the existing constitution, suspended

the parliament, and assumed control of the

government. In August 2016, Thailand held a

referendum on a new draft constitution proposed by

the military junta. The constitution was criticized by

some groups for concentrating power in the hands of

the military and limiting the power of elected officials.

However, it was approved by a majority of voters,

albeit amid allegations of intimidation and limited

political campaigning.

Against this backdrop, in its statement last week, the

Pheu Thai Party urged courts and other state agencies

to abandon any notion of a precedent that a coup can

result in a legitimate government and said it will push

for the enactment of a law to ban their recognition as

legitimate with a statute of limitations that will never

expire. It also said that it does not support amnesties

for coup makers.

This came after the Defence Council chaired by

Defence Minister Sutin Klungsang last month approved

a proposal authorizing the prime minister to suspend

top officers suspected of plotting a military coup. The

proposal would be sent to the cabinet before being

submitted to parliament for deliberation.

Referendum law tweaked for charter rewrite

Meanwhile, against the larger backdrop of a long-

anticipated charter rewrite, Thailand’s referendum law

is set to being amended in six areas, and the first

round of the referendum on rewriting the constitution

is expected towards the end of the year, according to a

parliamentary sub-committee studying the matter.

[Bangkok Post 2]

First, the referendum will be held on the same day as

either a general election or a local election in the event

that new MPs or local administrative organisation

members are needed. Second, voting by mail,

electronic voting or voting by other means is

permitted. A constituency may use a combination of

voting methods.

Third, the success of the referendum hinges on

securing a majority vote based on nationwide voter

turnout, rather than relying solely on the count of
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eligible voters. This effectively eliminates the

previously mandated "double majority" rule.

Fourth, the Election Commission (EC) is mandated to

ensure equitable and unimpeded expression of views

by individuals supporting or opposing the referendum,

addressing concerns raised during the 2016

referendum organized by the military regime.

Fifth, the EC retains the prerogative to designate the

entire country as a single constituency or establish

separate constituencies along provincial or district

lines, with votes to be consolidated and tallied

subsequently. Lastly, referendum and general or local

election ballots will be cast at the same polling

stations, streamlining the voting process.

Thailand: Cabinet approves plan for 2024

budget boost to fund THB 500 billion

handout

(lm) Thailand's cabinet on May 28 approved an

increase of THB 122 billion (USD 3.34 billion) to the

2024 fiscal budget to support a delayed household

stimulus scheme, bringing the new budget to THB 3.6

trillion (USD 98.5 billion), a 13 percent rise from the

previous year. The deficit will increase to THB 805

billion (USD 22.04 billion). [Bangkok Post]

This decision aligns with the government's plan to

launch a THB 500 billion (USD 13.7 billion) handout

scheme, a key platform of the ruling Pheu Thai Party

from the 2023 election, now set for the fourth quarter

after delays due to funding and public debt concerns.

The stimulus scheme, criticized by economists and

former central bank governors as fiscally irresponsible,

involves giving THB 10,000 (USD 273) to 50 million

Thais to spend locally. Despite the criticism, the

government argues it is necessary to boost an

economy struggling with high household debt,

borrowing costs, and weak exports, especially due to

an uneven recovery in China, its top trading partner.

Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin stated that the

economy could grow more than 2.5 percent this year

with accelerated budget disbursements. The 2024

budget, passed last month after delays from political

gridlock following the May election, will be disbursed

promptly. Additionally, the cabinet approved the 2025

fiscal budget of THB 3.75 trillion (USD 102.65 billion).

Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira mentioned that

short-term stimulus measures are being planned to
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revive growth, aiming for an annual growth rate of at

least 3.5 percent. While the finance ministry recently

reduced its 2024 growth forecast to 2.4 percent, it

could reach 3.3 percent if the handout program is

implemented as planned in the fourth quarter. The

economy grew by 1.5 percent year-on-year in the first

quarter, down from 1.7 percent in the previous

quarter, with an overall growth of 1.9 percent last year.

Thailand: Prime Minister Srettha distant

fourth in popularity poll

(lm) A recent poll by the King Prajadhipok’s Institute

(KPI) showed Thailand’s Prime Minister Srettha

Thavisin in a distant fourth place with only 8.7 percent

support in a list of seven candidates for the

premiership if a general election were called soon.

[Bangkok Post]

Pita Limjaroenrat, the former prime ministerial

candidate and current chief advisor to the main

opposition Move Forward Party (MFP), leads the list

with 46.9 percent support. He is followed by former

prime minister Prayut Chan-o-cha with 17.7 percent

and Pheu Thai Party leader Paetongtarn Shinawatra

with 10.5 percent.

The poll also indicated that the MFP would win 208

seats if elections were held soon, nearly twice as many

as the currently ruling Pheu Thai Party, which is

projected to secure 105 seats. The Bhumjaithai Party,

led by Interior Minister and Deputy Prime Minister

Anutin Charnvirakul, would receive 61 seats. The Thai

Nation Party is projected to win 34 seats, the Palang

Pracharath Party 30 seats, and the Democrats only 22

seats.

Thailand: Applications for elections to

Parliament’s upper House fall far short of

100,000 target

(wt/msz) According to Thailand’s Election Commission

(EC), a total of 48,226 people have registered to

compete in the upcoming elections for 200 seats in

Parliament’s upper House, less than half the number

the poll body had hoped for. Of these, 48,117

applicants met all qualifications, while those who did

not will have their applications thoroughly reviewed by

May 29, according to the Department of Provincial

Administration. [Thai PBS World] [The Nation]
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The election for a new upper House was triggered by

the expiration of the junta-appointed Senate’s five-year

term on May 10. Under the "intra-group election"

system, candidates vote among themselves within the

same social and professional group. The top five from

each group then proceed to the second round, where

they vote for candidates from other groups. This

process starts at the district level, moves to the

provincial level, and culminates at the national level. At

the national level, the 10 candidates who receive the

most votes from each social and professional group

become the new senators.

Of note, a review of the applicant list revealed that

many of Thailand’s more than 900 districts lacked

contenders from all 20 of the approved professional

groups. Seven districts had applicants from only one

group, while two districts had no applicants at all.

Given that the first round of voting will take place at

the district level, this could result in many non-

competitive races in various districts. [Bangkok Post 1]

Against this backdrop, the Open Forum for Democracy

Foundation said the low number of applicants could be

attributed to limited information dissemination, lack of

support from the EC in highlighting the importance of

the Senate, and the high THB 2,500 registration fee -

seven times Thailand’s minimum daily wage.

Many prospective candidates were deterred by the

confusing and seemingly restrictive rules set by the

Election Commission (EC). On May 24, the Central

Administrative Court ordered the EC to scrap three of

the most contentious rules, but it is not yet known if

the EC plans to appeal. [Bangkok Post 2]

Regulation No. 7 allowed candidates to introduce

themselves using no more than two sheets of A4 paper

to summarize their resumes. Regulation No. 8

permitted candidates to introduce themselves via

electronic methods, but online introductions were

restricted to the information contained within the two

A4 pages, with self-introductions via TV, radio, and

print media prohibited. Regulation No. 11 (2)

prohibited candidates and their registered assistants

working in the media and entertainment industries

from using their professions to aid their self-

introduction campaigns. [AiR No.21, May/2024, 3]

Thailand: New panel to oversee ‘old’ rice

auction

(lm) In Thailand, a panel has been formed to oversee

the auctioning off of 15,000 tons of rice stored under a
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contentious rice-pledging scheme launched during the

administration of former prime minister Yingluck

Shinawatra a decade ago, according to the country’s

commerce minister Phumtham Wechayachai. The

auction is expected to be carried out on June 17.

[Bangkok Post 1]

This stock of rice was part of the rice-pledging scheme

initiated under the Yingluck administration, which

aimed to boost the incomes of rice farmers by

purchasing their crops at prices significantly above

global market rates. The scheme backfired and left the

government with a 19-million-ton stockpile and a tab

of about USD 13.7 billion.

Last month, Phumtham – long seen as the right-hand

man of Pheu Thai patron Thaksin Shinawatra – visited

the two warehouses where the rice is currently stored.

The visit and subsequent auction plans came in

response to skepticism from a local rice expert who

had previously claimed that it was implausible for the

decade-old rice to remain edible and doubted the

feasibility of auctioning it for consumption.

In light of the concerns in regards to the safety of the

rice for consumption, Phumtham said that it had been

inspected and found to be safe for consumption by the

Department of Medical Sciences (DMSc) and a private

laboratory. He also said that bidders will be allowed to

check the quality of the rice, in line with the criteria set

by the Commerce Ministry.

Additionally, the foreign ministry will meet with

diplomats from African countries to address concerns

that emerged following the reports unveiling Thailand’s

intention to sell the rice to their countries. [Bangkok

Post 2]

Thailand: Anti-graft body report on

former deputy premier Prawit ‘redacted’

(lm) In Thailand, the National Anti-Corruption

Commission (NACC) recently handed over a report on

the controversial watch case involving former deputy

prime minister Gen Prawit Wongsuwan to an activist

who had petitioned the Administrative Court. However,

many details in the report remain redacted, prompting

the petitioner, Veera Somkwamkid, to vow to file

another petition to force the NACC to submit all the

documents. [Bangkok Post]

The investigation into Prawit's luxury wristwatches

began following a widely publicized incident in 2017

when he was photographed wearing one of the
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timepieces, along with a diamond ring, at a

Government House event. Despite allegations that

Prawit had not truthfully declared his assets by

omitting 22 high-value watches and rings totaling an

estimated USD 1.5 million, the NACC voted 5:3 in 2018

to dismiss the accusations.

The Administrative Court later ordered the NACC to

comply with a request from the Anti-Corruption People's

Network to disclose the report on fact-finding and

evidence gathering. This includes the opinions of all

NACC officials involved in the case and the opinions of

the NACC secretary-general recorded in the minutes of

NACC meetings.

On May 2, the Administrative Court mandated that the

NACC provide the case details to Veera within 15 days.

The court also imposed fines of THB 5,000 each against

the NACC and its offices for ignoring a previous order

from August 2019 to disclose three documents related

to the NACC’s investigation to Veera. [AiR No. 20,

May/2024, 2]

Thailand: Former Prime Minister Anand

calls for action to address education

inequality

(msz) Anand Panyarachun, a former Thai prime

minister, has stressed the urgent need to take action

against education inequality to reinvigorate youths.

Arnand pointed to the pressing problem of youths

leaving the country in search of a better future

elsewhere and the deteriorating situation of the

country because of the selfishness of politicians, social

inequality, the degradation of democracy, and loss of

public trust in the country's legislative, administrative

and judicial powers. The ex-premier urged the

government to collaborate with the private sector,

which in his view has been more progressive in the

past 30 years. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government eyes amendments

of narcotics regulations to include e-

cigarettes and cannabis buds

(msz) Thailand’s education and public health ministries

issued announcements eying changes in narcotics

regulations in order to curb public consumption.

[Bangkok Post]
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Meanwhile, in line with the government’s policy of

recriminalization of marijuana, Public Health Minister

Somsak Thepsutin on May 23 said that cannabis buds,

which possess all the psychoactive compounds and are

used for recreational purposes, will be relisted as a

Category 5 narcotic. In addition, the ministry will soon

issue a directive of clarifications and set regulations on

planting, possessing, importing, exporting and using

parts of the marijuana plant that are not outlawed to

ensure that it can only be used for medical and

research purposes. Somsak added that hemp will not

be relisted as a drug. [The Nation Thailand]

Thailand: Main opposition Move Forward

Party MP sentenced to 2 years in jail for

insulting monarchy

(wt/msz) A Thai court on May 27 sentenced Move

Forward Party MP Chonthicha Jangrew to two years in

prison for insulting the monarchy over a speech three

years ago that demanded the release of all political

prisoners at an anti-government protest. The judge

originally sentenced her to three years in prison but

reduced it to two years because of her cooperation in

the trial. [Bangkok Post 1]

Specifically, Chonthicha was found guilty for parts of

the speech concerning how the government then led

by Prime Minister Prayuth Chan-ocha had amended

laws to give King Vajiralongkorn more power to control

the palace wealth, which is managed by the Crown

Property Bureau. Chonthicha, 31, denies the charge of

royal defamation and has been granted bail pending

an appeal. Her conviction under the lese majeste law

(Article 112) means she would have been removed

from Parliament if sent to prison immediately. [Voice

of America]

The court’s decision came just days after TIME included

her in the magazine’s list of Next Generation Leaders.

[TIME]

On the same day, the Criminal Court sentenced an

activist musician Chaiamorn Kaewwiboonpan to four

years in prison for burning a portrait of King Maha

Vajiralongkorn. Chaiamorn, who was found guilty of

arson, lese-majeste and computer crimes, had also

denied the charge and said he set the portrait alight to

vent frustration over the detention of fellow activists

on royal insult charges. [Bangkok Post 2]

Separately, another monarchy-reform activist,

Tantawan Tuatulanon, who had gone on a partial

hunger strike after being accused of harassing a royal
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motorcade and charged with sedition - was granted

bail from pre-trial detention at a separate hearing. The

bail, along with that for 18 other political prisoners,

was fronted by Thai Lawyers for Human Rights (TLHR).

This decision was prompted by the death of Netiporn

Saneysangkhom, who had been denied bail and died

of a cardiac attack after a 110-day hunger strike

protesting the Thai monarchy and judicial system [see

AiR No.21, May/2024, 3]. [Bangkok Post 3] [Thai PBS

World]

Thailand: Talk show faces ethics scrutiny

(lm) Channel 3 will not air the Hon Krasae talk show on

June 7 following an order from the National

Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission

(NBTC) for content screening. This suspension comes

after the NBTC reviewed three episodes of the show,

finding them in violation of broadcasting regulations

that mandate upholding media ethics. According to the

NBTC, the episodes in question contained content that

could incite hatred, division, and conflict, and violated

the rights of others. Additionally, the guests on the

show used defamatory and abusive language to

humiliate individuals. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: NESDC urges action on real

estate loans amid rising NPLs and

household debt

(lm) Thailand’s National Economic and Social

Development Council (NESDC), the state planning unit,

has urged financial institutions to adopt proactive

policies in restructuring real estate loans following a

sharp rise in non-performing loans (NPLs) for this type

of credit. The NESDC reported that the NPL rate for

housing loans increased significantly to 12.4 percent in

the fourth quarter of 2023, up from 2.4 percent in the

third quarter of the same year. Overall, NPLs for real

estate loans accounted for 3.34 percent of total loans

in the fourth quarter of 2023. [Bangkok Post]

The NESDC attributes the increase in real estate NPLs

to higher interest rates, which have raised expenses

for borrowers and reduced their net income. They

recommend that commercial banks adjust the debt

structure for these customers to better align with their

income. The current economic situation, which has

affected people’s incomes and increased their debt

burdens, is also a contributing factor to the rise in

NPLs.
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The NESDC also highlighted the broader issue of

household debt, which totaled THB 16.3 trillion

(approximately USD 440.1 billion) in the fourth quarter

of last year, accounting for 91.3 percent of GDP. This

rise in household debt is partly driven by housing

loans, particularly following government initiatives to

support homeownership under the first-home scheme

when the economy was performing well. However, the

Thai economy now faces structural challenges.

Additionally, the NESDC noted an increase in bad debt

related to credit card loans. In the fourth quarter of

last year, the rate of NPLs for credit cards grew by 17.5

percent year-on-year, up from a 13.6 percent growth

rate in the third quarter of 2023. NPLs for credit cards

accounted for 3.57 percent of total loans.

Thailand: Government expedites

waterway upgrades

(lm) Thailand’s Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives

is expediting waterway improvement projects in honor

of King Maha Vajiralongkorn's 72nd birthday on July 28.

These projects aim to prevent water shortages during

the dry season and raise public awareness about the

importance of water conservation and management.

[Bangkok Post]

The ministry is overseeing 72 projects, which include

dredging 24 irrigation canals and 21 reservoirs across

the country, as well as constructing 27 new water

sources and irrigation systems. Additionally, the

ministry, in collaboration with the Justice, Defence,

Interior, and Natural Resources and Environment

ministries, will advance 10 royal projects on behalf of

the king. These projects will be launched

simultaneously in 28 provinces nationwide, with the

goal of completing all 72 projects within a year.

Thailand: Cyber-command unit to be

established in October

(msz) Thailand’s military is set to establish a cyber-

command unit in October as part of its efforts to

enhance the country’s cyber warfare capabilities. The

decision was made during a Defence Council meeting

chaired by Defense Minister Sutin earlier this month,

with Gen Songwit Noonphakdi, commander-in-chief of

the Royal Thai Armed Forces (RTARF), assigned to

create the unit. [Bangkok Post]
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The new cyber-command unit will be headed by a

lieutenant general and staffed by reallocated

personnel from the RTARF's Royal Development

Projects and Security Coordination Centre (RDPSCC).

Furthermore, a cyber defense academy will be

established to produce 300 to 500 specialists annually,

bolstering Thailand’s expertise in cyber defense.

Additionally, the cyber and digital technology units will

undergo restructuring, and an electronic warfare

division will be added to the navy's cyber center. The

air force’s cyber center will be transferred to the

Defense Ministry’s Department of Information

Technology and Communications. Under the new

structure, the RDPSCC will be led by a major general

and transferred to the RTARF's Armed Forces

Development Command.

Vietnam: Security chief elected new

president, pledges centennial

development goal

(lm) Vietnam's legislator, the National Assembly, on

May 22 appointed General To Lam as the new

president, stepping into the role following the

resignation of Vo Van Thuong. Thuong's departure was

prompted by acknowledged "shortcomings" that

breached party regulations, tarnishing both his own

reputation and that of the ruling Communist Party.

[Voice of America] [Al Jazeera] [The Nation]

As the former top public security official, Lam has been

instrumental in spearheading the extensive anti-

corruption campaign, famously known as Blazing

Furnace, championed by the party's general secretary,

Nguyen Phu Trong. This initiative has resulted in the

apprehension of numerous government figures and

business leaders in recent years, marking a significant

crackdown on corruption within the country.

Notably, Blazing Furnace has also led to the removal of

several high-ranking officials from their positions,

including Lam's predecessor, Nguyen Xuan Phuc, and

even members of Vietnam's governing politburo, along

with a former speaker of the National Assembly.

Lam's elevation to the presidency, although largely

ceremonial, places him in a prominent position for

potential future leadership roles. However, his tenure

has not been without controversy. Human rights

activists have raised concerns about Lam's alleged

crackdown on civil society groups and his implication in

the abduction of a former Vietnamese politician from

Berlin in 2017, sparking fears of a shift towards

authoritarianism in the country.
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Moreover, Lam has faced criticism for his involvement

in a widely-publicized incident in 2021. During a strict

COVID-19 lockdown, a video surfaced showing Lam

dining at a luxurious London restaurant, where he was

served a steak adorned with edible 24-carat gold leaf

by the renowned Turkish chef Nusret Gokce, popularly

known as Salt Bae. This extravagant meal, estimated to

cost over $1,000, sparked public outrage, leading to

the arrest of a noodle vendor who had posted a video

mocking the incident. The vendor was subsequently

sentenced to five years in prison on charges of

disseminating anti-government propaganda.

Vietnam: Apartment fire in Hanoi kills 14,

injures 3

(wn) A fire at a five-story apartment block in Hanoi’s

Cau Giay district killed at least 14 people and injured

three others. Witnesses reported explosions and heavy

smoke. Firefighters rescued seven people, and the

cause is under investigation. Fires are common in

Vietnam’s urban areas, with 433 deaths in 17,000

house fires from 2017 to 2022. Notable past incidents

include a September fire that killed 56 in Hanoi and a

2022 karaoke bar fire that killed 32. [Al Jazeera]

Vietnam: Trade unionist detained, rights

group says

(lm) Vietnam has recently detained Vu Minh Tien, a

trade unionist and head of policy and legal affairs at

the Vietnam General Confederation of Labor, under

Article 337 of the criminal code, which covers offenses

related to the deliberate disclosure of classified

information, as well as appropriation, trading, or

destruction of classified documents. [Radio Free Asia]

This follows the arrest of Nguyen Van Binh, director

general of the Labor Ministry’s legal department, in

April. Both were advocating for labor law reforms in

line with international standards. International

organizations are urging for their release, highlighting

Vietnam's crackdown on human rights defenders.

Vietnam: Political prisoner punished in

solitary confinement

(lm) Dang Dang Phuoc, a political prisoner in Vietnam,

has been placed in solitary confinement at Xuan Phuoc
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prison for unspecified violations. His wife believes he

may have been punished for attempting to share his

cellmate's phone number with his family. Phuoc's

confinement lasted from May 10 to 20, and his family

visits have been reduced to once every two months

until his behavior improves. Despite concerns about

his well-being and nutrition, authorities have not

provided details about his punishment. Phuoc, a

former music lecturer, was arrested in 2022 on

charges of "anti-state propaganda" and sentenced to

eight years in prison. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietnam: Government defines electronic

money; Bitcoin not included

(wn) Vietnam’s government has officially defined

electronic money as "the equivalent value in VND

stored by electronic means," based on pre-paid funds

from customers to banks or payment service providers

offering electronic wallets. Decree 52 identifies two

types of electronic money storage: electronic wallets

and prepaid cards. Issued by the State Bank of Vietnam

(SBV), this decree aims to clarify electronic money's

nature and exclude virtual currencies not regulated by

Vietnam's finance authorities. Effective from July 1, the

decree addresses the growing use of electronic

payments, with over 40 e-wallet providers and about

36 million active e-wallets as of April. While Vietnam

has not officially allowed digital currencies, SBV Deputy

Governor Đào Minh Tú emphasized that Bitcoin and

similar virtual currencies are not recognized as legal

tender in the country. [Vietnam News]
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China, Japan, and South Korea hold first

trilateral summit since 2019

(ms) On May 27, China, Japan, and South Korea

convened in Seoul for their first trilateral summit in

over four years. The summit brought together Chinese

Premier Li Qiang, Japanese Prime Minister Fumio

Kishida, and South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol, to

discuss key issues impacting their nations and the

region. The meeting, which had been on hold since

2019 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and rising

regional tensions, marked a significant step in

restoring diplomatic dialogue among the three East

Asian powers.

One of the focuses of the summit was the stability of

regional supply chains. In their joint statement, the

leaders emphasized the importance of maintaining

open markets and strengthening supply chain

cooperation. They committed to avoiding disruptions

and ensuring a level playing field for trade and

investment. This commitment comes at a time when

global supply chains have been under significant stress

due to geopolitical tensions, especially in the form of

the intensifying strategic competition between the U.S.

and China in addition to the aftereffects of the

pandemic.

The three countries agreed to accelerate negotiations

for a trilateral Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which had

been stalled since 2019. The leaders reaffirmed their

support for the Regional Comprehensive Economic

Partnership (RCEP) as a foundation for the FTA and

expressed a desire to create a high-quality, mutually

beneficial trade agreement. This move aims to boost

economic integration and enhance trade relations

among the three nations.

Denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula was another

critical issue addressed at the summit. The leaders

reiterated their commitment to peace, stability, and

prosperity in Northeast Asia. While they acknowledged

the importance of denuclearization, their joint

statement notably did not mention “complete

denuclearization” as in past meetings. The backdrop of

North Korea's announcement of a planned satellite

launch, which involves ballistic missile technology,

added urgency to their discussions on this topic.

Chinese Premier Li Qiang raised concerns about Japan

and South Korea's increasing alignment with U.S.

strategies that China perceives as containment efforts.

Li called for “honest dialogue” to build greater mutual

trust and emphasized the need for strategic autonomy,



warning against the formation of exclusive blocs. This

reflects Beijing’s unease over the closer security

cooperation between Washington, Tokyo, and Seoul.

