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Dear Readers,

Welcome to this week’s issue of the Asia in Review (AiR)
covering the latest events, developments and trends in
domestic politics, international relations and

geopolitics in East Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates the
Independence Day of Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Kazakhstan and Qatar as well as the Republic Day of
Niger 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: Xi Jinping urges tougher anti-
corruption efforts amid internal divisions

(Ib) Chinese President Xi Jinping has called on the
Communist Party to “turn the knife inward” to address
corruption and internal conflicts, emphasizing the
need for discipline to maintain the party’s vitality. The
remarks, made during a January meeting of the party’s
anti-graft watchdog, were published on December 16
in the party journal Qiushi. Xi acknowledged that
internal divisions are inevitable but stressed the
importance of eliminating their negative effects swiftly.
[Qiushi, in Chinese]

Xi has made fighting corruption a central theme of his
leadership since taking power in 2012, aiming to

consolidate control and rebuild public trust. However,
corruption remains persistent, particularly within the
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military. Over the past two years, two former defense
ministers have been sacked and expelled from the
party for “serious violations of discipline,” a phrase
often used to describe corruption, highlighting ongoing
challenges in the armed forces. In addition, high
ranking officials in the People's Liberation Army (PLA)
Rocket Force were replaced while the defense ministry
recently announced that Miao Hua, an admiral and
senior official in the Central Military Commission
considered loyal to Xi, has been put under
investigation for discipline violations (see AiR No. 50,
December/2024, 2). In 2023 alone, the party punished
610,000 officials, including 49 at the vice-ministerial or
governor level, reflecting the scale of the issue.

Especially the cases involving high-ranking PLA officials
have raised questions not only about the military’s
operational readiness, but also about Xi's power
position within the military.

The release of Xi's full speech now signals a renewed
push to enforce discipline and root out corrupt
officials. By publishing such messages months after
delivery, the party often underscores policy priorities
and reinforces its anti-corruption stance as a key
element of governance. [The Guardian]

China: Former sports minister expelled
from party

(Ib) Former Chinese sports minister Gou Zhongwen has
been expelled from the China's Communist Party after
the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection
(CCDI) and the National Supervisory Commission found
him guilty of "serious violations of discipline and law," a
common euphemism for corruption. [CCDI, in Chinese]

Gou, 67, led the General Administration of Sport - the
governing body for sports in China which also
administers the All-China Sports Federation and
Chinese Olympic Committee - from 2016 to 2022. His
detention follows the arrests of several officials from
the national sports administration during his tenure.
These include a former deputy sports minister, an ex-
Winter Olympics delegation chief and a former Chinese
Football Association chairman. The latter received a life
sentence in March for corruption (see AiR No. 13,
March/2024, 4).

President Xi Jinping's broader anti-graft drive has
extended into sports, implicating leaders in basketball,
rowing, athletics, and other fields. Analysts attribute
the persistent corruption to structural flaws in China's
centralized, government-controlled sports system,
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despite recent market-oriented reforms. [Reuters]
[South China Morning Post]

In a related development, Li Tie, a former English
Premier League player and coach of China’s men's
national soccer team, and Du Zhaocai, a former vice
head of China's General Administration of Sport, were
sentenced to 20 years and 14 years in prison for
accepting bribes and match-fixing. [CNN] [Global
Times]

China: "Chaotic" online financial
comments targeted amid censorship of
critical comments on economy

(jf) China's internet regulators are clamping down on
what they call "chaotic" financial content online,
targeting self-proclaimed expert guidance that spreads
unverified or speculative information. According to
state media outlet Xinhua, authorities are focusing on
accounts involved in illegal stock tips, financial
intermediaries, and misleading investment schemes on
platforms like Douyin, Kuaishou, Weibo, and WeChat.
They are also tackling unauthorized financial services
and "get-rich-quick" schemes that attract traffic with
misleading promises. [Xinhual]

Notably, this crackdown, led by the State Internet
Information Office, follows the viral spread of
comments from economist Dong Shanwen, who
warned that youth unemployment was severely
affecting the economy and that official growth
statistics understated the problem. His speech was
quickly removed from the internet.