The resumption of the trilateral summit is seen as

politically significant, signaling a willingness among the

three countries to engage in dialogue despite ongoing

regional tensions. Analysts noted that the summit

represents a crossroads for trilateral cooperation

amidst U.S.-China strategic competition. The emphasis

on supply chain stability is viewed as a potential area

where Japan and South Korea might resist U.S.-led

trade protectionism against China.

Other observers noted that while the summit set up

various communication channels, substantial progress

on an FTA might require direct involvement from

higher-level officials especially in the person of Chinese

President Xi Jinping, who was absent from the meeting.

The leaders agreed to institutionalize their trilateral

cooperation by holding regular summits and

ministerial meetings, with Japan set to host the next

leaders' meeting. They also pledged to enhance

people-to-people exchanges, tackle climate change,

and address common challenges such as aging

populations and low birth rates. [Associated Press]

[Channel News Asia] [CNBC] [Kyodo News] [Reuters]

[Nikkei Asia] [South China Morning Post] [Xinhua]

G7 calls for unity against China’s trade

practices

(jm/sh) During their meeting on May 23-25 in Stresa,

Italy, the finance ministers and central bank governors

from the Group of Seven (G7) urged unity in response

to China’s unfair industrial policies while emphasizing

the need to avoid a trade war following the US’s recent

tariff hikes on Chinese imports. The meeting was also

attended Ukraine's Finance Minister Serhiy Marchenko.

French Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire highlighted

the necessity of avoiding a trade war with China while

protecting the G7's industrial interests. German

Finance Minister Christian Lindner warned against the

detrimental effects of trade wars on global economies,

while Italian Economy Minister Giancarlo Giorgetti

suggested that the EU might soon need to adopt tariff

measures like those implemented by the US, stressing

the importance of G7 unity to prevent internal

competition among European countries, given that the

U.S. tariffs might lead to an increase in Chinese exports

to Europe.
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In response, the Chinese foreign ministry China

reiterated its rejection of what it calls the “G7’s

unilateral criteria of ‘non-market policies and

practices,” insisting that “discriminatory practices of a

handful of Western countries targeting particular

countries and businesses,” constitute “non-market

practices” and “distortive policies.” [Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, China]

Another major topic at the G7 meeting was a US-led

proposal for a loan to Ukraine backed by future

income from approximately USD 300 billion in frozen

Russian assets since the start of the invasion in

February 2022. While no concrete details were

finalized, US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen suggested

the loan could be around USD 50 billion. [US

Department of the Treasury]

Discussions included how the loan would be structured

and managed, with World Bank President Ajay Banga

expressing openness to overseeing a fund for Ukraine.

Additionally, the EU announced its own financial

support plan for Ukraine, utilizing profits from

European depositories holding Russian assets,

potentially generating up to USD 3.25 billion (EURO 3

billion) annually for Ukraine. Ukrainian Foreign

Minister Dmytro Kuleba welcomed the move but

advocated for the full seizure of Russian assets.

In their final statement, the G7 ministers and central

bank governors emphasized that Russian assets would

remain frozen until Russia compensates for the

damage caused to Ukraine. They also considered

further sanctions against Moscow.

Italian Finance Minister Giancarlo Giorgetti noted the

technical and legal challenges but expressed

determination to reach a solution before the G7

leaders' summit in Puglia, Italy, next month. French

Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire indicated that the

goal was to achieve a political agreement rather than a

detailed plan. The discussions included the potential

for creating a loan facility for Ukraine, backed by the

interest generated from the frozen Russian assets. This

proposal could raise up to USD 50 billion in the short

term, but questions remain regarding debt issuance

and risk distribution among G7 partners. US Treasury

Secretary Yellen stated that the loan backed by frozen

assets is the primary option for the G7 to consider in

June, though other possibilities remain. [DW] [Reuters]

[European Council, G7]
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UK warns of China’s alleged military

support to Russia in Ukraine war

(jm) On May 22, during a defense conference in

London, British Defence Secretary Grant Shapps

claimed that China and Russia are collaborating on

combat equipment for use in Ukraine, citing British

intelligence. He noted that – led by Russia, China, Iran,

and North Korea - “an axis of authoritarian states” is

escalating global conflicts.

Shapps, furthermore, warned that the world must

"wake up" to these threats and urged NATO countries

to boost their defense spending to 2.5 percent of GDP.

The current NATO defense expenditure standard is 2

percent, but Shapps supports a boost, a target the UK

aims to reach by 2030.

On China-Russia economic ties, Shapps cited a 64

percent increase in trade between China and Russia

since the Ukraine war began. Beijing has consistently

rejected allegations of providing weaponry to Moscow.

[UK Government, Ministry of Defence] [Reuters]

In response to Shapp’s comment, on May 23, the

Chinese embassy in the UK urged the UK to stop

making unsubstantiated accusations, dismissing

Shapp’s remarks as baseless and emphasizing that

China has strengthened trade and military ties with

Russia in recent years, especially in the face of

sanctions imposed by the US and its allies.

China reiterated that aim to maintain an objective and

fair position on the Ukraine issue, promote peace talks,

and support a political resolution to the conflict. [The

Embassy of the PRC in the UK and Northern Ireland]

Ukraine aims for security pact with Japan

ahead of NATO summit

(sh) Ukraine is striving to finalize a security cooperation

agreement with Japan before the upcoming NATO

summit in July, revealed a senior diplomat. First Deputy

Foreign Minister Andrii Sybiha highlighted that Ukraine

and Japan are in the "final stage" of talks on a bilateral

security pact, aiming to strengthen ties with Indo-

Pacific countries post-Russia's invasion.

Sybiha expressed hope for concluding negotiations

before the three-day NATO summit in Washington on

July 9. With Japan set to join several countries in

signing such agreements, Ukraine anticipates

bolstering long-term bilateral security commitments.
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Under this pact, Japan is expected to provide

humanitarian aid, energy technology support, and

cybersecurity assistance, reflecting Ukraine's gratitude

for Tokyo's financial aid since Russia's invasion. As

Ukraine prepares for the "Summit on Peace in

Ukraine," it looks to Japan's leadership in nuclear

safety discussions, particularly concerning the

Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant under Russian

occupation. [Kyodo News]

Japan to provide flood projection maps to

Southeast Asian nations

(sh) Japan is set to create flood projection maps for

Indonesia, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam to help

these Southeast Asian nations tackle water-related

disasters. The initiative, planned by Japan's Land

Ministry, aims to deepen ties with emerging countries

amid China's regional influence.

By providing these maps, Japan hopes to encourage

infrastructure projects involving Japanese companies

in the recipient countries. Utilizing satellite data and

local information, Japan will forecast floods in key

business areas of each nation.

These four targeted countries are vital to Japan's

supply chains. The government anticipates that

domestic firms will use the maps to plan their

expansions. Japan also plans to extend assistance in

crafting flood projection maps and training officials in

the future, with potential expansion to other flood-

affected regions globally. [Kyodo News]

Poland affirms potential cooperation with

Japan on Ukraine's reconstruction

(sh) In a recent interview Polish Foreign Minister

Radoslaw Sikorski affirmed Poland and Japan could

collaborate to reconstruct Ukraine. 

Sikorski stressed that Poland would serve as an entry

point for investing in Ukraine once the Russian

invasion ends, highlighting the potential for Polish-

Japanese cooperation due to the presence of many

Japanese companies in Poland.

Sikorski clarified that Poland is not considering sending

troops to Ukraine and expressed hope that China

would pressure Russia to end the invasion. He further

disclosed that Polish President Andrzej Duda would

urge Chinese President Xi Jinping to stop cooperating
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with Russia in their upcoming meeting scheduled for

late June. [Japan Times]

Japan plans to train ASEAN AI

professionals

(sh) On May 23, Prime Minister Fumio Kishida

announced plans to collaborate with ASEAN in training

100,000 highly skilled digital professionals in artificial

intelligence and semiconductors over the next five

years.

The aim is to enhance cooperation with the regional

bloc, including through the Japan-led Asia Zero

Emission Community framework. Kishida revealed that

the second ministerial meeting of this framework will

convene in Jakarta in August, underscoring Japan's

commitment to environmental initiatives.

Furthermore, Japan and ASEAN are set to develop a 10-

year strategy until 2035 to advance the next-

generation automobile industry, with details expected

to be unveiled in the fall. The strategy's formulation

will involve cooperation with the Economic Research

Institute for ASEAN and East Asia, based in Jakarta.

[Kyodo News]

Mongolia, China, and Russia open joint

ecological and engineering center

(fg) A joint ecological and engineering center between

Mongolia, China, and Russia has been opened in

Lanzhou City in northern China. The center's purpose

is to enhance collaboration in science and technology

between the three countries in the field of

environmental and engineering research.

The project was approved by the Chinese Academy of

Sciences in September 2023, and following the opening

of the center, the cooperation between the three

countries has now been formalized in a Memorandum

of Understanding.

The center's research agenda is focused on important

ecological issues, including cryosphere changes and

the assessment of environmental impacts in

permafrost zones. Additionally, it addresses the

prevention of natural risks such as desertification and

the restoration of the environment. The center is also

to support the "One Billion Trees" campaign in

Mongolia with its expertise, which is dedicated to
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reforestation and environmental restoration.

[Akipress]

North Korean satellite launch fails

(rl) On May 27, North Korea launched a military spy

satellite from the Sohae Satellite Launching Grounds,

but the rocket exploded mid-air, failing to place the

satellite into orbit.

The launch coincided with the first trilateral summit

between South Korea, Japan, and China in over four

years. South Korean President Yoon Suk-yeol

condemned the launch, emphasizing the violation of

U.N. sanctions and urging a firm international

response.

North Korea had notified Japan of the launch plans

earlier in the day, with the Japanese Coast Guard

identifying rocket stage drop zones in the Yellow Sea.

This launch follows three previous attempts last year,

of which only one succeeded (see AiR No. 48,

November/2023, 4). [AP]

The failed launch underscores North Korea’s ongoing

efforts to enhance its military reconnaissance

capabilities, with leader Kim Jong Un pledging to

launch additional satellites in 2024. Experts note the

technical challenges North Korea faces, with only one

of four recent launches achieving success.

The incident highlights escalating regional tensions and

North Korea's defiance of international norms. [NK

News]

North Korea criticizes South Korea's

denuclearization commitment at

trilateral summit

(rl/sh) North Korea has criticized South Korea its

commitment to denuclearization of the Korean

Peninsula, expressed in a joint declaration with Japan

and China following the countries’ trilateral summit

hosted by Seoul (see article in this edition).

During the trilateral summit in Seoul, South Korean

President Yoon Suk Yeol, Japanese Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida, and Chinese Premier Li Qiang

reaffirmed their commitment to peace and stability on

the Korean Peninsula. The joint declaration reiterated

their positions on denuclearization and the abduction
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issue and committed to efforts for the political

settlement of Peninsula issues.

The North Korean foreign ministry labeled this

commitment as a "mockery" and accused South Korea

of causing a severe security crisis through its military

alliances. The statement, released by the Korean

Central News Agency, asserted that denuclearization is

no longer viable and condemned the declaration as an

interference in North Korea's sovereignty. [KCNA

Watch] [Yonhap News] [Kyodo News]

South Korea: Government announces

sanctions on North Korea and Russia

(ac) On May 24, South Korea announced sanctions on

seven North Korean individuals and two Russian

vessels for facilitating arm transfer between the war in

Ukraine. 

South Korea highlighted that the large quantity of

containers shipping between Russia and North Korea

was a clear violation of the United Nations Security

Council resolutions. One of the seven individuals, Rim

Yong-hyok was involved in arms deal between Russia

and North Korea as a representative of the Korea

Mining and Development Trading Corporation in Syria.

[Korea JoongAng Daily] [The Straits Times]

In a separate move, Australia, U.S., and U.K. imposed

sanctions on North Korea on May 16 and 17, over

alleged weapon trade with Russia.

Both Pyongyang and Moscow, however, have denied

all allegations in the face of satellite images seen by

the sanctioning countries as prove for their trading

networks (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3).

South Korea, U.S, and U.K. discuss nuclear

safety and nuclear energy sector

(ac) South Korean Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs Kang

Insun met separately with her US and British

counterparts on the sidelines of the Fourth

International Conference on Nuclear Security (ICONS)

held on May 20-21 in Vienna.  

Kang first had a meeting with Andrew Bowie, UK

Minister for Nuclear and Renewables on May 20. Both

parties discussed the current situation of their

countries’ cooperation in the nuclear power plant and

Small Modular Reactor (SMR) sectors. They agreed to
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continue bilateral cooperation in areas such as the

nuclear industry, nuclear fuel and SMRs. 

In April 2023, South Korea and the UK signed a joint

declaration confirming both sides’ agreement on the

need for energy transition from fossil fuels to low-

carbon power sources as well as prospects for South

Korea's participation in new UK nuclear power plant

projects (see AiR No. 16, April/2023, 3). This was

followed by an MoU on civil nuclear energy

cooperation signed in November (UK Government).

Kang’s talk with Bowie was followed by the meeting

with U.S. Deputy Secretary of Energy David Turk during

which the two agreed on the importance of bilateral

cooperation in nuclear security and continued

communication in this field. [ROK Ministry of Foreign

Affairs]

South Korea’s Kepco bids for construction

of Ghana’s first nuclear plant

(ac) Ghana is selecting a company to construct its first

nuclear power plant by December 2024. Ghana

confirmed that the Cabinet will approve the final

choice depending on the financial model and the

technical details. The nuclear power plan was

resembled in 2006 with the support from the

International Atomic Energy Association.

Power deputy director in charge of nuclear and

alternative energy Robert Sogbadji confirmed that the

list of competitors includes EDF from France, NuScale

Power and Regnum Technology Group from U.S, China

National Nuclear Corporation, ROASTOM from Russia,

and South Korea’s Kepco and its subsidiary Korea

Hydro Nuclear Power Corporation. [GCR][Power

Technology]

South Korea and U.K co-host AI Seoul

Summit 

(ac) On May 21 and 22, South Korea and the U.K.

cohosted the second AI summit following the launch of

UK AI Safety Summit in November 2023. The AI Seoul

Summit addressed global collaboration on AI Safety,

innovation, and inclusivity. The forum attracted

government leaders, industry exports and civil society

from Australia, Canada, the European Union, France,

Germany, Italy, Japan, South Korea, Singapore, the UK,

and the U.S.
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Continuing the work laid out at the UK AI Safety

Summit in 2023, the AI Seoul Summit addressed the

inter-related goals on AI safety, innovation, and

inclusivity, enabling an international discussion on AI

governance and challenges regarding the use of AI in

the future. 

The summit reinforced international commitments and

cooperations to AI safety measures, research

programs, and other relevant institutions including

supervisory bodies. It also added ‘innovation’ and

‘inclusivity’ to the agenda of AI safety to harness

human creativity and the development of AI,

promoting democratic values, rule of law, human

rights, diversity in gender, socio-cultures, and

linguistic.  [CSIS] [The Guardian] [ROK Ministry of

Foreign Affairs1] [ROK Ministry of Foreign Affairs2][UK

Government]

Taiwan's health minister leads delegation

to WHA despite exclusion

(fg) Taiwan's Minister of Health Chiu Tai-yuan is taking

a delegation to Geneva for this year's World Health

Assembly (WHA), which takes place from May 27 to

June 1. Although Taiwan was not officially invited to the

WHA (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3), Chiu seeks to

continue to promote inclusion and strengthen Taiwan's

cooperation with other countries, for example in

bilateral meetings outside the official program. [Focus

Taiwan]

Earlier, on May 22, in the "State of American Diplomacy

in 2024" hearing before the Congressional Committee,

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken reiterated his

statement from early May (see AiR No. 19, May/2024,

1) that the US will do everything "to the last second" to

secure Taiwan's participation in the WHA. [Taiwan

News]

Taiwan has been denied observer status at the WHA

since the Democratic Progressive Party took power in

2016 due to pressure from China.

Bangladesh, Sri Lanka send officers

implicated in human rights abuses to UN

peacekeeping missions

(ms) A joint investigation by DW, Netra News, and

Süddeutsche Zeitung has uncovered concerning

revelations regarding the deployment of officers from
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Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, allegedly involved in human

rights abuses, as UN peacekeepers. [Deutsche Welle]

Of particular concern is the alleged practice within

Bangladesh's Rapid Action Battalion (RAB), where

individuals implicated in human rights violations are

purportedly sent on UN missions, possibly to evade

prosecution. Officers from RAB's Intelligence Wing,

responsible for running clandestine torture cells, have

been identified among UN peacekeeping forces. This

raises suspicions about the motives behind their

deployment and the integrity of the vetting process for

UN peacekeepers.

In addition to Bangladesh, similar concerns have been

raised regarding the deployment of Sri Lankan officers,

including those implicated in war crimes during the

country's civil war. Despite international sanctions

against individuals involved in these abuses, Sri Lankan

troops continue to be deployed as UN peacekeepers.

One notable figure is Shavendra Silva, who

commanded the 58th division during the Sri Lankan

civil war, where "gross violations of human rights,

namely extrajudicial killings," were reported. Silva was

promoted to Army Chief in 2019, despite international

outcry and sanctions from the US Department of State.

The Department of Peacekeeping Operations

announced a suspension of future Sri Lankan army

deployments, but existing deployments were allowed

to continue under review, resulting in no notable

change in the numbers of deployed Sri Lankan forces,

raising questions about the consistency of UN actions.

Critics argue that the UN's reliance on troop-

contributing countries, coupled with the threat of

troop withdrawals, may compromise its ability to

enforce human rights standards among peacekeeping

forces. The financial incentives provided by UN

missions, along with the prestige associated with

participation, may incentivize countries to overlook

past atrocities in exchange for international legitimacy.

The UN's response to these revelations has been

limited, with requests for interviews with UN officials

declined. The organization's stance on these

allegations remains unclear.

In the meantime both Bangladesh and Sri Lanka have

maintained a stance of denial and deflection. The

governments of both countries have dismissed the

allegations as baseless and unfounded, emphasizing

their commitment to upholding human rights and

fulfilling their obligations as UN peacekeeping

contributors. Bangladesh's government has rejected

claims of systemic human rights abuses within RAB,
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portraying the unit as a vital force in combating

terrorism and maintaining law and order. Similarly, Sri

Lanka has defended its deployment of troops,

including those individuals implicated in war crimes, as

necessary for international peacekeeping efforts.

In Bangladesh, the accusations have sparked a

contentious reaction, with pro-government outlets

portraying the report as a Western conspiracy aimed at

tarnishing Bangladesh's reputation on the

international stage. Some media platforms have

launched smear campaigns against certain

contributors to the report, attempting to discredit their

credibility and motives. The government has echoed

these sentiments, dismissing the allegations as part of

a broader agenda to undermine Bangladesh's

sovereignty and portray its security forces in a negative

light. Despite mounting evidence and international

scrutiny, the government has remained steadfast in its

denial of any wrongdoing within its security apparatus.

This reaction further highlights the challenges in

addressing human rights abuses and promoting

accountability in contexts where political interests may

supersede transparency and justice. [The Daily Star]

Maldives’ President Muizzu calls for global

climate finance reforms in The Guardian

op-ed

(lm) In an opinion piece for the British daily The

Guardian, Maldivian President Mohamed Muizzu

emphasized the urgent need for global cooperation

and financial reforms to effectively address the climate

crisis, enabling vulnerable nations like the Maldives to

build resilient futures. [The Guardian]

As co-chair of the upcoming UN’s fourth International

Conference on Small Island Developing States (SIDS),

Muizzu advocates for equity and justice in climate

financing. He highlights the disproportionate burden

that SIDS bear due to global warming, despite the

Maldives contributing just 0.003 percent of global

emissions. The country is among the first to experience

severe impacts, including rising temperatures and

frequent storms.

Muizzu recalls that the Maldives first brought its

vulnerability to global attention in 1989. Since then, the

nation has implemented significant climate resilience

and adaptation measures, but he notes that global

financial support remains inadequate. He criticizes the

outdated global financial architecture, which prevents

SIDS from accessing necessary funding due to
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misleading metrics like Gross National Income (GNI)

and Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

To better reflect the unique challenges faced by SIDS

and facilitate access to critical climate funding, Muizzu

calls for the adoption of a Multidimensional

Vulnerability Index (MVI). He underscores the need for

international support to implement projects that

enhance climate resilience, such as renewable energy

initiatives and sustainable urban development.

China, India agrees to use local currencies

for imports from Maldives

(hgh) The Maldives announced that India and China

have agreed to facilitate import payments using their

respective local currencies, Indian Rupee (INR) and

Chinese Yuan (CNY), instead of the US dollar. This

agreement is expected to help the Maldives save

nearly 50 percent of its annual USD 1.5 billion import

bill from the two countries. The shift to local currencies

aims to conserve foreign exchange reserves and

reduce reliance on the US dollar in international

transactions. [FirstPost]

Maldives’ Economic Development Minister Mohamed

Saeed confirmed this development after meeting with

the Indian High Commissioner Munu Mahawar, who

assured India's support. Similarly, China's Commerce

Ministry communicated its cooperation in a letter to

Saeed, following a request by President Mohamed

Muizzu. The Maldives imports goods worth USD 780

million from India and USD 720 million from China

annually. Discussions about this transition began in

April when Minister Saeed first mentioned the

possibility of making import payments in Maldivian

Rufiyaa.

Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan voice concerns

on climate change

(ps) The "Technical Dialogue on Mountain, People, and

Climate Change" was a two-day conference that

finished on May 23 at the Chandragiri Hill Resort in

Kathmandu, Nepal showing concerns throughout

Bangladesh, Bhutan and Nepal on the climate change.

Saber Hossain Chowdhury, the Minister of

Environment, Forests, and Climate Change for

Bangladesh, urged developed countries need to take

more action to mitigate climate change. [My Republica]
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Bhutan’s Minister of Agriculture and Livestock, Younten

Phuntsho, spoke about the urgency of finding

solutions. Younten Phuntsho said that even if the

world meets its goal of limiting warming to 1.5 degrees

Celsius, one-third of glaciers in the Hindu Kush

Himalayan region will disappear by 2100. This rapid

melting threatens communities downstream with

glacial lake outburst floods. Chowdhury added that

Bangladesh was equally concerned with the melting of

glaciers across the Himalayas, which would certainly

have adverse impacts on rising sea levels in

Bangladesh. [Kuensel]

On the sidelines of the event, the Bangladeshi minister

also participated in a trilateral meeting with Nepal's

Minister for Forests and Environment, Nawal Kishore

Shah Sudi, and Yorten Phuntsho. They discussed in

detail the issue of vulnerability, particularly in the post-

LDC scenario, and emphasized that they share a

common position within the UNFCCC and other

platforms.

Pakistan Prime Minister Sharif says 1998

nuclear tests ensured ‘credible minimum

deterrence’

(lm) On the 26th anniversary of Pakistan's first

successful nuclear tests, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif

highlighted the country's journey towards establishing

a "credible minimum deterrence." Pakistan conducted

six nuclear tests on May 28, 1998, in response to

India's earlier tests that same month. These tests

marked Pakistan as the seventh nuclear nation and the

first Muslim-majority country with nuclear capabilities.

[The Hindu]

Designated as Youm-e-Takbeer, the day is celebrated

annually with national pride. This year, Sharif declared

it a public holiday, emphasizing the collective national

effort behind the achievement. He commended former

Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif for his leadership during

the 1998 tests and paid tribute to Prime Minister

Zulfikar Ali Bhutto for initiating Pakistan's nuclear

program. However, he did not mention Dr. Abdul

Qadeer Khan, a key figure in the program.

United States emphasizes that ISIS-K

poses significant threat along Pakistan-

Afghanistan border
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(ss) The United States has emphasized that ISIS-K, the

Islamic State's Khorasan branch, poses a significant

threat along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. The

Pentagon highlighted the seriousness of this threat to

regional stability and security, stating that combating

ISIS-K is a crucial aspect of Washington’s national

defense strategy. Additionally, the Pentagon noted the

ongoing cooperation between Pakistan and the U.S. in

counter-terrorism efforts, affirming the vital nature of

this partnership in addressing the mutual threat posed

by terrorist organizations in the region. [The Frontier

Post]

The current state of ISIS-K (Islamic State Khorasan) at

the Afghan-Pakistan border remains highly concerning.

Despite significant losses, including the deaths and

arrests of key leaders, ISIS-K continues to be a

formidable threat. The group has managed to maintain

its operational capabilities by replacing leadership

losses and attracting disaffected fighters from other

militant organizations like the Taliban and Tehrik-i-

Taliban Pakistan (TTP).

Maldives, Seychelles, and Marshall Islands

forge closer ties amid climate crisis

(ms) Leaders of Maldives, Seychelles, and Marshall

Islands have convened at the Fourth International

Conference on Small Island Developing States (SIDS4)

in Antigua and Barbuda, marking a pivotal moment for

collaboration and solidarity among these vulnerable

nations. President Wavel Ramkalawan of Seychelles,

alongside his counterparts, Mohamed Muizzu of

Maldives and Hilda Heine of Marshall Islands,

emphasized the urgent need for collective action to

address the existential threat posed by the climate

crisis.

During bilateral talks, Ramkalawan reaffirmed

Seychelles' unwavering support for Maldives across all

sectors, echoing sentiments of mutual cooperation and

solidarity. Discussions centered on bolstering

diplomatic ties, enhancing air connectivity, and

fortifying environmental protections, underscoring the

interconnected challenges faced by small island states.

The leaders articulated a shared vision for navigating

the complex nexus of climate change, emphasizing the

imperative of resilience-building measures and

sustainable development strategies. Rising sea levels,

coral bleaching, and adverse weather patterns loomed

large in deliberations, prompting a concerted effort to

explore innovative solutions and exchange technical

expertise.
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As the SIDC conference unfolds under the theme

"Charting the Course Towards Resilient Prosperity,"

these island nations are poised to chart a collective

path forward. With a renewed commitment to

international cooperation and support, they seek to

carve out a sustainable future amidst the looming

specter of climate uncertainty. [Raajie] [Seychelles

News Agency 1] [Seychelles News Agency 2]

Seychelles advances tax transparency

through European collaboration

(ms) Seychelles, in mid-May, engaged in discussions

with Spain, Portugal, and France to enhance tax

transparency and exchange of information. Led by

Patrick Payet, the Secretary of State for Finance,

National Planning, and Trade, the delegation met from

May 13 to 17, 2024.

Discussions primarily centered on legislative reforms

initiated since 2020, including the Beneficial Ownership

legislation ensuring compliance with FATF and OECD

standards. This legislation mandates an updated

register of beneficial owners, managed securely by the

Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU). Reforms implemented

in 2022 require all entities to maintain accounting

information within Seychelles, even post-dissolution.

Payet expressed confidence in Seychelles' compliance

with international standards, anticipating a positive

outcome in the forthcoming 2025 supplementary

review. European counterparts lauded Seychelles'

proactive measures, leading to its removal from Annex

I of the EU's list of non-cooperative jurisdictions.

[Seychelles News Agency] [Seychelles’ Ministry of

Finance, National Planning, and Trade]

Seychelles assumes presidency of Indian

Ocean Commission

(ms) Sylvestre Radegonde, Seychelles' Minister for

Foreign Affairs and Tourism, has taken over the

presidency of the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) from

Mauritius. At the IOC Council of Ministers' 38th

Ordinary Session's closing ceremony on May 17,

Radegonde outlined key priorities, including enhancing

connectivity among member states, addressing

maritime security challenges, and empowering youth

in regional development.
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Radegonde emphasized the need for improved

transportation links between islands to facilitate the

movement of passengers and cargo, citing the

importance of reliable air and sea connections for

economic growth.

Maritime security emerged as a critical concern, with

Radegonde stressing the importance of collaborative

efforts to combat illicit activities such as drug and

human trafficking. He proposed streamlining existing

mechanisms to enhance operational efficiency within

the IOC.

Furthermore, Radegonde affirmed continuity in

ongoing projects initiated during Mauritius' presidency

while advocating for expedited implementation to

maximize available funds. Seychelles has chosen

"Youth, Motors for Development" as the thematic

focus for its presidency, reflecting a commitment to

youth inclusion in regional initiatives.

Under Radegonde's leadership, the IOC aims to

address environmental conservation, climate change,

and cultural preservation, reaffirming its mandate to

promote sustainable development across member

states. Established in 1982, the IOC comprises

Seychelles, Madagascar, Comoros, Mauritius, and

Reunion, collectively striving towards regional

cooperation and advancement. [Seychelles News

Agency]

Skills development project aims to boost

Cambodian job market

(lvw) The World Bank has approved a $40 million loan

to enhance skills development in Cambodia. This

initiative, part of the Skills for Better Jobs project, aims

to benefit around 33,000 Cambodians by improving

vocational education, digital training, labor services

and increasing employment qualifications to diversify

Cambodia's economy. Implemented by the Ministry of

Labour and Vocational Training and the Skills

Development Fund, the project addresses the need for

more advanced skills in the workforce to attract

foreign investment and meet employers' demands.

[Khmer Times]

Indonesia backs ICJ ruling against Israel,

calls for permanent solution in Gaza
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(jb) Indonesia recently voiced strong support for the

International Court of Justice's (ICJ) order for Israel to

halt its military offensive in Rafah, Gaza. The ICJ ruling

demands Israel to stop its assault and ensure

unhindered humanitarian aid into Gaza. Despite the

order, Israeli forces continued their operations

between 25 and 26 May 2024.

Indonesian Foreign Minister Retno Marsudi is currently

in Brussels to bolster diplomatic efforts with European

countries for a lasting resolution in Gaza. In a

ministerial meeting hosted by Saudi Arabia and

Norway, she discussed the implementation of a two-

state solution.

Indonesia emphasized the UN Security Council's role in

enforcing the ICJ's decision. Retno also praised Ireland

and Spain's recognition of a Palestinian state and

urged European nations to push for an immediate,

permanent cease-fire in Gaza.

The ICJ's ruling is seen globally as a landmark decision,

underscoring the need for compliance to prevent

further humanitarian crises. [Asia News Network]

Indonesia highlights women

empowerment strategies at APEC meeting

(jb) Indonesia's Ministry of Women's Empowerment

and Child Protection presented various strategies to

enhance women's economic empowerment through

entrepreneurship at the APEC 2024 High-Level Policy

Dialogue on Women and the Economy in Arequipa,

Peru.

Indra Gunawan, Acting Deputy for Gender Equality,

emphasized the significant role of women in the

national economy, aiming to enable effective

management and leadership of women-owned

businesses. She added that through Penta Helix

collaborative approach, which involves ministries, civil

society, the private sector, academics, and media,

individual can support women's participation in global

trade and supply chains.

Gunawan highlighted the 2020 National Strategy for

Women's Financial Inclusion, which enhances women's

access to funding. The Women's Digital Financial

Inclusion Coalition and a Joint Commitment to Realize

Women's Digital Financial Inclusion were established to

boost digital technology access.

The ministry also introduced guidelines for women's

digital transformation and entrepreneurship with a
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gender perspective, focusing on gender inequality in

financial access and digital adoption. The Women-

Friendly and Child Care Villages initiative aims to

strengthen entrepreneurial infrastructure for women

at the grassroots level, with 138 pilot villages across 71

districts and 33 provinces. [Antara News]

Indonesian FDA conducts capacity

building program for Palestinian health

officials in Amman

(jb) The Indonesian Food and Drug Authority (FDA)

organized a capacity building program for Palestinian

Ministry of Health officials in Amman, Jordan, on May

21-22. This initiative follows the Memorandum of

Understanding (MoU) signed in October 2022 between

Indonesia's FDA and the Palestinian Ministry of Health,

aiming to support the establishment of an

independent Palestinian Food and Drug Authority.

Rizka Andalucia, Acting Head of the Indonesian FDA,

emphasized Indonesia’s steadfast support for

Palestine, particularly in enhancing its drug and food

control systems. Indonesian Ambassador to Jordan

and Palestine, Ade Padmo Sarwono, praised the FDA's

efforts, highlighting the importance of sharing

expertise.

Director of Drug Registration for the Palestinian

Ministry of Health, Mustofa Alnadi, expressed gratitude

for Indonesia's assistance, noting the challenges faced

in Palestine regarding drug and food distribution.

Fifteen Palestinian officials participated, with training

divided into drug control and food safety. The program

featured trainers from the Indonesian FDA’s respective

departments. [Jordan Times]

Indonesia eyes European export market

expansion via Italian ports

(jb) Indonesian Trade Minister Zulkifli Hasan met with

Italian Ambassador Benedetto Latteri in Jakarta on May

22 to discuss boosting exports to Europe through the

Italian ports of Genova and Trieste. These ports are

seen as vital gateways to Central and Eastern Europe.

Minister Hasan highlighted that Indonesia's trade with

Europe currently lags behind Vietnam's, expressing his

hopes these new routes will enhance trade volumes

with the European Union, especially Italy. Both nations
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are pushing for the Indonesia-European Union

Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (IEU-

CEPA), expected to be ratified this year.

Ambassador Latteri noted that Italy offers technical

solutions for Indonesia's key exports, like crude palm

oil and coffee, which are affected by EU deforestation

policies. He proposed an innovative certification

scheme to ensure compliance and invited Indonesian

trade officials to Italy to meet with Italian counterparts

and port authorities.

The meeting also aimed to expedite the long-discussed

EU-CEPA negotiations, ongoing since 2016. [Tempo.co]

EU and Indonesia collaborate on

deforestation regulation

(jb) At the World Water Forum held from May 18-25 in

Bali, Indonesia and the European Union reaffirmed

their commitment to combating deforestation through

the EU Deforestation Regulation (EUDR). Ibu

Musdhalifah Machmud, Indonesia's Senior Advisor for

Natural Resources, and Florika Fink-Hooijer, Director-

General for the Environment at the European

Commission, co-chaired the EUDR Joint Task Force

meeting.

The collaboration aims to create deforestation-free

supply chains for commodities like palm oil, timber,

and coffee. The EUDR imposes strict traceability

requirements on companies, ensuring that products

linked to deforestation do not enter the EU market.

Indonesia, a leading producer of palm oil and other key

commodities, is enhancing transparency and

traceability in its supply chains. Initiatives such as the

KAMI and SAFE projects support these efforts. The EU

praised Indonesia’s National Dashboard Initiative,

which tracks sustainable commodities, and both

parties emphasized the inclusion of smallholders in the

value chain.

Technical discussions will continue between

Indonesian authorities and the EU's Joint Research

Centre to align on forest maps and data privacy

measures. [European Interest]

Indonesia seeks out U.S. tech giants to

drive digital transformation
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(rm) The past few months have been promising for

Indonesia’s ambitious plans for digital transformation.

In April, President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo met with Apple

CEO Tim Cook, and CEO of Microsoft Satya Nadella.

Upon his meeting with the President, Cook announced

a USD 74 million investment in Indonesia to build a

fourth Apple Developer Academy for digital talent.

Likewise, Nadella announced plans to invest USD 1.7

billion over the next four years to build cloud

infrastructure and artificial intelligence capacity in

Indonesia.  [Lowy Institute]

In May, Elon Musk’s presence at the 10th World Water

Forum carried its own promises for greater investment

in Indonesia's technology sector. The entrepreneur

announced the Starlink service, a satellite-based

internet service which aims to provide internet

connectivity to remote areas of Indonesia to ensure

the digital transformation is nationwide.

These major investments are shaping the accelerated

national digital transformation that Jokowi has made a

top priority. As a market of 275 million consumers, the

Indonesian government has plans to make the nation a

major competitor in the global tech landscape.

Specifically, Indonesia is positioning itself to become a

global hub for electric vehicle (EV) manufacturing. 

[Benar News]

Due to its strategic location and abundance of natural

resources it has the scaffolding to be an attractive

investment destination for the expanding EV market.

Indonesia’s most valuable resource for the production

of EVs’ is nickel ore, an essential component to EV

battery production. As such, Indonesia has banned raw

nickel exportation to encourage the processing of EV

batteries to take place domestically. These

adjustments reflect Indonesia’s positioning as a future

tech hub. [Benar News]

To reach the goal of national digital transformation,

Indonesia seeks to benefit from ongoing trade and

geopolitical tensions between China and the U.S. by

seeking investment from both. China has invested

significantly in Indonesia through its Belt and Road

Initiative and its China Plus One strategy. Investments

have largely focused on infrastructure including power

plants, roads, and railways.

More recently the Indonesian government has

emphasized the importance of diversifying Indonesia’s

economic partners. The recent influx of investments

from several U.S. tech giants is a clear example of

Indonesia’s diversification of investors. The significant

benefit of this approach is it allows Indonesia to

reduce reliance on Chinese investments. It could be
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considered that while China invested heavily in

building the necessary infrastructure for Indonesia to

modernize, U.S. tech giants are positioned to lead the

national digital transformation. Indonesia has openly

stated its disinterest in being used as a pawn in

geopolitical and geoeconomic games between the U.S.

and China.  Indonesia continues to uphold a foreign

policy which emphasizes non-alignment and prioritizes

national interests. This approach is being used to

counterbalance the polarizing forces of the U.S. and

China. As a result, Indonesia continues to benefit from

investments from both sides. [Lowy Institute].

ASEAN to enhance disaster monitoring

response

(lvw) The Mekong River Commission (MRC) Secretariat

and the ASEAN Coordinating Centre for Humanitarian

Assistance on Disaster Management (AHA Centre) have

agreed to enhance their cooperation in disaster

monitoring and response across Southeast Asia. On

May 17, during a visit to Jakarta, officials from the MRC

and AHA Centre signed a Memorandum of Intent (MOI)

to formalize their partnership.

This new MOI aims to improve disaster monitoring,

forecasting, response, joint training, and capacity

building under the ASEAN-MRC Cooperation

Framework. MRC CEO Anoulak Kittikhoun emphasized

that this partnership will bridge the gap between

disaster monitoring and response, enhancing regional

preparedness and protecting vulnerable communities.

Floods are the most common disaster in the region,

accounting for about 70 percent of disasters in ASEAN

from 2012 to 2022. The AHA Centre coordinates

disaster management among ASEAN Member States,

while the MRC provides vital services such as

monitoring water levels and forecasting floods and

droughts in the Mekong River Basin. [Laotian Times]

Malaysia hails ICJ ruling on Israel

(dql) Malaysia has welcomed the May 24 ruling of the

International Court of Justice ordering Israel to

“immediately halt its military offensive and any other

action in the Rafah Governorate.” The court also

describe the humanitarian situation there as

“disastrous” and urged Tel Aviv to allow unimpeded

access to any mission investigating allegations of

genocide.

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tly/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tlj/


Malaysia added that the international community must

ensure Israel’s compliance with the order. [Arab News]

UN Rights Commissioner urges protection

for Rohingya refugees amid Myanmar

conflict

(jb) UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Liz

Throssell, recently called on Bangladesh and

neighboring states to protect the Rohingya community

fleeing escalating violence in Myanmar. Over one

million Rohingya have sought refuge in Bangladesh,

with an additional 45,000 fleeing to the Naf River area

near the Bangladesh-Myanmar border.

Throssell reported that ongoing clashes between the

Myanmar military and the Arakan Army have displaced

tens of thousands in Buthidaung and Maungdaw,

Rakhine. Following the Arakan Army's takeover of

Buthidaung, survivors recounted abuses and extortion

by the Arakan forces. Reports include shootings,

beheadings, and arson targeting the Rohingya

community.

The UN Human Rights Office condemned the violence,

highlighting the recurring suffering of civilians.

Throssell urged an immediate end to the violence and

called for international solidarity in protecting refugees

and providing humanitarian relief. She emphasized

compliance with international law to ensure the safety

of the Rohingya. [Jurist News]

Meanwhile, the United Nations Independent

Investigative Mechanism for Myanmar (IIMM) is closely

monitoring the escalating conflict in Rakhine State,

Burmese multimedia news organization Mizzima

reports. Nicholas Koumjian, head of the IIMM,

highlighted concerns over potential crimes against

humanity and war crimes amid intensified clashes

between the Myanmar military and the Arakan Army.

The IIMM is examining numerous reports of violence,

property destruction, and the displacement of

thousands of Rohingya civilians in Buthidaung

Township. The conflict is also impacting Rakhine and

Hindu communities.

Mandated to investigate serious international crimes in

Myanmar, the IIMM collects and analyzes evidence,

including testimonies from witnesses and survivors.

Koumjian urged individuals with knowledge of illegal

activities to contact the IIMM through secure channels.
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Established by the UN Human Rights Council in 2018,

the IIMM aims to facilitate justice and accountability by

preserving evidence for use in national and

international prosecutions. [Mizzima]

Singapore’s Prime Minister Wong calls for

balanced AI regulation, global cooperation

(sm) Singapore’s Prime Minister Lawrence Wong

highlighted the need for balancing safety, inclusivity,

and innovation in artificial intelligence (AI) at the AI

Seoul Summit on May 21. He called for global

cooperation to harness AI's benefits while minimizing

its risks. Wong emphasized sensible regulations that

do not stifle innovation, continuous monitoring of AI

usage, and adaptable regulatory approaches. He

stressed the importance of international collaboration,

pooling resources, and promoting interoperable AI

governance frameworks. [CNA]

Co-organized by South Korea and the United Kingdom,

the AI Seoul Summit in 2024 primarily aims to build on

the commitments of last November’s AI Safety Summit

in the UK as well as to expand to other areas of global

AI governance. On the opening day of the summit,

major AI firms such as Microsoft, Amazon, Meta and

IBM, pledged to uphold the commitments of the

summit and to develop the technology safely.

Singapore’s deputy prime minister says

Taiwan one of most ‘dangerous

flashpoints’

(sm) During his working visit to Japan between May 22-

25, Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for

Trade and Industry Gan Kim Yong delivered a speech

at the 29th Nikkie Forum in Tokyo. [CNA]

In his address, Gan emphasized Asia’s need to adapt

globalization to lead in an uncertain world. The speech

highlighted the importance of cooperation in

addressing geopolitical tensions and global challenges

such as the Taiwan issue, conflicts in the Ukraine and

the Middle East, climate change, and economic

restructuring owing to the increased economic

sanctions and investment restrictions. Simultaneously,

Gan further encouraged Asian countries to opt for

inclusive development and leverage opportunities in

digital and green economies to meets the global

needs. And with that, he ensured that Singapore will
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also play its part in adapting its policy to catch up with

global changes. [The Straits Times]

Speaking against the backdrop of China’s recent

extensive military drills around Taiwan, Gan warned

that the island nation has become a critical flashpoint

amid escalating US-China tensions, highlighting the

global risks of any conflict in the Taiwan Strait. He

stressed the severe consequences a clash would have

worldwide, particularly due to Taiwan's key role in

semiconductor manufacturing. Gan emphasized the

need for US-China cooperation to prevent accidents

and ensure regional stability, which is essential for

economic prosperity. He also noted Singapore's

strategic position, balancing significant trade with

China and strong investment ties with the US. [South

China Morning Post]

Thailand drops 11 places in global tourism

ranking

(lm) Thailand has experienced a significant drop in the

Travel & Tourism Development Index (TTDI), falling 11

places down to 47th in the latest rankings by the World

Economic Forum, much to the disappointment of local

tourism operators. In Southeast Asia, Thailand was

outperformed by Singapore (13th), Indonesia (22nd),

and Malaysia (35th). The country's lowest scores were

in tourist services and infrastructure, with a rating of

2.18 out of 7, and an overall average score of 3.61 in

infrastructure and services. [Bangkok Post] [World

Economic Forum]

Thailand advocates Asian leadership

amidst global challenges at Nikkei Forum

(bk) On May 24, at the 29th Nikkei Forum Future of

Asia held in Tokyo, Thailand’s Prime Minister Srettha

Thavisin delivered a keynote speech on "Asian

Leadership in an Uncertain World.", highlighting Asia's

role amidst global challenges such as geopolitical

conflicts, economic shifts, technological advancements,

and environmental concerns. The premier discussed

three main areas where Asia can lead collectively.

[Royal Thai Government]

Geopolitical balance and regional stability

He emphasized Asia’s unique position as a balancing

force amidst superpower rivalries and the importance

of ASEAN’s centrality in maintaining regional stability,
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particularly in conflict zones like Myanmar, the Taiwan

Strait, and the South China Sea. He noted Thailand's

efforts in supporting peace in Myanmar through

dialogue and humanitarian assistance.

Economic cooperation and trade

He pointed out that the decline of multilateralism

presents an opportunity to strengthen regional

cooperation. He stressed the significance of trade and

investment for peace and stability, citing Asia’s rapid

recovery from COVID-19 as evidence of its resilience

and growing strategic importance. He advocated for a

free, open, and fair trade environment, highlighting

agreements like RCEP. Thailand has established 15

FTAs with 19 countries, the most recent being with Sri

Lanka, and has 7 more in progress, including

agreements with the EU and EFTA. The country’s

intention to join the OECD underscores its

commitment to enhancing its global competitiveness.

Green transition and technological advancements

He stressed the necessity of climate action and

technological integration, noting Thailand’s Climate

Change Act, efforts to boost renewable energy, and the

importance of sustainable finance. Highlighting the

significance of digitalization, he referenced

investments by companies like Microsoft in Thailand’s

digital future and ASEAN's efforts towards a Digital

Economy Framework Agreement.

Prime Minister Srettha concluded by stressing Asia's

collective leadership in fostering global growth and

stability, and reaffirmed Thailand’s strong ties with

Japan.

Vietnamese firms urged to watch global

trade policies

(wn) Experts are urging Vietnamese firms to monitor

global trade policies, particularly from major

economies like the United States and European Union,

to enhance the promotion and export of Vietnamese

products. This advice comes amid a surge of cheap

Chinese goods flooding the market. The US and EU are

taking steps to curb these imports, with the US

increasing tariffs on key sectors and the EU addressing

Chinese subsidies, potentially leading to trade

conflicts. [Vietnam News]

Lê Tiến Trường, Chairman of the Việt Nam National

Textile and Garment Group (Vinatex), highlighted that

while US and EU trade policies could create
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opportunities for Vietnamese goods, competing with

China in mass-market products remains challenging

due to labor costs. He suggested focusing on niche

markets instead.

Vũ Kim Hạnh, Chairwoman of the Business Association

of High-Quality Vietnamese Products, emphasized the

need for improved business environments and policies

to boost domestic enterprise development.

Lê Quốc Phương, former Deputy Director of the Trade

and Industry Information Centre, stressed the

importance of upgrading production technology to

improve quality and reduce costs, enabling Vietnamese

firms to better compete with Chinese products both

domestically and internationally.

50 Bangladeshi ruling party, pro-Awami

League leaders on China trip

(lm) A delegation from Bangladesh’s ruling party, the

Awami League (AL), invited by the Communist Party of

China (CPC), is in Zhejiang province for workshops. The

delegation, comprising 50 mid-level leaders from AL's

front and associate bodies, is led by the vice president

of the Swechchhasebak League, the volunteer wing of

the AL. They left Dhaka on May 25 and will remain in

China until June 4. This is the highest-level AL

delegation to visit China.

The visit aims to develop bilateral relations between

the AL and the CPC and to mark the 75th founding

anniversary of China. The delegation includes

members from the Mahila Awami League, Jubo Mahila

League, Mahila Sramik League, Chhatra League, AL's

database team, and those involved in creating the

party's election manifesto.

They will participate in workshops to learn about the

CPC's activities, political structure, and governance.

The delegation will meet senior CPC leaders and visit

the CPC headquarters in Beijing on June 2 and 3. They

will return to Dhaka on June 4.

Additionally, another AL delegation led by presidium

member Kazi Zafarullah is expected to visit China on

June 25 [The Daily Star].

Bangladesh, Japan conclude first round of

Economic Partnership Agreement talks
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(sg) The first round of negotiations for the Japan-

Bangladesh Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA)

concluded on May 23 in Dhaka. Held from May 10-23,

the opening session was attended by Ahasanul Islam

Titu, Bangladesh's state minister of Commerce, and

Japanese Ambassador Iwama Kiminori. The

negotiations covered a wide range of areas including

Trade in Goods, Rules of Origin, Customs Procedures

and Trade Facilitation, Investment, Electronic

Commerce, and Intellectual Property. Key participants

included Taketani Atsushi, Japan's Ambassador in

charge of Economic Diplomacy, and Ahmad Munirus

Saleheen, Chairman of the Bangladesh Trade and Tariff

Commission. Both sides agreed to schedule the second

round of negotiations through diplomatic channels.

[The Business Standard] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of

Japan]

India makes first payment to Bhutan to

support country’s Economic Stimulus

Programme

(ps) India has handed over approximately USD 30

million to neighboring Bhutan as the first tranche of

the Economic Stimulus Programme (ESP), which is

valued at around USD 180 million. [Kuensel]

Launched on May 18, the ESP is an initiative by the

Bhutanese government aimed at addressing economic

challenges and revitalizing the economy in the

aftermath of significant disruptions, such as the

COVID-19 pandemic. The program is supported by the

Indian government, and its execution will be

supervised by a special ESP secretariat that reports to

the cabinet. [AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3]

Bhutan, Thailand start free trade talks,

aim to complete deal by next year

(ps) Bhutan and Thailand have officially begun

negotiations for a free trade agreement (FTA), aiming

to finalize the deal by next year. The agreement seeks

to enhance bilateral trade and investment, dismantle

trade barriers, and improve market access, particularly

for agricultural products, targeting USD 120 million in

trade by 2025. [Bangkok Post] [Kuensel]

The first round of discussions, which took place in

Thimphu, Bhutan on May 17, finalized the framework

and composition of the FTA, established the main

objectives and working groups, and decided on a
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schedule of activities [see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3].

Thailand will host the next round of free trade

agreements in August.

Trade between Thailand and Bhutan has consistently

grown, with total trade in goods reaching USD 18.7

million in 2023. In the first quarter of 2024, bilateral

trade totaled USD 3.06 million, with exports valued at

USD 3.03 million and imports at USD 30,000. Key Thai

exports to Bhutan include computers and computer

parts, textiles, wheat, electrical appliances, and ready-

to-eat food, while Bhutan primarily exports aviation

equipment, metal products, and fine arts to Thailand.

In addition to the FTA, the two countries discussed

Bhutan’s Mindfulness City project near Gelephu,

envisioned as an economic hub and tourist gateway.

The project includes constructing a metropolis with low

to mid-rise buildings and inhabitable bridges featuring

essential city elements such as an international airport,

university, hydroponic greenhouse, cultural center,

spiritual center, local goods market, and hydroelectric

dam. This development is expected to create an

economic corridor linking South Asia with Southeast

Asia through India’s northeastern region, offering

partnership opportunities for Thai businesses.

In related but separate developments, Thailand has

handed over 10 armored vehicles and 230 pistols to

Bhutanese police, made by two Thai companies. [The

Nation]

NASA trains Bhutanese officials in

Satellite Data Analysis

(ps) Representatives of NASA, the United States’ agency

responsible for the country’s civil space program,

conducted a four-day Applied Remote Sensing Training

Program (ARSET) in Bhutan to enhance capacity,

improve land use planning, and bolster disaster

monitoring efforts. Advanced machine learning

methods and Google Earth Engine (GEE) were the main

topics of the training. Participants learned

methodologies for generating land, water, and

disaster-related products from satellite data. They also

explored managing natural resources, evaluating

changes in land use, and comprehending the effects of

climate change. The project, funded by the United

States Department of State, aims to strengthen

Bhutan’s progress in Science, Technology, Engineering,

and Mathematics (STEM) through earth observation

technology. [Kuensel 1]
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In related developments, on May 17, Bhutan launched

the “Farm Action Toolkit” to improve food security

through earth observation. The toolkit uses the Google

Earth Engine (GEE), machine learning and artificial

intelligence. About 50 participants from various

Bhutanese agencies, including the National Land

Commission Secretariat (NLCS) and the Department of

Agriculture (DoA), received training led by experts from

NASA’s SERVIR project. The system will help in crop

suitability mapping, taxation, monitoring and

evaluation processes. [Kuensel 2]

The Farm Action Toolkit is an innovative online

resource that integrates NASA’s large-scale earth

observation data with advanced machine learning and

ecological insights to offer replicable, semi-automated

tools and data products. Covering data from 2002 to

2023, it provides detailed mapping of crops and non-

crops, with a focus on rice and maize, including area

extent maps and yield estimations at various

administrative levels in Bhutan. Developed in

collaboration with SERVIR and local agencies, the

toolkit facilitates real-time analysis, cost-saving in

surveys, policy development, and food security

assessments. It also allows for the examination of

historical changes in crop yield and areas due to

events like natural disasters, using satellite data on

weather, biology, and topography to enhance its

models.

SERVIR, a joint initiative between USAID and NASA, has

been active in Bhutan since August 2020 with a five-

year project budget of USD 1.5 million, focusing on

collaborative geospatial applications for rice area

monitoring. Despite its success, the project faces an

uncertain future beyond 2024 due to the lack of a

formal bilateral relationship between Bhutan and the

US, which could halt further collaboration unless

Bhutan’s government seeks an extension. The

program’s efforts include training and co-development

activities with various local agencies, underlining its

commitment to inclusive and locally led projects.

Senior Chinese legislator visits Cambodia

(lvw) Shohrat Zakir, vice chairman of China's National

People's Congress (NPC), visited Cambodia May 21-24

to meet with Cambodia's National Assembly and key

leaders. During his visit, Zakir met with Prime Minister

Hun Manet, Senate President Hun Sen, and National

Assembly President Khuon Sudary.

Zakir expressed China's commitment to strengthening

cooperation and building a China-Cambodia
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community with a shared future. Cambodian officials

praised the strong bilateral relations, affirmed their

support for the one-China principle, and expressed a

desire to deepen cooperation and legislative

exchanges with China. [Xinhua]

During a meeting on May 23 with Zakir, Cambodia's

Senate President Hun Sen reaffirmed that Cambodia

remains a "trustworthy friend" to China despite its

recent change in leadership. He emphasized that the

relationship between the two countries remains

strong, with commitments to cooperate on combating

transnational crime, online gambling, and human

trafficking.

Hun Sen reiterated that Cambodia's stance on Taiwan

aligns with the one-China policy, opposing Taiwanese

independence. Shohrat Zakir highlighted China's

commitment to supporting Cambodia through

industrial and technological development, capacity

building, and security infrastructure. [Phnom Penh

Post]

U.S. Defense Secretary to visit Cambodia

next week

(lvw) U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin is set to visit

Cambodia on June 4 after attending the Shangri-La

Dialogue in Singapore. This will be Austin’s first visit to

the Southeast Asian nation since Hun Manet became

prime minister in August (see AiR No. 34, August/2023,

4), succeeding his father Hun Sen.

The U.S. Defense Department highlighted that key

aims for the Cambodia leg of the visit include

advancing U.S.-Cambodia relations despite historical

tensions due to Cambodia's close ties with China and

human rights concerns. Washington is particularly

concerned about the Chinese-assisted upgrade of the

Cambodian Ream Naval Base, fearing it may serve as a

strategic outpost for China. Cambodian officials deny

granting China special basing privileges. 

The visit coincides with Cambodia's upcoming role as

the country coordinator for ASEAN-US Dialogue

Relations from 2024 to 2027. [Associated Press]

[Department of Defense, USA] [Khmer Times]

Cambodia works with Indian embassy on

repatriation Indian workers victim to

cybercrime
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(lvw) The Indian Embassy in Phnom Penh is

repatriating 60 Indian nationals recently rescued from

Sihanoukville by Cambodian authorities during a

rescue operation on May 20. The Embassy is working

with Cambodian officials, providing travel documents

and support for their return to India.

The Indian Embassy and Cambodian authorities have

rescued over 360 Indian nationals from such fraud

operations. The embassy has established a temporary

control center in Sihanoukville to support international

workers who have fallen prey to predatory cybercrime

syndicates.

Despite previous reports of large-scale abductions for

cyber fraud, officials confirmed the actual number is

much lower. Additionally, on May 20, hundreds of

trafficked Indians protested their handlers in

Sihanoukville, which has been described by the Times

as “the hub of cybercrime syndicates.”

The new Indian criminal code, effective from July 1, will

categorize such crimes as "organized crime." An inter-

ministerial committee was formed on May 16 to

address cybercrime originating from Southeast Asia

targeting India. [Khmer Times] [The Hindu]

Cambodia, Australia to further enhance

bilateral ties

(lvw) On May 24, Prak Nguon Hong, Cambodia's

Secretary of State of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,

met with Caroline Linke, Assistant Secretary of

Australia's Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

They discussed enhancing bilateral relations,

particularly in security, defense, trade, investment,

tourism and cooperation through the recent Air

Services Agreement. Both sides reaffirmed their

commitment to strengthening ties and supporting

each other on the international stage while exchanging

views on regional and global issues of mutual interest.

[Khmer Times]

China conducts extensive military drills

around Taiwan

(rl) The Chinese People’s Liberation Army (PLA)

launched Joint Sword-2024A drills around Taiwan from

May 23-24 to demonstrate its strike capabilities and to

punish “Taiwan independence” forces. The exercises,

involving the PLA’s Army, Navy, Air Force, and rocket
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force, included joint sea-air combat readiness patrols,

precision strikes and comprehensive battlefield

control.

The drills follow the inauguration of Taiwan’s new

President William Lai Ching-te (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3), who in his inauguration speech

reaffirmed Taiwan’s sovereignty, noting that “Republic

of China, Taiwan, is a sovereign and independent

nation with sovereignty resting in the people”.

[Aljazeera]

According to Chinese experts, these exercises aim to

pressure Taiwan and highlight China's readiness to use

force if necessary. The drills covered strategic areas

around the Taiwan Strait and key outlying islands,

emphasizing China's strategy to control critical

territories and counter secessionist activities, while

demonstrating its ability to strike from multiple

directions.

Chinese analysts further highlighted that the drills

focused on “practicing a new mode of blockading

Taiwan”, claiming that they achieved a “breakthrough”

by entering waters near ear Wuqiu and Dongyin, which

are strategically important islands. The Chinese coast

guard also conducted law enforcement exercises in

these areas, further asserting China's dominance.

[CNN]

Global Times, the Chinese Communist Party’s daily

tabloid newspaper, described the exercise as a

successful demonstration of China's determination to

maintain national sovereignty and territorial integrity

and as a powerful deterrent against Taiwan's

separatist movements and external support for

independence. [Global Times]

In reaction to the drills, Taiwan's Ministry of Defense

deployed F-16 fighter jets armed with live missiles to

patrol the skies. Additionally, Taiwan released images

of Chinese naval and coastguard vessels participating

in the drills near the Pengjia Islet.

China urges U.S. to respect One-China

Principle

(rl) On May 21, the Chinese foreign ministry urged the

United States to honor its commitments regarding the

one-China principle and not use Taiwan to contain

China.

This came after U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken's

extended congratulations to Taiwan's new president
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Lai Ching-te (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3), stating that

his action violates the one-China principle and the

three China-U.S. joint communiques. Lai was sworn in

as Taiwan’s new leader on May 20.

The ministry reiterated that Taiwan is an inalienable

part of China's territory and central to China-U.S.

relations, calling on the U.S. to stop official interactions

with Taiwan and interference in Taiwan affairs and

urging adherence to President Biden's commitment

against supporting Taiwan independence.

It reaffirmed that the one-China principle is widely

supported globally and that Taiwan independence

efforts are futile and will not hinder the unstoppable

trend toward China’s unification. [Xinhua] [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs, China]

The ministry also addressed recent allegations of

Taiwan's "dollar diplomacy" with Guatemala, citing

bribery cases involving Guatemalan former president

Alfonso Portillo’s admission to receiving bribery from

Taiwan authorities for maintaining “diplomatic

relations” with Taiwan. [China Daily]

China sanctions US military-linked firms

over Taiwan arms deals

(rl) May 22, Beijing announced measures against 12 US

companies, including units of Lockheed Martin,

Raytheon, and General Dynamics, in response to US

arms sales to Taiwan and sanctions on Chinese

entities.

The actions, effective from May 22, include freezing

assets in China and banning senior executives from

entering China, Hong Kong, and Macau.

China's foreign ministry criticized the US for imposing

unilateral sanctions related to Russia and violating the

one-China principle by continuing arms sales to

Taiwan, undermining China's sovereignty. [South China

Morning Post]

US and EU Coordinate to Counter China's

Support for Russia

(rl) May 22, US Secretary of State Antony Blinken and

Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen discussed cooperation

with the EU to counter China's support for Russia and

address Chinese overcapacity.
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Testifying at a hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations

committee, Blinken emphasized sanctions on over 100

Chinese entities aiding Russia's defense industry, while

Yellen highlighted the need for coordinated efforts to

protect US and EU economies.

They also addressed China's industrial policy, with the

European Commission investigating Chinese subsidies

to electric vehicle makers.

The discussions reflect heightened US-EU cooperation

against perceived threats from China, with bipartisan

support in Congress for these measures. [South China

Morning Post]

US tariff exclusion on Chinese imports

extended

(jm/rl) On May 24, the US Trade Representative's office

extended tariff exclusions for 352 Chinese import

categories and 77 pandemic-related items until June

14, with some extended through May 31, 2025. These

exclusions cover various goods, including animal-

feeding machinery, electric motors, blood pressure

monitors, and thermostats. However, tariffs will be

reimposed on certain categories, such as garage-door

openers and electric motorcycles. [Reuters 1]

In an earlier move, the office announced that the tariff

hikes on Chinese imports, announced by U.S. President

Joe Biden earlier this month (see AiR No. 21, May/2024,

3), will begin in August1.

Targeting overall USD 18 billion in Chinese goods,

electric vehicle tariffs will quadruple to over 100

percent, while semiconductor duties will double to 50

percent. [Reuters 2]

Meanwhile, Tesla CEO Elon Musk expressed his

opposition to the recent increase in US tariffs on

Chinese electric vehicles (EVs) (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3). During a technology conference in Paris

Musk spoke via video link, stating that neither he nor

Tesla had requested such tariffs. He emphasized that

market freedom and the absence of trade barriers

benefit competition and consumer choice, highlighting

Tesla's strong performance in China without any

special tariffs or support. [BBC]

US defense bill aims to ban Chinese-made

lidar sensors
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(jm) On May 22, a US defense spending bill, advanced

by the House of Representatives, proposed a measure

to bar the purchase and use of Chinese-made light

detection and ranging (LiDAR) sensors in US military

systems. Introduced by Representative Elise Stefanik,

the measure targets technology widely used in

autonomous vehicles and drones to create three-

dimensional views of their surroundings.

Stefanik emphasized the importance of this

amendment, stating that the US military must not rely

on untrusted LiDAR technology, which poses national

security risks and undermines American companies'

competitiveness. [Elise Stefanik]

In January, the US Defense Department listed China's

Hesai Group, a major LiDAR system manufacturer, as

having alleged ties to Beijing's military. On May 13,

Hesai contested this designation, claiming no military

influence and alleging reputational damage. [Reuters

1]

Back in July 2023, US Transportation Secretary Pete

Buttigieg also expressed national security concerns

over such technologies, highlighting the need for

greater transparency regarding the ownership of

enterprises supplying elements to US transportation

systems. [Reuters 2]

Chinese businessman Guo Wengui faces

fraud trail in US

(jm) On May 22, Guo Wengui, wealthy Chinese

businessman turned outspoken critic of the

Communist Party, went on trial in New York for

allegedly manufacturing multiple frauds, with

persecutors alleging that hundreds of thousands of

investors were misled into investing over USD 1 billion

in Guo-controlled entities.  

The trial, expected to last seven weeks, centers on

charges of operating fraudulent investment schemes

over five years. Guo, previously among China's

wealthiest, pleads not guilty to the 12 criminal charges.

He left China in 2014 during a corruption crackdown. In

China, Guo is accused of rape, kidnapping, bribery and

other crimes; however, he denies these allegations.

While living in the US as a fugitive, Guo developed ties

with figures like Steve Bannon, for U.S. President

Donald Trump’s previous political strategist, and

announced initiatives aimed at challenging the Chinese

government.
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Earlier on May 3, Guo's chief of staff, Yvette Wang,

pleaded guilty to related charges (see AiR No. 19,

May/2024, 1). As a side note, while initially identified as

"Ho Wan Kwok," prosecutors now refer to the Chinese

businessman as "Miles Guo," his English name. [AP

News]

Canada to question parliament members

and officials on visits to China

(jm) On May 6, the Special House Committee on the

Canada-China Relationship has invited five prominent

figures – Environment Minister Steven Guilbeault,

Foreign Affairs Deputy Minister David Morrison,

Canadian Ambassador to China Jennifer May, and co-

chairs of the Canada-China Legislative Association,

Liberal MP Majid Jowhari and Independent Senator

Paul Massicotte – to testify in person before June 21

about their recent visits to China. The committee seeks

insights into the current situation in China and the

potential for improving bilateral relations. [House of

Commons, Canada] [The Hill Times]

These efforts come after a significant cooling of ties

due to various diplomatic tensions, including the

detention of the "Two Michaels," (see AiR No. 39,

September/2021, 4) alleged Chinese interference in

Canadian elections (see AiR No. 16, April/2024, 3) and

human rights concerns.

In August 2023, minister Guilbeault visited China for

the China Council for International Cooperation on

Environment and Development. Guilbeault’s trip was

the first by a Canadian cabinet member since 2019 and

drew criticism from the Conservative Party. Despite

these controversies, Guilbeault emphasized ongoing

climate change cooperation with China as a positive

aspect of the relationship. Morrison's upcoming trip is

seen as an effort to "thaw relations," while Jowhari and

Massicotte's visit in March involved meetings with

Chinese officials and discussions on environmental

cooperation.

During the Munich security conference in February,

Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly spoke with

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi, underscoring the

importance of maintaining communication channels

despite challenges (see AiR No. 8, February/2024, 3),

while Wang expressed expectations for Canada to

adopt a "correct understanding of China" and to stop

promoting the "China threat" theory. [Ministry of

Foreign Affairs of the PRC]

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tij/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tij/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tit/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tit/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tii/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tii/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tid/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tih/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tih/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tik/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tiu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tdl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-tdl/


China and Brazil advocate for peace talks

between Russia and Ukraine

(jm) On May 23, Brazil and China issued a joint

statement advocating for peace talks to resolve the

conflict between Russia and Ukraine. The document,

signed by Celso Amorim, special advisor to Brazilian

President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, and Chinese Foreign

Minister Wang Yi, emphasizes that negotiation is the

only viable solution to the Ukraine crisis.

Both nations support the organization of an

international peace conference at an appropriate time,

recognized by both Russia and Ukraine, to ensure

equal participation and fair discussion of all peace

plans.

The statement outlines three key principles for de-

escalating the conflict: preventing the expansion of the

battlefield, avoiding escalation of fighting, and

refraining from provocations by any party.

Furthermore, Brazil and China strongly oppose the use

of weapons of mass destruction, particularly nuclear,

chemical, and biological weapons. They stress the

importance of preventing nuclear proliferation and

avoiding a nuclear crisis. [Presidência da República,

Government of Brazil] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, PRC]

Additionally, the document mentions an upcoming

summit in June, hosted by Switzerland, which aims to

initiate a peace process for Ukraine, although Russia

has not been invited to this summit. [Reuters]

Foreign minister Wang Yi discusses

bilateral relations with Iran's deputy FM

(rl) May 21, following the helicopter crash that killed

Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi and other officials,

Chinese and Iranian leaders reaffirmed their

commitment to strategic cooperation.

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi met with Iranian

Deputy Foreign Minister Mahdi Safari at the Shanghai

Cooperation Organisation (SCO) meeting, expressing

condolences and support. Founded in 2001 by China

and Russia, SCO is a Eurasian security and political

group with members including India, Pakistan,

Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan.

Iran has been an observer since 2001 and became a

full member in 2023. [FDD]

"Regardless of how the situation may change, China

will continue to strengthen strategic cooperation with
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Iran, safeguard common interests and make efforts for

regional and global peace," Wang said. [Global Times]

Iran's 14th presidential election is scheduled for June

28, with Interim President Mohammad Mokhber

currently in charge. Five days of national mourning

were declared by Iran's Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei.

China restricts Guatemalan shipments

(jm) On May 24, Guatemalan President Bernardo

Arevalo stated that China had rejected entry to several

shipments from Guatemala. Arevalo speculated that

this rejection stemmed from Guatemala's support for

Taiwan, particularly following the recent inauguration

of Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3).

This follows reports from Guatemala's exporters

association that containers of macadamia nuts were

denied entry to China, with traders informed that

Guatemalan macadamia and coffee shipments would

also face restrictions. Notably, in 2023, Guatemala

exported goods worth USD 82 million to China.

Guatemala is among the 12 countries worldwide that

maintain diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Guatemalan

Foreign Minister Carlos Ramiro Martinez attended Lai's

inauguration, further highlighting the diplomatic ties

between the two nations. Despite efforts by the

Guatemalan government to address the issue with

China, no response has been received. [Reuters]

Man accused of assisting Hong Kong

intelligence found dead in UK

(ms/rl) Matthew Trickett, aged 37, who was facing

charges of aiding the Hong Kong intelligence service in

the United Kingdom, was discovered deceased in the

west of London, on May 26 in the afternoon.

Authorities have described the circumstances of his

death as "unexplained" and are currently conducting

investigations.

Trickett, along with two other individuals, Peter Wai

and Chung Biu Yuen, had been accused of engaging in

information gathering, surveillance, and acts of

deception likely to assist the Hong Kong intelligence

service between late 2023 and May 2, 2024.

Additionally, they were alleged to have forced entry

into a UK residential address on May 1 (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3).
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Trickett's background as a former Royal Marine and

Home Office immigration enforcement officer has

raised questions about his involvement in sensitive

government matters. His lawyer refrained from

commenting further on the case due to ongoing

investigations.

The espionage charges against Trickett and his co-

defendants come amidst escalating tensions between

the UK and China. Prime Minister Rishi Sunak has

repeatedly warned of security threats posed by

"authoritarian states" like China, attributing

cyberespionage operations and other hostile activities

to Beijing.

The case has drawn attention to the covert activities of

Hong Kong's overseas Economic and Trade Offices

(HKETOs). A top adviser to the Hong Kong government,

Regina Ip, suggested that these offices engage in

political surveillance, monitoring "anti-China" activities

abroad.

Ip's remarks have sparked controversy, raising

concerns about the extent of surveillance conducted

by HKETOs and their potential impact on democratic

values. Activists fear that these offices, operating

under quasi-diplomatic status, pose a threat to civil

liberties.

As investigations into Trickett's death continue,

questions about his alleged involvement in espionage

activities reverberate across diplomatic circles,

highlighting broader geopolitical tensions between

China and Western democracies. [BBC] [Hong Kong

Free Press] [Radio Free Asia]

Australian wine exports to China surge

(rl) Australian wine exports to China surged in April,

reaching over USD 10 million after China lifted punitive

tariffs.

This marks a significant increase from just USD

126,000 a year earlier. Following the removal of

punitive tariffs, Australia's share of China's wine

imports increased significantly, rising from 1.45

percent in March to 10.52 percent in April. This surge

has positioned Australia as the third largest wine

supplier to China, following France and Chile.

Previously, China had imposed tariffs of up to 218.4

percent since March 2021. With improving China-

Australia relations, further relaxations on other

products like lobsters are expected. Experts anticipate
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quick re-entry of Australian products into the Chinese

market due to strong demand and existing

infrastructure. [South China Morning Post]

Chinese major oil company acquires new

petroleum contracts in Mozambique

(jm) On May 24, state-owned China National Offshore

Oil Corporation (CNOOC), China’s third-largest national

oil company, and its subsidiaries have secured

petroleum exploration and production rights for five

offshore blocks in Mozambique. The contracts were

signed with Mozambique's Ministry of Mineral

Resources and Energy (MIREME) and Empresa Nacional

de Hidrocarbonetos (ENH).

The five blocks cover approximately 29,000 square

kilometers; the water depths range from 500 to 2,500

meters. The initial exploration phase is set for four

years. CNOOC subsidiaries will serve as operators

during the exploration and development stages.

[CNOOC Limited] [Reuters]

Recently, CNOOC's strategy to balance energy

transition efforts with the development of its oil and

gas portfolio can be seen with its projects, such as a

gas venture in the Bohai Sea and oil discoveries in both

the Bohai Sea and the South China Sea. [Offshore

Energy]

China seeks closer ties with Vatican

following Bishop's Visit

(rl) Beijing has expressed hope for improved relations

with the Vatican after the Holy See indicated a desire

to establish a permanent office in mainland China.

"We are willing to work together with the Vatican to

promote the continuous improvement of China-

Vatican relations," the Chinese foreign ministry

affirmed following the visit by Shanghai Bishop Joseph

Shen Bin to Rome last week during which the renewal

of the agreement on bishop appointments was

discussed

The developments are closely monitored by Taiwan,

which maintains formal diplomatic relations with the

Vatican and has accused Beijing of violating the current

agreement. [South China Morning Post] [Reuters]
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China's senior Chinese communist party

official meets Vanuatu's prime minister

(rl) May 27, Chinese Communist Party official Liu

Jianchao met Vanuatu Prime Minister Charlot Salwai on

Monday. Liu, who manages ties with foreign political

parties and is expected to become China's next foreign

minister, discussed enhancing bilateral relations.

China is Vanuatu's top external creditor and has

invested heavily in the nation's infrastructure. Vanuatu

declared support for China's South China Sea claims in

2016, an issue of concern between China and several

of its Southeast Asian neighbors. [RNZ]

The island is also currently being courted by the U.S.,

who plans to open an embassy there, while Australia

remains a key aid donor. Liu also met President

Nikenike Vurobaravu, with both sides agreeing to

deepen cooperation, especially under the Belt and

Road initiative. [Aol.]

India, United States boost defense and

space cooperation

(wh) During the second annual US-India Advanced

Domains Defense Dialogue (AD3) held on May 23 at

the Pentagon in Washington, DC, Vishwesh Negi,

India's Joint Secretary for International Cooperation,

and Vipin Narang, the US Acting Assistant Secretary of

Defense for Space Policy, discussed strengthening

space cooperation. Commander Jessica Anderson, the

US Department of Defense spokesperson, highlighted

that the dialogue fulfilled commitments from the 2022

2+2 Ministerial Dialogue to enhance collaboration in

emerging defense domains, including space. [The

Times of India]

In addition, on May 24, at the "US-India Commercial

Space Conference" in Bangalore, US Ambassador to

India Eric Garcetti announced upcoming advanced

training for Indian astronauts by NASA, with plans for a

joint mission to the International Space Station. He

also mentioned the upcoming launch of the NISAR

satellite from ISRO's Satish Dhawan Space Center,

aimed at monitoring various global resources. [NDTV]

[The Indian Express]

India-France joint military exercise

'Shakti' concludes in Meghalaya
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(sg) The 12-day India-France joint military exercise,

dubbed 'Shakti', concluded on May 26 at the Foreign

Training Node in Umroi, Meghalaya. The 7th edition of

this biennial event, which began on May 13, 2024, aims

to bolster joint tactical operations between the two

countries' armed forces. The exercise alternates

between India and France, with the last edition held in

France in November 2021. [The Indian Express]

This year's exercise included 90 personnel from India's

RAJPUT Regiment and observers from the Indian Navy

and Indian Air Force. They were joined by 90 personnel

from the French 13th Foreign Legion Half-Brigade (13th

DBLE). The joint exercise focused on sub-conventional

warfare scenarios as outlined under Chapter VII of the

United Nations Mandate.

Training during the exercise emphasized operations in

semi-urban and mountainous terrain, refining tactical

drills, enhancing physical fitness, and sharing best

practices between the two nations.

Czech top court clears decks for

extradition of United States murder plot

accused

(lm) The Czech Constitutional Court has rejected a

petition by Nikhil Gupta against his extradition to the

United States, where he faces charges for allegedly

plotting to assassinate an American citizen in New

York. Gupta is accused by Washington of attempting to

hire a hitman to kill Sikh separatist leader Gurpatwant

Singh Pannun. Gupta is currently imprisoned in

Prague, with a final extradition decision pending from

the Czech justice minister. If convicted, Gupta faces up

to 20 years in prison. [The Indian Express] [bbc]

In November 2023, US prosecutors charged Gupta with

plotting to kill at least four Sikh separatists in North

America, including Pannun. Gupta allegedly paid USD

100,000 to an undercover federal agent posing as a

hitman. The prosecutors claim Gupta was directed by

an unnamed Indian government official. India has

designated Pannun a terrorist, a charge he denies,

asserting his activism for the Khalistan movement.

The White House has raised the alleged plot with India

at the highest level. Indian officials have distanced

themselves from the plot, stating it contradicts

government policy, and have formed a committee to

investigate Gupta's case. In January, India's Supreme

Court declined Gupta's plea for intervention, stating

that it was up to the government to act.
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Protests in Indonesia’s North Sumatra

village against newly arrived Rohingya

refugees

(rm/jb) Locals in the North Sumatra village of Kwala

Langkat have protested against newly arrived Rohingya

refugees. On May 23 locals gathered outside the

building where the refugees had spent the night to

demand the UNHCR escort the 51 refugees out of the

village. The protesters further insisted that the UNHCR

staff would not leave until the refugees left. 

Kuala Langkat village head Mahyundanil said local

residents were shocked when the refugees arrived.

Mahyundanil said locals rejected the presence of the

refugees and demanded they leave the village.

Local authorities have claimed they are looking for

alternative locations to relocate the refugees to

appease village residents. [The Jakarta Post]

In December 2023, over 140 Rohingya arrived in Deli

Serdang, also in North Sumatra. According to UNHCR,

since last year, arrivals in Indonesia have surged, with

over 2,300 reaching the country in 2023 alone,

surpassing the combined total of the previous four

years. [Yahoo! News]

Indonesia and Suriname partner for

coastal protection and mangrove

rehabilitation

(jb) Indonesia and Suriname have agreed to

collaborate on coastal environmental protection and

mangrove rehabilitation, marking a significant

development in their bilateral relationship. The

agreement was reached during the 10th World Water

Forum in Bali.

Suriname expressed interest in Indonesia's successful

sediment capture unit project in Demak, Central Java,

which has demonstrated effective environmental

benefits. The cooperation aims to enhance the

environmental, social, and economic advantages of

mangrove ecosystems and mitigate the impacts of

global climate change.

Both countries will utilize an ecosystem-based

approach and nature-based solutions, incorporating

sediment trap unit techniques, maintenance, and data

monitoring. The partnership includes exchanging
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experts, sharing knowledge and best practices, and

providing technical assistance and capacity building.

This initiative began with a Memorandum of

Understanding signed in January 2024, by Indonesian

Environment and Forestry Minister Siti Nurbaya and

Suriname Spatial Planning and Environment Minister

Marciano Dasai. [Tempo.co]

US commits USD 126 million to Indonesian

geothermal project

(jb) The US International Development Finance

Corporation (DFC) has announced a commitment of up

to USD 126 million to support Indonesian power

company PT Medco Cahaya Geothermal. This

investment aims to bolster Indonesia's energy security

and advance economic goals shared with the United

States.

The funding will facilitate the development of the

31MW Phase I Ijen Geothermal power plant in East

Java, providing essential low-carbon power to the

densely populated Java-Bali grid. The initiative aligns

with Indonesia's Just Energy Transition Partnership

(JETP) developed during its G20 presidency,

emphasizing improvements in the power grid as

crucial for a sustainable energy future.

DFC’s Deputy Chief Executive Officer Nisha Biswal

emphasized the project's role in the US-Indonesia

Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, highlighting its

significance for both nations' economic and energy

security. [US Embassy & Consulates in Indonesia]

Indonesian delegation explores

collaboration with Sweden

(jb) A delegation from the Indonesian House of

Representatives visited to Stockholm, Sweden, from

May 19-22. Led by Chairman Budhy Setiawan and Vice

Chairman Budisatrio Djiwandono, the delegation

aimed to lay the groundwork for Indonesia's free lunch

program and explore further cooperation with

Sweden.

During the visit, the delegation engaged in discussions

with Swedish officials and toured key sites in the

farming and fishing industries. [ScandAsia]
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USAID expands rural water program in

Indonesia

(jb) At the World Water Forum, USAID announced the

expansion of its Global Water Strategy Action Research

Initiative to Indonesia. The USAID Rural Evidence and

Learning for Water (REAL-Water) program will support

Indonesia's rural water management through rigorous

research and collaboration.

The program aligns with Indonesia's 2025-2030 policy

goals to ensure sustainable rural water services. REAL-

Water will enhance the effectiveness of the country's

large-scale community-based rural water supply

program, PAMSIMAS, and its successor PAMSSANIMAS.

Research will focus on improving financial and

operational management of water services,

strengthening water quality monitoring, and enhancing

water resource planning. The initiative, conducted in

partnership with local and international institutions,

aims to expedite access to safe drinking water in rural

areas. [US Embassy & Consulates in Indonesia]

Indonesia and UAE collaborate on

mangrove research center in Bali

(jb) Indonesia and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have

commenced the construction of an international

mangrove research center in Bali, as part of their joint

efforts to combat climate change through nature-

based solutions.

The groundbreaking ceremony, held on May 19, was

attended by UAE Minister of Climate Change and

Environment Dr. Amna bint Abdullah Al-Dahak, UAE

Special Envoy Suhail Mohamed Al-Mazrouei, and

Indonesia’s Coordinating Minister of Maritime Affairs

and Investment, Luhut Binsar Pandjaitan.

The new center aims to focus on research,

conservation, and education related to mangroves. It

will leverage biotechnology and artificial intelligence to

restore mangrove ecosystems, which are crucial for

protecting coastal communities from rising sea levels

and capturing greenhouse gases.

This initiative follows the launch of the Mangrove

Alliance for Climate at COP27, where Indonesia and the

UAE committed to enhancing global mangrove

conservation efforts. The center will be located in Bali’s

Ngurah Rai Forest Park, the island’s largest mangrove

conservation area. [Arab News]
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Vietnam and Indonesia enhance security

cooperation

(jb) On May 20, General Tô Lâm, former Minister of

Public Security and since 22 May 2024 Vietnam’s new

president, hosted a reception for Deputy Chief of the

Indonesian National Police (INP) Commissioner

General Agus Andrianto. The Indonesian official

attended the third deputy ministerial-level security

dialogue between the two nations.

General Lâm highlighted the strong 70-year

relationship between Vietnam and Indonesia, which

was elevated to a Strategic Partnership in 2013. He

noted effective security cooperation through

agreements on extradition and anti-terrorism.

The two countries have shared information on crime

prevention, ensuring citizen safety, and coordinated on

ASEAN security frameworks. Lâm suggested increasing

high-level exchanges and maintaining annual security

dialogues.

Commissioner General Andrianto expressed a desire

to deepen cooperation with Vietnam’s Ministry of

Public Security. Earlier, Senior Lieutenant General

Lương Tam Quang and Andrianto co-chaired the

dialogue, discussing cooperation on drug crime,

human trafficking, terrorism, and cyber security. [Viet

Nam News]

Indonesia and Malaysia hold joint air

patrols

(rm/jb) Indonesia and Malaysia executed a joint air

patrol over the Malacca Strait, one of the world’s

critical trade waterways, on May 24. The patrol aimed

to enhance security in the strait, which is prone to

maritime crimes like piracy and smuggling. The

Indonesian Air Force (TNI-AU) deployed two F-16s from

Squadron 16, piloted by First Lieutenant Galih Rakasiwi

and First Lieutenant Ghazi Umar Marzuq, while the

Royal Malaysian Air Force (TUDM) sent F-18 Hornets.

A statement by TNI-AU claimed the joint patrol would

strengthen bilateral and military ties, in addition to

ensuring both countries respected their air

sovereignty. Indonesia and Malaysia claimed that by

conducting the joint patrol, they contribute to regional

peace and security, which is essential to the stability of

the region. [Bernama]
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The Malacca Strait, situated between Sumatra and the

Malaysian Peninsula, is crucial for global trade, with

around 94,000 ships passing through annually,

carrying 30 percent of traded goods globally. [Antara

News]

Indonesia seeks AI development

collaboration with China

(jb) Indonesian Communication and Informatics

Minister Budi Arie Setiadi has invited China to

collaborate on artificial intelligence (AI) development

during a bilateral meeting with Chinese Vice Minister of

Industry and Information Technology Shan Zhongde in

Geneva on May 27. This meeting is part of Setiadi's

working visit to Switzerland, with plans for a

subsequent visit to Shanghai to further explore digital

cooperation with China.

Setiadi highlighted Indonesia's potential in AI

development and the investment in digital talents to

foster AI innovations. Discussions also focused on

leveraging AI to boost Indonesia's digital economy,

aiming to transform the country into a developed

nation.

Zhongde expressed China's interest in supporting

Indonesia's digital transformation, including

advancements in 5G and 6G technology. He also

invited Indonesian delegates to an international digital

industry and AI forum in China in September 2024.

[Antara News]

Japan raises concerns over China's

military drills near Taiwan at bilateral

meeting

(sh) On May 26, Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida

conveyed Japan's "serious concern" to Chinese Premier

Li Qiang over China's recent military drills around

Taiwan (see article in this edition) following the

inauguration of Lai Ching-te as news Taiwanese

president on May 20 (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3)

Kishia voice this concern during his first formal

bilateral meeting with Li, held on the sidelines of a

trilateral summit with South Korean President Yoon

Suk Yeol in Seoul (see article in this edition),

reaffirming Japan’s stance on the importance of

stability in the Taiwan Strait as "crucial" not only for the

region but also for the international community. Li
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defended the military exercises which Beijing has

described as punishment for those advocating for

Taiwanese independence.

During the meeting Kishida also urged Li to lift Beijing's

ban on Japanese seafood, which was imposed after

Japan began releasing treated radioactive water from

the Fukushima nuclear plant in August 2023.

In addition, Kishida and Li discussed several other

disputes affecting Japan-China relations, including

intrusions of Chinese vessels into Japanese waters

around the Senkaku/Diaoyou Islands, the removal of

buoys China unilaterally installed in those waters

inside Tokyo's Exclusive Economic Zone, and the

release of Japanese nationals detained by Chinese

authorities.

While Kishida and Li agreed to work towards a

mutually beneficial and stable relationship and

confirmed "meaningful discussions" on various issues

during the meeting, no clear progress on any of the

discussed issues was yielded. [Kyodo News] [The Japan

Times]

Chinese ships near Japan islands for

record 158th day

(sh) On May 27, Chinese ships were seen near the

Japanese-controlled Senkaku Islands for the 158th

consecutive day, setting a record since Japan placed

the islets under state control in 2012. Four China Coast

Guard ships were spotted by a Japan Coast Guard

vessel just outside Japan's territorial waters. One of

these ships appeared to be armed with a cannon.

This persistent presence underscores ongoing tensions

between Japan and China, which claims the islets and

calls them the Diaoyu. Chief Cabinet Secretary

Yoshimasa Hayashi described the situation as

"extremely serious" and stressed Japan's vigilance and

firm response.

The sighting came a day after Japanese Prime Minister

Fumio Kishida met with Chinese Premier Li Qiang,

where Kishida requested the removal of a Chinese

buoy near the Senkaku Islands. [Kyodo News]

Japan’s prime minister pledges to

strengthen ties with South Korea
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(sh) On May 26, Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida

pledged to enhance relations with South Korea ahead

of the 60th anniversary of diplomatic normalization

next year during talks with South Korean President

Yoon Suk Yeol. At their 10th in-person summit, the

leaders agreed to collaborate on tackling nuclear and

missile threats posed by North Korea amid a

worsening regional security environment.

Kishida emphasized Japan's commitment to working

with South Korea on global issues and promoting a

free and open Indo-Pacific. Yoon, for his part,

expressed South Korea's intention to continue high-

level exchanges with Japan in areas like finance,

industry, and technology.

The two leaders also agreed on expanding people-to-

people exchanges and jointly promoting the use of

clean energy sources including hydrogen and

ammonia.

In addition, they agreed on close communication on

the recent row surrounding Naver Corp.'s Line app to

prevent the issue from damaging bilateral ties. The row

centers around the Japanese government reportedly

pressuring Naver, South Korea’s biggest internet portal

operator, to sell its stake in LY, the operator of Line,

Japan's most widely used messaging app. LY is jointly

controlled by Naver and Japan's SoftBank. Earlier this

year, following a serious data breach involving user

information, the Japanese government suggested that

LY should reconsider its equity relationship with Naver.

This proposal was interpreted as an attempt to force

Naver to reduce its influence on Line (see AiR No. 20,

May/2024, 2 ).

Meeting in Seoul before a trilateral summit with China

(see article in this edition), both leaders reaffirmed the

importance of strengthening security ties with the

United States, while managing issues that could hinder

bilateral relations. [Kyodo News] [Yonhap News]

Japan, Philippines eye defense training

deal

(sh) On May 23, Philippine Defense Secretary Gilberto

Teodoro hinted at the possibility for his country and

Japan to sign an agreement allowing their defense

forces to train on each other's territories.

Negotiations on a Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA)

are about to conclude, with Teodoro stating that no

contentious issues remain. These talks, initiated in late

November, followed an agreement between Philippine
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President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. and Japanese Prime

Minister Fumio Kishida to enhance security ties.

Teodoro emphasized the potential for cooperation

between Japan's Self-Defense Forces and the

Philippine military, signaling a step forward in bilateral

relations. This agreement would mark Japan's first RAA

with a member of the Association of Southeast Asian

Nations, reflecting deepening security ties amidst

regional challenges. The Philippines, alongside allies

like Australia and the United States, seeks to assert

freedom of navigation in the South China Sea,

showcasing collective resolve in the face of territorial

disputes. [Kyodo News]

Japan imposes sanctions on Russia over

arms procurements from North Korea

(sh) On May 24, Japan's government announced

sanctions on nine Russian entities, a Russian national,

and two Cypriot firms for Moscow's weapon

acquisitions from North Korea amidst the ongoing war

in Ukraine. Chief Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi

condemned the arms transfers, stressing the

importance of international coordination amid Russia's

invasion of Ukraine.

The sanctions freeze assets of the targeted entities,

including shipping firms and military facilities, and a

Russian individual in Japan. This move aligns with

previous joint statements by the Group of Seven

nations, urging cessation of such activities.

Since Russia's invasion of Ukraine, Japan, alongside G7

members, has consistently imposed asset freezes,

extending sanctions to President Vladimir Putin, his

associates, and Russia's central bank. [Kyodo News]

Princess Kako of Japan embarks on official

visit to Greece

(sh) Princess Kako, niece of Emperor Naruhito,

departed Tokyo for Greece on Saturday to

commemorate 125 years of diplomatic relations

between the two countries. This marks her third official

overseas visit, following trips to Austria, Hungary in

2019, and Peru in 2023.

Her visit, until June 1, coincides with the "Year of

Culture and Tourism Between Japan and Greece." In

Athens, Princess Kako will meet with President
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Katerina Sakellaropoulou and attend events marking

the anniversary.

Her itinerary includes visits to iconic landmarks like the

Parthenon and engagements with communities,

including the hearing-impaired and orphanage visits.

[Kyodo News]

Japanese PM urges Israel to cease fire in

Gaza

(sh) On May 27, Japan's Foreign Minister Kamikawa

Yoko has urged Israel to comply with the International

Court of Justice's order to cease military operations in

Rafah, southern Gaza Strip.

Kamikawa conveyed her concerns to Israeli Foreign

Minister Israel Katz during a telephone conversation.

Despite the ICJ's directive to halt military activities and

keep the Rafah crossing open for humanitarian aid,

Israel continued its offensive.

Kamikawa emphasized Japan's deep concern for the

humanitarian crisis in Gaza and opposition to full-scale

military actions in Rafah. Stressing the legally binding

nature of the ICJ's order, she called for its sincere

implementation. Katz reportedly explained Israel's

stance, and both ministers agreed to maintain ongoing

communication between their nations. [NHK]

Chinese UAV intrudes Japanese aerial

territorial

(sh) On May 27, the Chinese PLA Air Force’s WL-10, an

unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) designed for high-

altitude, long-endurance missions, was spotted above

the East China Sea. Japan’s Joint Staff Office (JSO)

reported that the incident led to an immediate

response from Japan’s Air Self-Defense Force, with

fighter jets scrambled to intercept the UAV.

This marked the first interception of this particular UAV

model. Japanese defense forces identified it during

standard airspace violation protocols, though the

specific aircraft used for interception was not

disclosed. The JSO took to social media to inform the

public about the incident, stating that the Chinese WL-

10 reconnaissance/attack UAV breached East China

Sea airspace. Japan's Defense Ministry noted the

drone's eastward flight from mainland China, then

northeast before returning.
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The WL-10, a relatively new addition to China’s drone

arsenal, has raised concerns amid China's increased

drone activities near Japan’s borders, speculated to be

linked to strategic goals, notably concerning Taiwan's

security. [Eurasian Times]

Laos repatriates remains of 87

Vietnamese soldiers

(lvw) On May 22, leaders and representatives from

Vietnam’s Nghe An province held a ceremony to

receive the remains of 87 Vietnamese volunteer

soldiers and experts who died in Laos during wartime.

The remains were discovered by a search and

repatriation team from the provincial Military

Command during the 2023-2024 dry season.

Representatives from Vientiane, Xiangkhouang, and

Xaysomboun provinces of Laos, along with leaders

from Nghe An province and Ky Son district, attended

the repatriation ceremony. Participants expressed

gratitude to the martyrs for their sacrifices.

The remains were handed over to the provincial

Department of Labour, War Invalids, and Social Affairs

for biological sampling on May 23, followed by a

memorial and reburial service scheduled at Nghi Loc

district Martyrs’ Cemetery on May 24. [Lao News

Agency]

Laos, Australia work together toward

renewable energy action

(lvw) On May 20, over 140 participants from

government, academia, the private sector, and civil

society attended the Laos-Australia Renewable Energy

into Action conference in Vientiane.

The event, organized by the Australian Embassy to

Laos and delivered by EnergyLab, Partnerships for

Infrastructure, and AustCham, fostered new

connections and discussed renewable energy

opportunities, technology and investment strategies.

Attendees explored how renewable energy production

can help Laos meet its goals, shared best practices in

renewable energy transition, and addressed issues

impacting women and marginalized groups.

Director General Mr. Chantho Milattanapheng from

the Ministry of Energy and Mines highlighted Laos'

plans for wind, solar power, pumped hydro energy

storage, and green hydrogen. The event focused on
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the opportunities that renewable energy, such as wind

and solar, offers for Laos in terms of job creation,

investment, and securing a year-round energy supply.

[Energy Lab] [Vientiane Times]

13 Indians rescued from illegal work in

Laos  

(lvw) The Indian embassy in Laos announced in a May

26 statement that thirteen Indians, who were lured

into illegal work in Laos, have been rescued and are

being sent back home. The embassy highlighted their

ongoing efforts to ensure the safety of Indian

nationals, rescuing 13 Indians, including 7 from a wood

factory in Attapeu province and 6 from the Golden

Triangle SEZ in Bokeo province.

To date, 428 Indians have been rescued from Laos with

the cooperation of Lao authorities, including 17 Indian

workers who were also rescued and repatriated last

month.

The embassy issued an advisory warning against

dubious job offers, often related to cyber scams, from

companies in the Golden Triangle SEZ. Victims are

often taken illegally across the border and forced to

work under harsh conditions, held hostage or work in

underpaid jobs like mining and wood factories. [NDTV]

Malaysian prime minister defends

meeting with Hamas leaders

(ba) Prime Minister Seri Anwar Ibrahim has justified his

decision to meet with Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh

during his recent visit to Qatar (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3).

Anwar explained that he and Haniyeh had been friends

for decades, and he saw no reason to avoid the

meeting. During their discussion, Anwar urged Ismail

to consider calls for peace, the two-state solution, and

the release of captives. [New Straits Times]

Distinguishing himself from other leaders critical of

Israel, Anwar openly engages with the Hamas, deemed

a terrorist organization by Israel, the U.S., and many

Western nations. This stance aligns with Malaysia's

widespread support for the Palestinian cause, with

Hamas officials receiving warm receptions from

Malaysian politicians.
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The face-to-face meeting between Anwar and Haniyeh

signifies Malaysia's defiance against Western pressure,

notably from the U.S., regarding its engagement with

the Hamas. Anwar refuted claims of yielding to U.S.

pressure to sever ties with the Palestinian group,

asserting his autonomy in diplomatic engagements.

Anwar's statements in the Bernama report aimed to

address concerns from Western allies, emphasizing

Malaysia's focus on political dialogue with the Hamas,

dissociated from military activities. He expressed

optimism that this clarification would assuage

concerns raised by Western counterparts.

Malaysian prime minister defends

meeting with Hamas leaders

(ba) Prime Minister Seri Anwar Ibrahim has justified his

decision to meet with Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh

during his recent visit to Qatar (see AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3).

Anwar explained that he and Haniyeh had been friends

for decades, and he saw no reason to avoid the

meeting. During their discussion, Anwar urged Ismail

to consider calls for peace, the two-state solution, and

the release of captives. [New Straits Times]

Distinguishing himself from other leaders critical of

Israel, Anwar openly engages with the Hamas, deemed

a terrorist organization by Israel, the U.S., and many

Western nations. This stance aligns with Malaysia's

widespread support for the Palestinian cause, with

Hamas officials receiving warm receptions from

Malaysian politicians.

The face-to-face meeting between Anwar and Haniyeh

signifies Malaysia's defiance against Western pressure,

notably from the U.S., regarding its engagement with

the Hamas. Anwar refuted claims of yielding to U.S.

pressure to sever ties with the Palestinian group,

asserting his autonomy in diplomatic engagements.

Anwar's statements in the Bernama report aimed to

address concerns from Western allies, emphasizing

Malaysia's focus on political dialogue with the Hamas,

dissociated from military activities. He expressed

optimism that this clarification would assuage

concerns raised by Western counterparts.

China donates 1,500 tons of mineral water

to Maldives

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-iri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-iri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-ird/


(lm) The Maldives received a donation of 1,500 tons of

mineral water from China. The donation was officially

handed over by Chinese Ambassador to the Maldives

Wang Lixin to Minister of Foreign Affairs Moosa

Zameer at a ceremony on May 23. The mineral water

will be distributed across the Maldivian islands to

address water shortages as they arise, according to a

statement from the Foreign Ministry. [the edition]

Mongolia and Belarus plan to enhance

agricultural exchange

(fg) Mongolia and Belarus plan to expand exchange

trading in agricultural products. This was discussed at

an online meeting between the Belarusian Universal

Commodity Exchange (BUCE) and the Mongolian

Commodity Exchange.

Agricultural products such as sugar and dairy products

are of interest to Mongolia, while Belarus would

benefit from an exchange for wool and cashmere.

Additionally, it was agreed that a Mongolian delegation

is to visit the BUCE in June to discuss further steps.

[Akipress]

Remaining 14 Laotians freed from Chinese

casino in Myanmar

(jb) Fourteen young Laotians trafficked to work at a

Chinese-run casino in Myanmar’s Kayin state have

been freed after nearly two years of captivity,

according to their parents. The victims were held at

"Casino Kosai" near Myawaddy, close to the Thai

border.

On May 15, the Laotians were released and crossed

into Thailand, where they are now under the

protection of Thai immigration authorities in Mae Sot,

Tak province. Each had to pay nearly $200 for ferry

tickets and document-processing fees.

The parents expressed immense relief and joy at their

children's release, calling for a swift return to Laos.

However, not all families could rejoice, as one mother

reported her daughter missing, possibly sold to

another gang.

Thai authorities confirmed the Laotians' safety but did

not provide details on their rescue or return date. This

incident highlights the ongoing human trafficking

issues in Southeast Asia. [Radio Free Asia]
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Uganda rescues 23 citizens from human

traffickers in Myanmar

(jb) The Ugandan government announced the safe

return of 23 citizens rescued from human traffickers in

Myanmar. The group, lured with promises of high-

paying jobs, was held in Tachileik, Myanmar, and

forced into cryptocurrency scams before being

smuggled across borders.

The rescued Ugandans arrived at Entebbe

International Airport on 23 May 2024, as confirmed by

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Vincent Bagiire, the

ministry's permanent secretary, urged Ugandans to be

cautious about unclear overseas labor schemes.

"The Ministry of Foreign Affairs reaffirms its dedication

to protecting Ugandan citizens abroad and addressing

human trafficking with the seriousness it deserves,"

Bagiire stated. He emphasized the importance of

collective effort in preventing and managing human

trafficking to safeguard vulnerable populations.

This rescue operation highlights Uganda's commitment

to combating human trafficking and ensuring the

safety of its citizens abroad. [The Start]

Türkiye expresses grave concern over

escalating violence in Myanmar

(jb) The Turkish Foreign Ministry has voiced serious

concern over the rising violence and increasing civilian

casualties in Myanmar. In a recent press release,

Türkiye highlighted distressing reports of atrocities

against civilians, especially in Rakhine State, where the

Rohingya Muslim community faces severe impacts.

The ministry emphasized the forced displacement of

tens of thousands due to ongoing violence. "We are

deeply troubled by the reports of atrocities against

civilians in Rakhine State, particularly Rohingya

Muslims, and the violations that have resulted in the

forced displacement of tens of thousands of people,"

the statement read.

Türkiye urged all conflict parties to adhere to

international law and protect civilians and

infrastructure. The ministry also called for immediate,

unhindered humanitarian access to affected regions.

Türkiye reaffirmed its commitment to closely

monitoring the situation and supporting international

peace efforts in Myanmar. [Ilkha]
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US expresses deep concern over rising

violence in Myanmar’s Rakhine State

(jb) The United States has voiced deep concern over

escalating violence and displacement of Rohingya

Muslims in Myanmar’s Rakhine State amid clashes

between the Myanmar military and the Arakan Army

(AA).

The State Department highlighted the military’s history

of genocide and crimes against humanity targeting

Rohingya, emphasizing the severe risks to civilians.

The US has called on Myanmar's military and all armed

actors to protect civilians and allow unhindered

humanitarian access. The international community is

urged to condemn the violence, hold perpetrators

accountable, and protect those fleeing the conflict.

The Arakan Army recently claimed control of

Buthidaung, leading to the displacement of 150,000

Rohingya Muslims. Many are fleeing to rural areas,

adding to the 750,000 Rohingya refugees already in

Bangladesh since the 2017 military crackdown.

[Anadolu Agency]

China, Nepal reopen 14 trans-Himalayan

trading points

(fg) After four years of closure, 14 trans-Himalayan

trading points along the Nepal-China border have been

reopened. These border crossings were closed at the

beginning of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic to

prevent the spread of the virus. In total, there are 21

such trading points along the border.

The closures have had a significant economic impact

on local traders and seasonal workers as well as the

supply of the population in the mountain regions who

rely on the markets in Tibet. In addition, many people

were unable to visit their relatives with whom they are

linked by marriage across the border due to the border

closure.

On the Nepalese side, it is hoped that the reopening

will strengthen bilateral trade and create employment

opportunities for the young Nepalese. [The

Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal to roll out QR code system in India

by mid-July

(lm) Nepal's central bank, Nepal Rastra Bank (NRB), is

set to launch a quick response (QR) code payment

system for Nepali nationals in India by mid-July. This

system aims to facilitate digital transactions for

business people, students, and tourists from both

countries. The initiative follows a memorandum of

understanding signed on June 1 last year to ease cross-

border digital payments. [The Kathmandu Post]

The QR code system will allow Nepali nationals to

make payments in India, with a suggested cap of

approximately USD 1,200 per month. This system

mirrors the current debit card rules, which permit

transactions up to USD 112 per day and USD 750 per

month. NRB is finalizing the transaction limits and has

sought public feedback on the proposed provisions.

In Nepal, QR code payments have already seen

significant growth. From mid-March to mid-April, total

transactions increased from USD 319 million to USD

343 million, and the number of transactions rose from

14.29 million to 16.10 million during the same period.

Russian delegation visits North Korea 

(rl) Chairman of North Korea's Supreme People's

Assembly Pak In-chol held a meeting with a visiting

Russian delegation in Pyongyang last week, marking

the latest in a series of exchanges between the two

countries in the aftermath of the September summit of

between North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and Russian

President Vladimir Putin (see AiR No. 38,

September/2023, 3). The delegation was led by Grigoriy

Rapota, the chairman of the Russia-North Korea

friendship parliamentary group.

The visit is part of ongoing efforts to deepen Russia-

North Korea relations. It follows a North Korean

delegation’s visit from May 12-18 to Russia's Far East to

discuss passenger train service between North Korea

and Russia’s Vladivostok (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3).

[Korea Times] [Yonhap News]

North Korean science and technology

delegation returns from Russia visit

(rl) On May 22, a North Korean science and technology

delegation, led by Ri Chung-gil, chairman of the State
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Commission of Science and Technology, returned

home after a weeklong visit to Russia.

The delegation attended the eighth meeting of a

government committee on trade, economy, and

science and technology cooperation in Moscow. The

visit included meetings with Russian officials and visits

to key institutions like Moscow State University and the

Russian Academy of Sciences.

Cooperation in science and technology, except for

medical purposes, is restricted by U.N. sanctions.

[Council on Foreign Relations] [Yonhap News]

North Korea warns of military action

against South Korea

(rl) North Korea has issued a stern warning to South

Korea, threatening military action in response to

alleged violations of its maritime border by South

Korean ships. North Korean Vice Minister of National

Defense Kim Kang Il stated that the regime’s supreme

military leadership ordered offensive action against

perceived provocations on May 24.

Kim accused the "navy and maritime police of the

puppet ROK" of frequently crossing the border under

the guise of mobile patrols.

The latest threat from Pyongyang comes amid rising

tensions and potential skirmishes along the inter-

Korean border in the Yellow Sea. Earlier this year,

North Korea rejected the Northern Limit Line as "illicit"

and vowed to redefine its maritime borders. The

Northern Limit Line is the disputed maritime

demarcation line in the Yellow Sea between the two

Koreas. 

Additionally, the statement warned of "tit-for-tat"

actions against South Korean activists distributing anti-

regime leaflets into North Korean territory, labeling it

as "psychological warfare." Kim threatened to dump

"mounds of wastepaper and filth" over South Korean

areas.

North Korea also condemned South Korea and the U.S.

for alleged air espionage activities, citing multiple U.S.

reconnaissance flights over North Korean territory

between May 13 and 24.

The heightened rhetoric coincides with U.S. officials

preparing contingency plans for potential North

Korean military actions around the U.S. presidential
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election, as reported by NBC. [Korea Times] [Reuters]

[NBC] [NK News]

Pakistan to compensate families of slain

Chinese workers

(lm) Pakistan will compensate the families of Chinese

workers killed in a suicide bombing earlier this year.

The Economic Coordination Committee (ECC) approved

a USD 2.58 million package on May 24, to be

distributed among the families of the five Chinese

workers who died in the attack, which occurred on

March 26 in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. The attack

also killed their Pakistani driver, whose family will

receive nearly USD 9,000 in compensation. [Voice of

America]

The incident took place when a suicide bomber drove

an explosive-laden vehicle into a convoy carrying the

workers to the Chinese-funded Dasu hydropower

project in the remote Kohistan region [see AiR No. 14,

April/2024, 1]. Pakistan identified the attacker as an

Afghan national, claiming that the attack was planned

in Afghanistan, and blamed Afghan-based terrorists.

This accusation includes claims that the Afghan Taliban

allows anti-Pakistan terrorists to operate from its

territory, a charge denied by Kabul.

The bombing prompted the Islamabad High Court

(IHC) to demand accountability and better security

measures for foreign workers. Prime Minister Shahbaz

Sharif assured China of "fool-proof" security for its

nationals working on the China-Pakistan Economic

Corridor (CPEC) projects, which are part of Beijing's

Belt and Road Initiative. He visited the Dasu site days

after the attack, promising enhanced security across

Pakistan.

Historically, foreign workers involved in CPEC projects

have been targets of violence, often by Baloch

separatist groups who oppose the perceived

exploitation of Balochistan's resources. However, the

March attack occurred far from Balochistan and was

not claimed by any group. The Tehrik-e-Taliban

Pakistan (TTP), an offshoot of the Afghan Taliban, has a

presence in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

In a similar incident in 2021, a bus carrying workers to

the Dasu hydropower project was attacked, resulting in

the deaths of 13 people, including nine Chinese

nationals. Pakistan compensated their families and

sentenced two Islamist militants to death for their

involvement. [AiR No. 29, July/2021, 3]
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Against this backdrop, Pakistan's minister for planning

and development, Ahsan Iqbal, recently stated that

Islamabad is open to Afghanistan joining CPEC but

wants Beijing to persuade Kabul to crack down on

terrorist groups targeting Pakistan. [AiR No. 21,

May/2024, 3]

Additionally, on May 26, Pakistan’s Interior Minister

Mohsin Naqvi asked the Afghan government to hand

over the TTP militants who launched the attack on

Chinese nationals in March that killed five Chinese

people and their driver. [Arab News]

Pakistan-Afghanistan border reopens

after week-long closure

(lm) The Kharlachi crossing, a key border point

between Pakistan and Afghanistan, has re-opened

after a week-long closure due to skirmishes, an official

announced on May 25. This crossing, which connects

Pakistan’s northwestern Kunnar tribal district with

Afghanistan’s eastern Paktia province, accommodates

100-150 cargo trucks daily. [Anadolu Ajansı]

Pakistan and Afghanistan share 18 crossing points,

with Torkham and Chaman being the busiest. These

crossings are vital for thousands of people, primarily

Afghans, who cross daily for medical treatment and

livelihood opportunities in Pakistan's border areas.

United Arab Emirates to invest USD 10

billion to boost Pakistan’s economy

(tj/ss) The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has pledged USD

10 billion to invest in key economic sectors in Pakistan,

aiming to bolster the country's economy and enhance

bilateral cooperation in areas such as trade and

development. This announcement came after a

meeting between UAE President Sheikh Mohamed Bin

Zayed Al Nahyan and Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz

Sharif. [Gulf News]

During their meeting at Qasr Al Shati, the leaders

discussed opportunities to deepen cooperation,

focusing on sustainable economic development and

mutual prosperity. Prime Minister Sharif reiterated

Pakistan's commitment to strengthening ties with the

UAE and leveraging its developmental experience. The

meeting was attended by top UAE officials, including

Crown Prince Sheikh Khaled bin Mohamed bin Zayed
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Al Nahyan and Vice President Sheikh Mansour Bin

Zayed Al Nahyan.

Sharif's visit also featured participation in a tech

collaboration event aimed at fostering deeper

engagement between Pakistani and UAE IT firms.

During this event, several Memoranda of

Understanding (MOUs) were signed to support digital

transformation initiatives. Additionally, Sharif held

discussions with leaders of the Abu Dhabi Fund for

Development and the Abu Dhabi Chamber of

Commerce and Industry to explore business-friendly

policies and trade relations. [Arab News]

The UAE, a longstanding ally of Pakistan, has previously

provided significant financial support along with Saudi

Arabia and China to help Pakistan secure a deal with

the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The UAE is

Pakistan’s third-largest trading partner and a

significant source of remittances, hosting over a million

Pakistani expatriates.

This visit marked Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif’s first

trip to the UAE since assuming office after the February

8 general elections, representing a significant step

towards further deepening multi-faceted bilateral

collaboration between Pakistan and the UAE. [Dawn]

Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister visits

Kyrgyzstan after mob attack

(ss) Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign

Minister Ishaq Dar arrived in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, on

May 21 to address the safety concerns of Pakistani

students following mob violence earlier this month.

Five Pakistani nationals were injured in the violence;

four were released after first aid, but one student

remained hospitalized. [Arab News]

The violence erupted after a brawl between Kyrgyz and

Egyptian students went viral on social media, leading

local residents to attack university hostels and lodgings

of international students, including those from

Pakistan. Approximately 10,000 Pakistani students are

enrolled in Kyrgyzstan, with about 6,000 in Bishkek.

The violence forced many students to confine

themselves without food and water, leading to

evacuation requests. [AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3]

On May 22, Dar, announced that over 3,000 Pakistani

students had been sent back from Kyrgyzstan because

of the mob attacks. More than 4000 students were

repatriated on May 23. [JURIST]
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Pakistan, Hungary hold sixth round of

Bilateral Political Consultations

(ss) Pakistan and Hungary recently held the 6th round

of bilateral political consultations in Budapest to

enhance cooperation between the two countries. The

Pakistani delegation was led by Additional Foreign

Secretary (Europe) Ambassador Shafqat Ali Khan, while

the Hungarian side was led by Deputy State Secretary

Ambassador Lazlo Varadi. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

Ambassador Shafqat Ali Khan also had meetings with

the State Secretary for Security Policy and Energy

Security, Petar Szataray, and Deputy State Secretary

for International Cooperation, Atilla Hidegh, in

Budapest.

Philippine Government ensure national

sovereignty against Chinese “trespassing”

policy

(tl) The Philippine Navy (PN) has stated that China's

announced legal expansion of its coast guard ability to

detain non-nationals who trespass into territorial

waters claimed by China (see AiR No. 21, May/2024, 3)

will not deter the Navy from fulfilling its mandate to

protect Manila's sovereignty.

Commodore Roy Vincent Trinidad of the West

Philippine Sea, stated that China's latest threat, is

based on its China 2021 Coast Guard Law (CCG), which

allow coastguards’ power to detain foreign suspects

without trial. Trinidad added this tactic is being used

against the Philippines in the South China Sea, as well

as in the East China Sea against Japan and South

Korea. He also claimed that similar tactics would be

crafted against Vietnam in the coming days. PN's

deployment plans remain proactive, as they are

dynamic and react to situations as they change or

don't. The Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) has

plans and contingency measures in place should the

situation escalate. [Philippine News Agency 1] [United

News]

Meanwhile, The Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA)

also stated that Chinese government's policy of

detaining "trespassers" would be a violation of the

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea if

applied to areas beyond its jurisdiction in the South

China Sea (SCS).
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Although coastguards are authorized to hold suspects

under current laws and regulations, this is the first

time a formal regulation has made the coastguard

force's law enforcement process for administrative

detentions clear. Under the updated Chinese Coast

Guard (CCG) Law, effective starting June 15, the CCG is

allowed to detain foreigners suspected of illegally

crossing Chinese borders up to 60 days without trial. 

This latest “trespassing policy” regulation is in response

to the Philippine’s sail mission of the civilian

organization "Atin Ito Coalition," which successfully

provided supplies to Filipino fishermen near the

waterway.

China claims a large swath of the South China Sea as

part of its territory, which overlaps with the

internationally recognized exclusive economic zones of

Southeast Asian nations, including the Philippines.

[Philippine News Agency 2] [South China Morning Post]

[Philippine News Agency 3] [Rappler]

Philippines urges international probe into

environmental damage at disputed shoal

(rm/ms) The Philippines has raised concerns over

environmental degradation at Scarborough Shoal, a

disputed territory in the South China Sea controlled by

China since 2012. The Philippine Coast Guard (PCG)

presented evidence suggesting that Chinese fishermen

have caused significant damage to the coral reefs

surrounding the shoal, allegedly in pursuit of giant

clams.

During a press conference the Philippine National

Security Council called on China to allow international

experts, including those from the United Nations and

environmental organizations, to conduct an

independent investigation into the matter. The

Philippines asserts that the environmental degradation

at Scarborough Shoal is a cause for alarm and

warrants international scrutiny.

Scarborough Shoal has been a focal point of maritime

tensions between China and the Philippines. Despite a

2016 ruling by an arbitral tribunal in The Hague

rejecting China's historical claims over much of the

South China Sea, China has maintained control over

the shoal and continues to assert its dominance in the

region.

The recent escalation in tensions underscores the

broader geopolitical challenges in the South China Sea,

where competing territorial claims and resource

exploitation have led to confrontations between
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neighboring countries. The Philippines' call for an

international probe reflects its efforts to address

environmental concerns and defend its sovereignty in

the disputed waters.

The outcome of Manila's appeal for international

intervention remains uncertain, as China has

consistently rejected external involvement in disputes

related to the South China Sea. Nevertheless, the

Philippines' initiative highlights the importance of

multilateral cooperation in addressing maritime

disputes and safeguarding the marine environment in

the region. [Benar News] [The Asahi Shimbun] [The

Diplomat]

Philippines protest China's annual fishing

ban in South China Sea

(ms/jm) The Philippines has formally objected to

China's imposition of a unilateral four-month fishing

ban in the South China Sea. The ban, which is a

recurring annual event, is expected to remain in effect

until September. The Philippines' Department of

Foreign Affairs lodged a protest through diplomatic

channels, asserting that the ban violates its sovereignty

and sovereign rights. [Nikkei Asia] [Reuters]

This move by China has been met with criticism from

the Philippines, as it raises tensions in the West

Philippine Sea and the broader South China Sea. The

fishing moratorium covers waters within the

Philippines' maritime zones, including the Scarborough

Shoal, a significant fishing area for both Filipino and

Chinese fishermen.

Tensions between the Philippines and China in the

South China Sea have persisted due to conflicting

territorial claims. Despite an international tribunal

ruling in 2016 invalidating China's claims in the region,

Beijing has continued to assert its dominance, leading

to ongoing disputes with neighboring countries.

Philippines’ President Marcos Jr. on state

visit to Brunei

(tl) During a recent state visit by Philippines’ President

Ferdinand Marcos Jr.to Brunei, the two countries

signed three deals aimed at creating more jobs and

accelerating economic transformation. The

agreements include cooperation in tourism, maritime

cooperation, and mutual recognition of training
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certificates. Additionally, a letter of intent was signed

to renew the memorandum of understanding on food

security and agricultural cooperation. [Inquirer]

The visit marked Marcos Jr.’s first state visit to Brunei.

In January this year, he also visited Brunei to attend the

royal wedding of Prince Abdul Mateen, the son of

Brunei’s Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah.

Japan, Philippines to seal defense deals at

2-plus-2 security talks in July

(tl) Japan and the Philippines are planning to hold a

foreign and defense ministers' meeting in Manila in

early July, focusing on China's maritime assertiveness.

Japanese Foreign Minister Yoko Kamikawa and

Defense Minister Minoru Kihara are expected to

discuss with their Philippine counterparts, Enrique

Manalo and Gilberto Teodoro, the acceleration of

negotiations on a reciprocal access agreement (RAA).

This agreement aims to facilitate defense personnel

deployment and relax restrictions on the

transportation of weapons and supplies.

This will be the second "two-plus-two" meeting

between the two countries, following their initial talks

in Tokyo in April 2022. Both nations, as United States

allies, have been strengthening their defense ties in

response to China's activities in the East and South

China Seas. Recent incidents include Chinese coast

guard ships using water cannons against Philippine

vessels and Chinese vessels entering Japanese waters

around the Senkaku Islands.

The upcoming dialogue will also discuss expanding

Tokyo's defense equipment exports to Manila. Last

October, Japan shipped an air defense radar to the

Philippines, marking the first such export since Japan

relaxed its arms export ban in 2014.

Additionally, Japan is considering a similar "two-plus-

two" meeting with India in early July to discuss

maritime security, cyber defense, and defense

equipment exports. The scheduling of these visits

depends on the extension of Japan's Diet session

through June 23. [NHK World Japan] [Philippine News

Agency] [Kyodo News]

United States approves funds to

modernize Philippine electricity networks
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(tl) The United States Trade and Development Agency

(USTDA) has approved funding to support the

modernization of electricity transmission and

distribution networks in the Philippines. This initiative

will involve bringing a delegation of government

officials and private sector utilities to the US to learn

about smart grid technologies and best practices. [The

Philippine Star]

Philippines, Sweden sign pact on fighter

purchases

(rm) The Philippines and Sweden have signed an

agreement to support Manila's acquisition of multi-role

fighter (MRF) aircraft for the Philippine Air Force (PAF).

This deal establishes a framework for the Philippines

to purchase Swedish-made defense equipment. The

signing of the accord took place on May 17, with

representatives from both countries present.

The agreement is part of the commitment under a

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed in 2023.

The Philippines has shown interest in Swedish systems,

including fighter aircraft, command systems, and

airborne early-warning aircraft.

Swedish Defense Minister Pål Jonson will commence

his visit to the Philippines on June 5 as part of a wider

visit to the Asia-Pacific. The agreement reflects the

Philippines commitment to build up its military

capabilities. [Inquirer]

Singapore, Kazakhstan ink agreements in

six cooperation areas during Kazakh

President’s state visit

(sm) Kazakhstan and Singapore have agreed to

cooperate in six areas: economic integration, security,

enterprise standards, intellectual property rights

protection, higher education, and legal dispute

resolution. The memorandums of understanding

(MOUs) sealing these agreements were signed on May

23 during Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s

state visit to Singapore. [The Straits Times]

This visit marked Tokayev's first as head of state,

although he is familiar with Singapore from his earlier

diplomatic and official roles. Bilateral trade between

the two countries grew significantly in recent years,

with Singapore's direct investments in Kazakhstan at

USD 960 million in 2022 and Kazakhstan's investments
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in Singapore exceeding USD 1.3 billion. Key projects

involve Singaporean companies like Surbana Jurong

and PSA International in Kazakhstan's infrastructure

and transport sectors.

During a state banquet, President Tharman

Shanmugaratnam highlighted the potential for

improving air connectivity, with Kazakh carrier Air

Astana planning direct flights to Singapore. He also

suggested increasing imports of agri-food products

from Kazakhstan and sharing experiences in managing

multi-religious and multi-ethnic societies.

During his visit, Tokayev also met Prime Minister

Lawrence Wong to discuss deepening cooperation in

education, food security, green energy, and

digitalization.

Singaporean delegation visits Taiwan

(lb) Taiwan is dedicated to enhancing democratic

governance and expanding cooperation with

Singapore, Premier Cho Jung-tai stated on May 22

during a meeting with a Singaporean delegation led by

former parliamentary speaker Abdullah Tarmugi. Cho

congratulated Singapore’s new Prime Minister

Lawrence Wong Shyun Tsai and appreciated the

delegation’s attendance at President Lai Ching-te's

inauguration. He highlighted the 10th anniversary of

the ASTEP agreement and noted that Singapore was

Taiwan’s largest foreign investor in 2023, with

significant bilateral investments. Additionally, Cho

emphasized extensive educational and health

cooperation, and remarked on the thriving people-to-

people exchanges, with visitor numbers surpassing

pre-COVID-19 levels. Abdullah affirmed the strong

bilateral ties and ongoing commitment to boosting

investment and trade. [Taiwan Today]

Foreign ministers of South Korea and

Japan meet ahead of trilateral meeting

with China

(ac) On May 22, South Korea’s Minister of Foreign

Affairs Cho Tae-yul held a 35-minutes telephone

conversation with Japan’s Minister for Foreign Affairs

Yoko Kamikawa ahead of trilateral meetings on May 26

and 27 with China (see article in this issue). Cho shared

the results of his recent visits to China (see AiR No. 20,

May/2024, 2) and exchanged opinions and mutual

interests.
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Cho voiced his hope that the trilateral meeting would

serve as a steppingstone for South Korea and Japan to

enhance their bilateral ties through close

communication. Kamikawa in return agreed to

continue bilateral cooperation and communication to

ensure the success of the trilateral meeting.

While details of the talk were not disclosed, observers

suggest that among the issues discussed was the row

over the Japanese government reportedly pressuring

Naver, South Korea’s biggest internet portal operator,

to sell its stake in LY, the operator of Line, Japan's most

widely used messaging app.

LY is jointly controlled by Naver and Japan's SoftBank.

Earlier this year, following a serious data breach

involving user information, the Japanese government

suggested that LY should reconsider its equity

relationship with Naver. This proposal was interpreted

as an attempt to force Naver to reduce its influence on

Line (see AiR No. 20, May/2024, 2 ). [Yonhap News]

[ROK Ministry of Foreign Affairs]

South Korea seeks to strengthen relations

with Latin America and the Caribbean

countries

(ac) On May 20, the South Korean ministry of foreign

affairs hosted a reception for the heads of missions of

the Latin American and Carribean countries. The

reception was attended by the heads of missions from

Guatemala, the Dominican Republic, Mexico,

Venezuela, Bolivia, Brazil, Argentina, Ecuador, El

Salvador, Honduras, Uruguay, Chile, Costa Rica,

Colombia, Panama, Paraguay and Peru.  

Citing the Latin America and the Carribean as being

major destination for South Korean companies,

Minister of Foreign Affairs Cho Tae-yul expressed his

hope for an expansion cooperation between South

Korea and the region and pledged to strengthen

cooperation to in new domains including defense

industry, aerospace, and electric and hydrogen

vehicles.

He added that recent establishment of diplomatic ties

between Cuba and South Korea in February ultimately

solidified South Korea’s diplomatic network with Latin

American and the Carribean nations. [ROK Ministry of

Foreign Affairs]
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South Korea and Japan agree on mutual

recognition of aviation certifications

(ac) On May 23, South Korea and Japan’s civil aviation

regulators held a bilateral summit in Sendai, Japan. The

summit aimed at reducing industry’s climate impacts

and increasing sustainability yielded results.

First, both nations agreed to establish the

Environmental New Technology Working Group. The

working group will enhance staff cooperations among

different aviation areas such as electrification,

hydrogen powered aircraft, weight reduction and fuel

efficiency.

Secondly, both nations have agreed to recognize each

nation’s aviation certifications under the “Bilateral

Agreement for the Promotion of Civil Aviation Safety,”

signed during the meeting.

Under the agreement, both countries will accept

certifications and cooperations on the sustainability of

aircraft and environmental testing of “civil aeronautical

products.” Moreover, both nations will improve the

sustainability of in-service aircraft, the approval and

monitoring of design and production organizations,

the approval and monitoring of maintenance

organizations, and ultimately, the approval of

personnel involved in maintenance and flight

operations. [Aviation Week]

Former U.S. senior official discuss Korean

Peninsula issues with South Korean

president

(ac) On May 23, President Yoon Suk Yeol met with Mike

Pompeo, former U.S. Secretary of State in Seoul to

discuss security issues in the Korean Peninsula and the

alliance between Seoul and Washington.

Yoon highlighted that South Korea hoped to enhance

cooperation with U.S and Japan on issues regarding

North Korea. Pompeo was quoted by the presidential

office as praising the alliance between South Korea

and U.S as strongly developing under the leadership of

President Yoon, who shares common values with the

U.S.

Pompeo also met Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul in a

separate meeting.  Both parties exchanged thoughts

on the alliance and trilateral cooperation involving

Japan and North Korea’s nuclear issues. Pompeo

reaffirmed the US-South Korea alliance would continue
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to develop regardless of which administration will

move to the White House. [Yonhap News]

South Korea and Czech Republic discuss

economic cooperation on nuclear power

plant

(ac) On May 23, South Korea and the Czech Republic

held the Czech-Korean joint committee on economic

cooperation during which cooperation on global

supply chain, trade and investment, and energy and

technology, with a focus revolving around bilateral

cooperation in commercial nuclear power plant

sectors.

The meeting was attended by Kim Hee-sang, deputy

foreign minister for economic affairs, and Petr Tresnak,

deputy industry minister of the Czech Republic. It was

part of Tresnak’s five-day visit to South Korea last

week.

During the meeting, Kim highlighted South Korea’s

strengths and competitiveness in the construction of

nuclear power plants and asked the Czech Republic

counterparts to pay closer attention to the ongoing

joint efforts to advance cooperation in the commercial

nuclear power plant sector. 

The request comes as South Korean energy firms are

bidding for projects in the Czech Republic.

In this context, Tresnak confirmed that the Czech

Republic will evaluate the potential partners in terms

of their partnerships with local companies. He

remained cautious about predicting the preferred

bidder. The successful bidder is expected to be

announced on July 15. [Yonhap News] [The Korea

Times]

China opposes South Korean lawmakers

attending inauguration of Taiwan’s new

president

(ac) On May 21, the Embassy of China in South Korea

criticized South Korean lawmakers for attending the

inauguration of Taiwan’s new president Lai Ching-Te

who Beijing despises as separatist.

The Embassy of China warned that South Korea’s

decisions to visit Taiwan was jeopardizing China-South

Korea strategic cooperative partnership, urging South
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Korea to respect the ‘One China Policy’, and to consider

practical actions to secure their bilateral relations and

interests. [Reuters]

South Korea, in response, reassured that their position

in respecting the One China policy remains unchanged.

However, Seoul dismissed China’s criticism as

interference in South Korea’s internal affairs.

In 1992, South Korea terminated diplomatic relations

with Taiwan. [Yonhap News]

South Korea and Indonesia strengthen

key mineral partnership

(jb/ac) South Korea and Indonesia have discussed

expanding their bilateral cooperation in the

development of a stable supply chain for key minerals,

according to South Korea's industry ministry.

Industry Minister Ahn Duk-geun met with Indonesia's

Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs, Airlangga

Hartarto, in Seoul to explore ways to enhance their

economic partnership. The meeting emphasized

building a reliable supply chain for crucial minerals and

tackling global issues like greenhouse gas emissions.

Indonesia's rich mineral reserves and consistent

annual economic growth of around 5 percent make it a

significant partner for South Korea. Minister Ahn also

encouraged the Indonesian government to increase

incentives for electric vehicles produced locally by

South Korean companies, highlighting their positive

impact on Indonesia's economy.

The two countries committed to leveraging the

Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement

(CEPA) and platforms like the Regional Comprehensive

Economic Partnership to strengthen their ties further.

The CEPA with Indonesia has been in effect since

January 2023. [Yonhap News][The Jakarta Post]

India, Sri Lanka discuss graphite industry

development

(hgh) Officials from the Indian government and the

Geological Survey and Mines Bureau (GSMB) of Sri

Lanka have initiated discussions regarding the

development of the graphite industry in Sri Lanka. The

focus of the talks includes collaboration on exploration

and mining technologies, such as advanced airborne

geophysical techniques for exploring vein-type
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graphite deposits. Additionally, there is an anticipation

of acquiring modern equipment for deep mining

operations. [Daily Mirror]

Acquiring graphite mines would not only ensure a

steady supply for India’s burgeoning EV industry but

also foster deeper economic cooperation with Sri

Lanka, benefiting both economies. [Ada derana]

Malaysia repatriates over 1,600 illegal Sri

Lankan migrants

(hgh) The Sri Lanka High Commission in Malaysia

successfully facilitated the repatriation of 1,608 Sri

Lankan illegal migrants in coordination with the

Malaysian government’s Migrant Repatriation

Programme from March 1 to April 30. These individuals

had been lured to Malaysia with promises of lucrative

jobs, only to find themselves trapped in precarious and

exploitative conditions. [The Island]

Before this, 124 illegal migrants were repatriated from

January 1 to February 28, bringing the total to 1,732.

Taiwan’s reaction to the Chinese military

exercise "Joint Sword-2024A"

(fg) The Taiwanese Ministry of National Defence (MND)

vehemently condemned the Chinese military exercise

"Joint Sword-2024A" (see article in this edition) as an

"irrational provocation" that undermines regional

peace and stability. The ministry also announced that

ground, air and naval forces have been deployed to

observe the military exercise and be ready for any

eventuality. [MND Taiwan 1, in Chinese]

President Lai Ching-te, who has only been in office for

a few days, assured the 66th brigade of the Marine

Corps in Taoyuan that he would stand by the military

to protect Taiwan. Both Lai and the MND are appealing

to the population to remain calm, to trust and support

the military. [Focus Taiwan]

Even though Lai did not comment on China's military

exercise during his visit, it can still be assumed that

this statement is intended to convey Taiwan's own

strength to the population and emphasize the often-

invoked resilience.

Over the two days of the Chinese military exercise on

May 23 and 24, days after Lai’s inauguration, the MND

counted a total of 111 Chinese Air Force aircraft, 46
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navy ships and 7 coast guard vessels in the waters

around Taiwan. 27 ships on May 24 are the record

number of ships ever spotted by the MND in one day. 

[MND Taiwan 2] [Taiwan News]

Concerns arise over Taiwanese celebrities'

“pro-China” statements

(fg) Since President Lai Ching-te's inauguration speech,

cases of Taiwanese celebrities from music, television

and the influencer scene seemingly taking a "pro-

China" stance have been piling up.

In response to Lai's statement that Taiwan is not

subordinate to anyone, a Weibo post from Chinese

state broadcaster CCTV trending in China with over two

billion views says that Taiwan is not a sovereign

country and that "reunification" is certain [What's on

Weibo via X (screenshot)] This post has been reposted

by 45 Taiwanese celebrities so far, in addition to a

number of Chinese celebrities. [Taiwan News 1]

In addition, "pro-Chinese" statements made by

Taiwanese musicians during their concert tours in

China, either on social networks or in public, are being

discussed on the Internet. [Taiwan News 2]

In Taiwan, politicians from all parties are concerned

about this development. Some express the suspicion

that China is deliberately coercing Taiwanese artists to

make these statements to influence public opinion in

Taiwan. [Taipei Times]

Thailand working ‘relentlessly’ to solve

Myanmar crisis, Prime Minister Srettha

says

(lm) Thailand’s Prime Minister Srettha Thavisin has said

that his country is “working relentlessly” to resolve the

crisis in neighboring Myanmar, where rebel groups are

clashing with the military-government. Thailand, in

collaboration with Laos and other ASEAN member

nations, is intensifying efforts to address the situation.

[Bangkok Post]

Thailand to ask Israel for higher labor

quota
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(lm) Thailand’s Labour Minister Phiphat

Ratchakitprakarn arrived in Israel on May 26 for a

three-day official visit, during which he plans to

request an increase in the quota for Thai workers.

Accompanied by other top ministry officials, Phiphat

will meet with Israel’s labor, agriculture, and interior

ministers to negotiate the hoped-for increase in the

number of Thai workers allowed into Israel. [Bangkok

Post]

Earlier this month, the Department of Employment

(DoE) lifted its suspension on sending Thai workers to

Israel after a thorough assessment, conducted in

consultation with other agencies, of the situation

regarding the Hamas-Israel conflict. The department

received assurances from the Israeli embassy that Thai

workers will be employed only in safe areas, and that

emergency response plans, including evacuation

procedures, are in place should any danger arise.

It is notable that of the 240 hostages taken by Hamas

during the October 7 terrorist attack, dozens were

migrant workers from Thailand, the Philippines,

Tanzania, and Nepal.

Cambodia, Vietnam deputy prime

ministers discuss Funan Techo Canal

project

(wn) Against the backdrop of tensions surrounding the

planned Funan Techo Canal project, deputy prime

ministers from Cambodia and Vietnam convened on

May 23. [PhnomPenh Post]

Valued at USD 1.7 billion, this initiative aims to link

Cambodia's southern coast with Phnom Penh,

presenting Cambodia with an opportunity to reduce

reliance on Vietnamese ports and achieve cost

efficiencies. Spanning 180 kilometers, the canal's

construction is anticipated to span four years.

However, Vietnam voices concerns regarding potential

impacts on water flows into its Mekong Delta, a crucial

rice-producing region [see AiR No. 19, May/2024, 1].

Deputy Prime Minister Sun Chanthol of Cambodia

addressed these concerns during discussions with his

Vietnamese counterpart, Lee Minh Khai. He articulated

that the project's primary objective is to mitigate

flooding in five Cambodian provinces while curbing the

overflow of floodwaters into Vietnam. Chanthol

supported his stance with data indicating that the

current flow of the Mekong River to the sea stands at

8,000 cubic meters per second, contrasting it with the

canal's projected usage of a mere five cubic meters per
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second, amounting to approximately 0.053 percent of

the total flow.

In separate but related updates, Hanoi reaffirmed the

strong relationship with Cambodia, emphasizing

cooperation to address challenges, including verifying

inappropriate social media comments. Vietnam’s

government stressed these comments don't represent

Vietnam's official stance and highlighted the

commitment to maintaining positive ties. [Vietnam

News]

Japan, Vietnam discuss enhancing

cooperation and exchanges

(wn) During his visit to Japan for the 29th International

Conference on the Future of Asia, Vietnam’s Deputy

Prime Minister Le Minh Khai met with the Speaker of

the country’s parliamentary lower House, Nukaga

Fukushiro, on May 22. They discussed the growing

Vietnam-Japan relationship, now a Comprehensive

Strategic Partnership for Peace and Prosperity in Asia

and the World. Khai emphasized enhancing

cooperation between the two legislatures, supporting

Vietnam's economic independence, and boosting labor

cooperation and support for the Vietnamese

community in Japan. Fukushiro affirmed Japan's

commitment to strengthening bilateral ties,

particularly in infrastructure and personnel training.

[Vietnam News]

Khai also met with Japanese Minister of Economy,

Trade and Industry Saito Ken, discussing increased

economic connectivity, digital economy collaboration,

and support for Vietnam's industrialization and

modernization. Saito pledged Japan’s support in

achieving Vietnam’s upper-income status by 2045 and

in developing human resources in new energy,

semiconductors, and digital technology.

Additionally, Khai met with Co-Chairmen of the Japan

Business Federation’s Japan-Vietnam Economic

Committee, who expressed their intent to boost

investments in Vietnam, particularly in digital

transformation and green transition. He also met with

Hayashi Nobumitsu, Governor of the Japan Bank for

International Cooperation (JBIC), discussing

preferential loans for Zero Emission Community

projects and support for Japanese investors. Finally,

Khai engaged with President of the International

Friendship Exchange Council (FEC) of Japan, Matsuzawa

Ken, exploring cooperation in information technology

and clean electricity production.
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Vietnamese, Czech communist parties eye

to strengthen relations

(wn) Katerina Konecna, Chairwoman of the Communist

Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSCM) in the Czech

Republic, has expressed strong support for bolstering

bilateral ties with Vietnam, particularly as both nations

approach the 75th anniversary of their diplomatic

relations. In a recent interview, she emphasized her

personal advocacy for closer relations between the

European Union and Vietnam, highlighting her role as

a member of the European Parliament. [VietnamPlus]

During the interview, Konecna also highlighted the

longstanding friendship between the KSCM and the

Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV), emphasizing their

mutual commitment to fostering socialist societies with

unique national identities. She commended the

integration of the Vietnamese community into Czech

society and endorsed their recognition as an ethnic

minority group.

The KSCM was established in 1989, following the Velvet

Revolution, as the successor to the Communist Party of

Czechoslovakia (KSC). T It has experienced varying

levels of support, but is currently not represented in

either chamber of the Czech Parliament.

Uruguay supports Vietnam's negotiations

for free trade agreement with MERCOSUR

bloc

(wn) Uruguayan Minister of Foreign Affairs Omar

Paganini confirmed Uruguay's support for Vietnam's

negotiations of a free trade agreement with the South

American trade bloc MERCOSUR, as the country

assumes the presidency of the bloc. Paganini

expressed this commitment during a meeting with

Vietnamese Ambassador Ngo Minh Nguyet in

Montevideo on May 16. Additionally, Uruguay aims to

strengthen bilateral relations with Vietnam, seeking

support and collaboration in various areas, including

economy, commerce, and agriculture. [Vietnam Plus]

The Vietnamese ambassador also engaged in

discussions with key figures from the Communist Party

of Uruguay, focusing on enhancing cooperation and

understanding between the two nations.
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Announcements

 

 

Upcoming online events

29 May 2024 @ 3;00-4:30 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG,

Thailand

CPG Event Series on Peace and Security in

Asia

China’s Growing Engagement in the

Middle East: Implications for Regional and

International Dynamics

This webinar will explore China’s growing diplomatic

presence and engagement in the Middle East, focusing

on the strategic and geopolitical interests Beijing in

pursuing in the region and their implications for

regional and international dynamics.

For more information, see [CPG].

30 May 2024 @ 3;00-4:30 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG,

Thailand

CPG’s Mediation Center (CMC) Expert Talk

Dispute Avoidance in PPP contexts: Deal

Mediation in Infrastructure Projects

This webinar will offer insights into explore the

benefits of mediation as a pre-cursor or preventive

measure in the art of deal-making.

For more details, visit [CPG].
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31 May 2024 @ 3;00-4:30 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG,

Thailand

Asia in Review Event Series on Elections in

2024

The World’s Largest Democracy Votes –

India’s Elections: Background, Dynamics,

Prospects

This online panel discussion will provide a nuanced

exploration of the multifaceted dynamics shaping

India’s political landscape and the potential

ramifications for its future trajectory during and after

the 2024 elections.

For more information, see [CPG].

29 May 2024 @ 2:30 p.m. (GMT+2), Italian Institute

For International Political Studies, Italy

Competing on the Global South: The G7

Between China and India

What are the core components of Beijing’s strategy

towards the Global South? How can New Delhi

leverage its pivotal position in this dynamic?

Furthermore, what trajectory might the emerging blocs

such as BRICS and the Indo-Pacific region follow in the

future? Join this roundtable to learn more about these

topics.

For more information, visit [ISPI].

29 May 2024 @ 9:00-10:00 a.m. (GMT+2), German

Institute of Global and Area Studies, Germany

Franco-German Observatory of the Indo-

Pacific

The Franco-German Observatory invites key actors

from the Indo-Pacific to present their vision of the

region, how they conceive of it geo-strategically and

the place of China, the US, and Europe within this

framework. We look forward to debating questions of

economic interdependence and independence, of

trade and investment, and the expectations the

countries of the Indo-Pacific might have towards the

“West” in general, and Europe, in particular.

For more information, visit [GIGA].

https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-dlr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-dly/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-ethkltl-l-dlj/


29 May 2024 @ 3:30-4:30 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

American Progress, USA

Challenges to the Rule of Law: A Pre-End-

of-Term Supreme Court Review

Join this virtual event that will address how

sophisticated right-wing litigants are using increasingly

aggressive legal theories to advance their preferred

policy outcomes through the courts, potential

outcomes in high-profile cases this term, and what this

could mean for the rule of law moving forward.

For more information, visit [CAP].

29 May 2024 @ 10:00 a.m.- 4:00 p.m. (GMT+2),

Danish Institute for International Studies,

Denmark

Rethinking Climate Change Support in

Violent conflict-affected States

Countries affected by violent conflict and state fragility

receive extremely low climate change funding, thus

leaving behind populations considered most

vulnerable to climate change. How can this paradox be

addressed and what role can the UN play? Join the live

stream of the event to learn more.

For more information, visit [DIIS].

29 May 2024 @ 12:30- 1:30 p.m. (GMT-4), American

Enterprise Institute, USA

Lessons for an Unserious Superpower: The

“Scoop” Jackson Legacy and US Foreign

Policy

AEI’s Nicholas Eberstadt, the Henry Jackson Society’s

Alan Mendoza, and Elliott Abrams of the Council on

Foreign Relations will discuss Lessons for an Unserious

Superpower: The “Scoop” Jackson Legacy and US Foreign

Policy, Dr. Eberstadt’s new study on US foreign policy

since the Cold War through the lens of Sen. Henry

Jackson’s (D-WA) human rights-based approach.

For more information, visit [AEI].
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29 May 2024 @ 10:00 -11:00 a.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

Navigating Strategic Uncertainties:

Vietnam’s Pursuit of Strategic Autonomy

in a Changing World

The session will explore the multifaceted challenges of

strategic uncertainty, including economic and

technological aspects, alongside traditional security

concerns. It will also discuss measures Vietnam has

undertaken to enhance its resilience and adaptability

in an unpredictable future, and how striving for

strategic autonomy underpins Vietnam’s recent

elevation in relations with key partners. Attendees will

gain valuable insights into how Vietnam can navigate

the complexities of the modern geopolitical landscape

and protect its national interests through strategic

autonomy in an era marked by ever-greater

uncertainty.

For more information, visit [ISEAS].

29 May 2024 @ 10:30 a.m. -12:00 p.m. (GMT-4),

Wilson Center, USA

Election Series | Freedom of Speech and

Protecting Journalists in Mexico

Ahead of the June presidential elections in Mexico, the

Wilson Center’s Mexico Institute has organized a series

of webinars covering critical issues concerning the

upcoming electoral process. One of the core topics to

be discussed is the importance of upholding freedom

of speech and protecting journalists during such a

critical time. Perspectives from both side of the border,

featuring the insights of Mexican as well as US-based

journalists will be included.

For more information, visit [Wilson].

30 May 2024 @ 12:00-1:15 p.m. (GMT-4), United

States Institute of Peace, USA

Strengthening Democracy in the Americas

Join the event for a conversation focused on

strengthening democracy across the hemisphere. The

discussion will bring together the Friends of the Inter-

American Democratic Charter, leaders, and experts to

formulate actionable strategies for democratic
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resilience, share best practices, and examine lessons

learned in democratic preservation to ensure that

democracy continues to thrive and benefit the peoples

of the Americas.

For more information, visit [USIP].

30 May 2024 @ 2:00- 3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

Adopting AI in the Workplace: The EEOC's

Approach to Governance

Join Keith Sonderling, Commissioner of the U.S. Equal

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), for a

discussion on AI adoption in the workplace. As a

Commissioner on the EEOC, one of Commissioner

Sonderling’s highest priorities is the relationship

between AI and employment law. Prior to being

confirmed as Commissioner in 2020, he served as the

EEOC’s vice chair. Commissioner Sonderling also

previously practiced labor and employment law before

working at the U.S. Department of Labor.

For more information, visit [CSIS].

30 May 2024 @ 9:30- 10:15 a.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

The Axis of Upheaval: Capital Cable #95

For this episode of the Capital Cable, Mr. Richard

Fontaine, Chief Executive Officer of CNAS will talk

about his recent Foreign Affairs article "The Axis of

Upheaval," where he and his co-author Andrea

Kendall-Taylor discussed how America's adversaries,

China, Iran, North Korea and Russia are uniting to

overturn the global order. 

For more information, visit [CSIS].

30 May 2024 @ 10:00 -11:00 a.m. (GMT+8), Yusof

Ishak Institute (ISEAS), Singapore

Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC):

Building Bridges to Pursue Continued

Economic Prosperity and Inclusive Growth

amid Global Uncertainties
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This seminar will commence with a brief commentary

on insights gleaned from these ministerial meetings,

followed by a discussion of the economic and trade

trends in the APEC region. It will then examine the

issues of trade disengagement and geoeconomic

fragmentation, which stand in direct opposition to

APEC’s principles of economic integration and

multilateralism.

For more information, visit [ISEAS].

30 May 2024 @ 10:00-10:45 a.m. (GMT-4), Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace, USA

A Conversation with Senior Advisor to the

President for Energy and Investment,

Amos Hochstein

What are the prospects for regional escalation? Is there

a diplomatic pathway in Lebanon? How have these

conflicts affected the international economy, supply

chains, and the global trade of hydrocarbons? Aaron

David Miller will discuss these and other issues with

Amos Hochstein, deputy assistant to the president and

senior advisor for energy and investment at the White

House. Prior to serving at the White House, Hochstein

served as the U.S.-appointed mediator of the

Lebanese-Israeli negotiations that resulted in a

maritime border agreement between the two nations. 

For more information, visit [Carnegie].

30 May 2024 @ 11:00 a.m. -12:30 p.m. (GMT-4),

Wilson Center, USA

Election Series | The Future of US-Mexico

Security Cooperation

Ahead of the June presidential elections in Mexico, the

Wilson Center’s Mexico Institute has organized a series

of webinars covering critical issues concerning the

upcoming electoral process. One of the core topics we

wish to discuss is the importance of strengthening

security cooperation between the United States and

Mexico at such a consequential juncture in the bilateral

relationship.

For more information, visit [Wilson].
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30 May 2024 @ 4:00- 5:30 p.m. (GMT-7), Hoover

Institution, USA

The Boiling Moat

In The Boiling Moat, a new book from the Hoover

Institution Press, Matt Pottinger and a team of scholars

and distinguished military and political leaders

urgently outline practical steps for deterrence. The

authors stress that preventing a war is more

affordable than waging one and emphasize the

importance of learning from recent failures in

deterrence, such as Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

Featuring Matt Pottinger, Distinguished Visiting Fellow,

and Larry Diamond, William L. Clayton Senior Fellow.

Pottinger and Diamond will be joined by contributors

to The Boiling Moat project: Gabriel Collins, Andrew

Erickson, Robert Haddick, Isaac Harris, Michael

Hunzeker, Ivan Kanapathy, Mark Montgomery, and

Grant Newsham.

For more information, visit [Hoover].

31 May 2024 @ 3:30 - 5:00 p.m. (GMT+8), National

University of Singapore, Singapore

China and the Russia-Ukraine War:

Ambiguous Positioning and the Policy-

Propaganda Gap

While China’s official position appears relatively

balanced, its media narratives demonstrate a much

stronger and clearer pro-Russia bias, which may not

necessarily reflect its actual policy stance. This could be

due to various factors influencing the decisions of

foreign policy officials, media personnel, and

propaganda practitioners. The findings correct certain

misconceptions about China’s foreign policy intentions

and highlight the implications of the policy-propaganda

gap in Chinese politics and foreign policy. Join Pu

Xiaoyu to hear more from him about this topic.

For more information, visit [NUS].

31 May 2024 @ 7:45- 9:00 a.m. (GMT+1),

International Institute for Strategic Studies, UK

Asia-Pacific Regional Security Assessment

2024 launch
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In this launch of the Asia-Pacific Regional Security

Assessment 2024, Dr Evan A. Laksmana, Editor of the

Dossier, will be joined by the authors in a discussion

over major regional-security questions covered by the

Dossier and will likely emerge throughout the Dialogue

as well.

For more information, visit [IISS].

31 May 2024 @ 1:00- 3:00 p.m. (GMT+2), Danish

Institute for International Studies, Denmark

European failures in the Sahel: Insights

from the field

The recent coups in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger

reflect how new military rulers seek to redefine

regional dynamics. Amid great power rivalry, how does

the coups impact European engagements in the Sahel?

Join the speakers of the event to learn more about this

topic.

For more information, visit [DIIS].

31 May 2024 @ 10:00 -11:30 a.m. (GMT-4), Wilson

Center, USA

How to Defeat an Autocracy? Lessons

from Ukraine’s Defense against Russia’s

Invasion

Wilson Center’s Global Europe Program welcomes

Oleksii Reznikov, Ukraine’s former defense minister

who led Ukraine’s defense establishment in the lead-

up to Russia’s full-scale invasion and during the first

year and a half of the war. Mr. Reznikov will discuss

Ukraine’s defense effort and the lesson it offers for

democracies about fighting a war with an adversary led

by an autocratic regime. 

For more information, visit [Wilson].

31 May 2024 @ 9:30 a.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic Council,

USA

Serving communities with disability in

conflict contexts
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The event will offer an in-depth analysis of the most

current barriers to accessibility in Syria and whether or

not these findings are consistent with accessibility

challenges in other conflict or post-conflict contexts. It

will also explore key recommendations on how

international actors and disability-focused

organizations can effectively address these hurdles.

For more information, visit [Atlantic].

31 May 2024 @ 11:30 a.m.-12:15 p.m. (GMT-5),

Chicago Council on Global Affairs, USA

Alliances in Action: A Conversation with

German Ambassador Andreas Michaelis

As longstanding allies, the partnership between the

United States and Germany is characterized by strong

political, economic, and security ties, as well as shared

strategic interests. Given rising geopolitical tensions

around the world, cooperation between the two

countries is becoming increasingly crucial. How are the

US and Germany working together to respond to the

conflict in the Middle East? How are they addressing

China’s growing influence? And how are the US,

Germany, and their NATO allies navigating the

unpredictable security landscape in Europe? Join the

Council for a conversation with German Ambassador

Andreas Michaelis as we discuss these questions and

more.  

For more information, visit [Chicago Council].

3 June 2024 @ 10:30 a.m.-6:15 p.m. (GMT+2),

Bruegel, Belgium

Ineffective and insufficient? Evaluating

and improving the design of sanctions

Join the event for a stimulating workshop on the

economic and political impact of the sanctions

imposed on Russia. As the war in Ukraine persists into

2024 and Russia's economy remains relatively resilient,

the measures imposed since 2014 might appear to be

ineffective. The workshop features presentations

exploring the effects of the 2014 and 2022 sanctions

and unveil the substantial — sometimes unintended —

consequences of the sanctions. Aside from the

academic presentations, experts and policymakers

discuss the nuanced ways sanctions have influenced

Russia's economic and political landscape, and
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possible strategies to enhance the effectiveness of

future sanctions regimes.

For more information, visit [Bruegel].

3 June 2024 @ 2:00- 3:15 p.m. (GMT-4), Center for

Strategic & International Studies, USA

Strategic Land power Dialogue: A

Conversation with GEN James Rainey

Join the event for the fourth Strategic Land power

Dialogue event, featuring General James Rainey,

Commanding General, United States Army Futures

Command. The discussion will explore Army

modernization efforts, future investment priorities,

and the development of the Army's next warfighting

concept.

For more information, visit [CSIS].

3 June 2024 @ 9:00 a.m. -4:15 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson

Center, USA

Wilson China Fellowship Conference 2024

The United States and China face an era increasingly

defined by disruption, competition, and disorder.

Washington and Beijing find themselves at odds across

a number of vital issues: critical and emerging

technologies, trade, the future of international order,

and China’s growing assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific.

Yet, amid competition, they must also cooperate.

Climate change, pandemics, and mitigating the risk of

military conflict, among other crucial global issues,

demand bilateral cooperation. 2023–24 Wilson China

Fellows present their projects and discuss these issues

and more with program alumni and other esteemed

experts for our fourth annual Wilson China Fellowship

Conference.

For more information, visit [Wilson].

3 June 2024 @ 1:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic Council,

USA

US Trade Representative Katherine Tai on

the future for US-EU trade
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The Atlantic Council is hosting an #ACFrontPage

conversation featuring United States Trade

Representative Katherine Tai on how the United

States and European Union (EU) should evolve the

transatlantic trade relationship to reflect new

geopolitical realities.

For more information, visit [Atlantic].

4 June 2024 @ 4:00- 5:30 p.m. (GMT-7), Hoover

Institution, USA

Tiananmen at 35

June 4, 2024 marks the thirty-fifth anniversary of the

violent, military suppression of peaceful, student-led

protests in Tiananmen Square and elsewhere across

the People’s Republic of China. To commemorate this

occasion, Rowena He, a historian of social movements

in China, and Perry Link, the biographer of Nobel

Peace Prize winner Liu Xiaobo, will join Hoover William

L. Clayton Senior Fellow Larry Diamond to reflect on

the history and impact of June 4th, 1989 and the

broader struggle for freedom and democracy in

greater China.

For more information, visit [Hoover].

4 June 2024 @ 2:30- 4:00 p.m. (GMT-7), Hoover

Institution, USA

The Boiling Moat: Urgent steps to defend

Taiwan

The China Global Sharp Power Project and the Project

on Taiwan in the Indo-Pacific Region at the Hoover

Institution invites the audience to the Washington, DC

launch of The Boiling Moat: Urgent Steps to Defend

Taiwan, a new book edited by Matt Pottinger, Hoover

Institution Distinguished Visiting Fellow.

For more information, visit [Hoover].

4 June 2024 @ 4:00- 5:00 p.m. (GMT-4), American

Enterprise Institute, USA

Exploring Challenges to Biden’s Recent

Student Debt Forgiveness Plan
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Last year, President Joe Biden announced the details of

his new Saving on a Valuable Education (SAVE) Plan, a

new approach to canceling loans for tens of millions of

Americans at the cost of half a trillion dollars or more.

Acting without congressional authorization, the

Department of Education is relying on bureaucratic

rulemaking to implement these reforms, which could

cement some of the worst problems in higher

education. Now, states are banding together to sue the

administration for what they see as an abuse of power.

Join AEI’s Michael Brickman for a discussion with legal

experts and litigators on SAVE’s legal challenges, the

details of ongoing lawsuits, and their likelihood of

success.

For more information, visit [AEI].

4 June 2024 @ 1:00- 2:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Stanford

University, USA

Lessons from the NPT Regime for India for

Setting Up a Multilateral AI Governance

Framework | Mahima Sikand

This research proposal aims to apply lessons learned

from the nuclear non-proliferation and disarmament

regime to the design and negotiation of a future global

system for AI governance, with a particular focus on

India's role and interests. Join the event to learn more

about it.

For more information, visit [Stanford].

4 June 2024 @ 1:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Atlantic Council,

USA

Assistant Secretary Brent Neiman on the

economic front in Ukraine

Join this event for a conversation with Brent Neiman,

assistant secretary for international finance at the US

Department of the Treasury, moderated by Senior

Fellow Martin Mühleisen. Assistant Secretary Neiman

will deliver remarks on Ukraine’s macroeconomic

resilience, wartime economy, and reform efforts.

For more information, visit [Atlantic].
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4 June 2024 @ 2:00 -3:00 p.m. (GMT-4), Wilson

Center, USA

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 a historical context.

For more information, visit [Wilson].

Recent Book Releases

Jen Stout, Night Train to Odesa: Covering the Human

Cost of Russia's War, Polygon, 308 pages, published

May 2, 2024. For a review, see [The Guardian Review of

Books].

Andy Beckett, The Searchers: Five Rebels, Their

Dream of a Different Britain, and Their Many Enemies,

Penguin, 532 pages, published May 2, 2024.  For a

review, see [The Guardian Review of Books].

Jonna Mendez, In True Face: A Woman's Life in the

CIA, Unmasked, PublicAffairs, 320 pages, published

April 25, 2024. For a review, see [The Foreign Affairs

Review of Books].

Theodore Craig, Pakistan and American Diplomacy:

Insights from 9/11 to the Afghanistan Endgame,

Potomac Books, 296 pages, published April 1, 2024. For

a review, see [The Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Tom Baldwin, Keir Starmer: The Biography, William

Collins, 448 pages, published February 29, 2024. For a

review, see [The Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Angela Saini, The Patriarchs: How Men Came to Rule,

Fourth Estate Ltd, 320 pages, published February 29,

2024. For a review, see [The LSE Review of Books].

Jonathan Blitzer, Everyone Who Is Gone Is Here: The

United States, Central America, and the Making of a

Crisis, Penguin Press, 540 pages, published January 30,

2024. For a review, see [The Foreign Affairs Review of

Books].
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Ali Usman Qasmi, Qaum, Mulk, Sultanat: Citizenship

and National Belonging in Pakistan (South Asia in

Motion), Stanford University Press,  430 pages,

published December 12, 2023. For a review, see [The

Foreign Affairs Review of Books].

Branko Milanovic, Visions of Inequality: From the

French Revolution to the End of the Cold War, Harvard

University Press, 368 pages, published October 10,

2023. For a review, see [The LSE Review of Books].

Calls

The Open University of Catalonia invites paper

proposals for its international conference “The

Crossroad of International Environmental Law

Enforcement,” to be held on December 2-3, 2024. The

deadline for abstract submission is July 1, 2024. For

more information, see [Calling All Papers].

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 Local Legal Expert to give support to

MIET for Developing the Administrative Instructi. The

position location is based in Kosovo. Applications are

accepted until June 24, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for a Project Coordinator to be

based in Vientiane, Lao People's Democratic Republic.

Applications are accepted until June 7, 2024. More

information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for a Parliament Induction Support

Consultant. The position is home-based (Tarawa,

Kiribati). Applications are accepted until June 5, 2024.

More information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for an Electoral System Developer to

be based in Juba, South Sudan. Applications are
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accepted until June 6, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for a Senior National Advisor –

Security and Government Liaison (ITC). The position is

located in Baghdad, IRAQ. Applications are accepted

until June 3, 2024. More information is provided at

[UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for a Criminal Justice Training

Consultant. Applications are accepted until June 6,

2024. More information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks an International Consultant to Conduct

the legal literacy training manual and mater. The

location of the position is in South Sudan. Applications

are accepted until June 7, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for an E-Justice Coordinator to be

based in Dushanbe, Tajikistan. Applications are

accepted until June 6, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) seeks a National Consultant, Anti-Trafficking

in Persons Legal Expert to be based in Egypt.

Applications are accepted until June 3, 2024. More

information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Development Programme

(UNDP) is looking for a Humanitarian, Development,

and Peace Specialist to be based in Kampala, Uganda.

Applications are accepted until June 2, 2024. More

information is provided at [UNDP].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) is

looking for a Programme Officer. This is a temporary

appointment based in Kabul, Afghanistan. Applications

are accepted until June 5, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNICEF].

The United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) seeks

a Partnership Specialist based in Rabat, Morocco.

Applications are accepted until June 3, 2024. More

information is provided at [UNICEF].

The World Health Organization (WHO) is looking for

a Communications Officer to be based in Uganda-

Kampala. Applications are accepted until June 17, 2024.

More information is provided at [WHO].
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The World Health Organization (WHO) is looking for

a National Professional Officer (Emergency Prep &

Operations). Applications are accepted until June 13,

2024. More information is provided at [WHO].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Security Sergeant. This position is located in the

Security and Safety Service of the United Nations Office

at Geneva (UNOG). Applications are accepted until June

22, 2024. More information is provided at [UN

Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Development Coordination Officer, Economist.

Applications are accepted until June 21, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Political Affairs Officer. This post is located in the

Political Affairs Section (POLAS) in UNOWAS.

Applications are accepted until June 22, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

candidate to fill the position of Director at the United

Nations System Staff College. Applications are

accepted until June 21, 2024. More information is

provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Senior Development Coordination Officer – Crisis

Management to be based in Addis Ababa. Applications

are accepted until June 4, 2024. More information is

provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Senior Development Coordination Officer – Crisis

Management to be based in Panama City. Applications

are accepted until June 4, 2024. More information is

provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for an

Intern – Political Affairs to be based in Nairobi.

Applications are accepted until June 4, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Development Coordination Officer, Head Of Rco And

Strategic Planner. Applications are accepted until June

20, 2024. More information is provided at [UN

Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for a

Country Coordination Officer based in Honiara.

Applications are accepted until June 19, 2024. More

information is provided at [UN Secretariat].
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The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for an

Evidence Reviewer - Regional and Ethnic Communities.

This is a remote position. Applications are accepted

until June 2, 2024. More information is provided at [UN

Secretariat].

The United Nations Secretariat (UN) is looking for an

Intern – Public Information: Communications &

Journalism. Applications are accepted until June 2,

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

The World Food Programme (WFP) is looking for a

Programme Policy Officer to be based in Vientiane.

Applications are accepted until June 6, 2024. More

information is provided at [WFP].

The International Organization for Migration (IOM)

is looking for candidates to fill the position of Deputy

Director, Office of Legal Affairs to be based in Geneva,

Switzerland. Applications are accepted until June 13,

2024. More information is provided at [IOM].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

an Economist to be based in  Italy-Rome. Applications

are accepted until June 14, 2024. More information is

provided at [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) seeks

a Legal Consultant to be based in Lesotho.

Applications are accepted until June 23, 2024. More

information is provided at [FAO].

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) is

looking for a Programme Officer to be based in Italy-

Rome. Applications are accepted until June 13, 2024.

More information is provided at [FAO].

The United Nations Environment Programme

(UNEP) seeks a Senior Programme Management

Assistant to be based in Montreal. Applications are

accepted until June 22, 2024. More information is

provided at [UNEP].

The United Nations Environment Programme

(UNEP) seeks an International Policy Expert to be

based in Nairobi. Applications are accepted until June

2, 2024. More information is provided at [UNEP].

The United Nations Office for Project Services

(UNOPS) is looking for an Associate - Rule of Law to be

based in Jerusalem, with travel to Gaza and the West

Bank. Applications are accepted until June 5, 2024.

More information is provided at [UNOPS].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) is looking

for a Caseworker, Asylum Seekers Case Management
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Pilot Program. Applications are accepted until July 20,

2024. More information is provided at [IRC].

The International Rescue Committee (IRC) is looking

for an Immigration Legal Assistant. Applications are

accepted until July 15, 2024. More information is

provided at [IRC].

The University of Glasgow’s School of Humanities is

looking for a Lecturer in Moral and Political

Philosophy (Learning, Teaching and Scholarship

Track). Applications are accepted until June 18, 2024.

More information is provided at [Glasgow].

The Newcastle University is looking for a

Lecturer/Senior Lecturer in Contract Law. Applications

are accepted until June 20, 2024. More information is

provided at [Newcastle].

The Irish Centre for Human Rights, School of Law at

the University of Galway is looking for a Lecturer in

International Law. Applications are accepted until June

20, 2024. More information is provided at [Galway].

The University of Galway is looking for a Lecturer in

Journalism and Media (Global Media). Applications are

accepted until June 13, 2024. More information is

provided at [Galway].

The Department of Politics & International Relations at

the University of Oxford is looking for a

Departmental Lecturer in Political Theory.

Applications are accepted until June 19, 2024. More

information is provided at [Oxford].

The SOAS University of London is looking for a

Lecturer/Senior Lecturer in Finance (AER). Applications

are accepted until July 5, 2024. More information is

provided at [SOAS].

Department of Politics & International Relations at

Oxford School of Global and Area Studies seeks a

Departmental Lecturer in the Comparative Politics of

Latin America. Applications are accepted until June 17,

2024. More information is provided at [Oxford].

The University of Surrey is looking for an Associate

Tutor in Politics. Applications are accepted until June

10, 2024. More information is provided at [Surrey].

The American University of Central Asia is looking

for an Associate/Assistant Professor of Law.

Applications are accepted until June 28, 2024. More

information is provided at [AUCA].
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Team:

Anna Chong (ac), Aye Moe Pwint Phyu, Bintang Wicaksono

Ajie (ba), Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk), Duc Quang

Ly (dql), Fahima Mohseni, Felicitas Diecke (fd), Florian

Gareis (fg), Hamza Gharfane (hgh), Henning Glaser (hg),

Jason Wang (jw), Jennifer Martinez (jm), Joseph Black (jb),

Laurence Brenner (lb), Lottie van Wijck (lvw), Lucas Meier

(lm), Morten Strantzen (ms), Myat Sandar Zaw (msz),

Pakkanut Srinives (ps), Rhea Maggs (rm), Saw Eh Ta Mu

(sm), Saw Khu Doh Soe (ss), Saw Lalbwel Htoo (sh), Shreya

Goyal (sg), Thurein Lynn (tl), Tomwit Jarnson (tj), Venus

Phuangkom, Wai Yan Phyo Naing (wn), Wyne Ei Htwe (wh)

 

We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please

send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter

to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and

browse our website for other updates and news! 
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