Earlier this month, other Chinese economists made
candid remarks about the challenges facing the nation.
Gao Shanwen, chief economist at SDIC Securities,
noted during an investor conference that young people
are saving instead of spending, adopting a frugal
lifestyle captured by the phrase "turning off the lights
and eating noodles"—a term describing those cutting
back on expenses after stock market losses. His
personal account on WeChat was later deleted.
Similarly, economist Fu Peng, who suggested that
China’s middle class is shrinking and that current
government stimulus efforts won't match the success
of 2008, saw his WeChat account restricted (see AiR
No. 50, December/2024, 2).

The silencing of these voices contradicts the narrative
promoted by the Chinese Communist Party, which has
emphasized youth consumption as a cornerstone of
post-pandemic economic recovery. Observers


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

highlighted the government’s insistence on allowing
only positive news about the economy to circulate,
suggesting heightened nervousness about public
perception. [Radio Free Asia]

China: OnlyFans blocked after short
period of accessibility

(jf) OnlyFans, the subscription-based platform known
primarily for its sexually explicit content, has now been
blocked in China after a brief period of accessibility
(see AIR No. 50, December/2024, 2). This move aligns
with Beijing's strict policies, which include a zero-
tolerance stance on pornography - illegal under
Chinese law - and the routine blocking of thousands of
websites hosting such material.

Earlier this month, the temporary availability of
OnlyFans sparked humorous reactions on Chinese
social media. Weibo users joked that it could serve as a
solution for recent graduates facing a bleak job
market, suggesting they turn to content creation on
the platform. The youth unemployment rate for 16-24-
year-olds (excluding students) was reported at 17.1
percent in October, down slightly from a high in
August. Previously, China suspended reporting on
youth unemployment after record highs, later
resuming with a revised methodology.

Although OnlyFans is widely recognized for adult
content, it also accommodates creators who share
music, fitness tutorials, and other materials. The
platform even launched a separate, non-pornographic
streaming service last year, focusing on comedy and
sports content. Despite this diversification, the
platform's association with sexually explicit material
likely contributed to its ban in China. [CNN]

China: Beijing urges schools to teach
artificial intelligence in response to US
tech rivalry

(Ib) Beijing is calling on Chinese schools to incorporate
artificial intelligence (Al) into curriculums for students
as young as six to address growing domestic talent
needs amid an escalating US-China tech rivalry. A new
directive from the Ministry of Education aims to make
Al classes standard in schools by 2030, part of a
broader effort to strengthen the country's
technological capabilities. [Ministry of Education,
China]
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China began integrating Al into education in 2018, with
public high schools rolling out Al-focused courses in
2019. However, experts estimate China lags the United
States in generative Al by at least one year, with
concerns about widening gaps despite these initiatives.

Implementing Al courses comes with challenges. In
urban centers like Shenzhen, the estimated cost per
school is several million yuan (approximately USD
500,000), while rural schools often face resource
shortages such as inadequate classrooms and limited
internet access. This disparity raises concerns about
equitable implementation nationwide.

The directive marks the first time China has
established goals for Al education in primary and
secondary schools. Earlier this year, more than 180
schools were selected to participate in a pilot program
aimed at exploring Al education. [Verdict]

The move reflects Beijing's efforts to develop
innovative talent to compete in key sectors globally. By
focusing on early education, the government aims to
bolster domestic capabilities and reduce reliance on
foreign technologies in its tech competition with the
US. [South China Morning Post]

China: Xi Jinping urges greater use of
Mandarin in border regions

(Ib) Chinese President Xi Jinping has called for the
wider promotion of Mandarin in China’s border
regions, which include provinces and autonomous
areas such as Tibet, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolia. His
remarks, delivered during a Politburo study session,
emphasized the need for national textbooks and
language integration to foster ethnic unity and
strengthen loyalty to the Chinese nation, culture, and
Communist Party as part of a commitment to
“vigorously boosting development in border areas and
improving the living standards and maintaining
stability and security.” [State Council, China]

Efforts to promote Mandarin have sparked
controversy, particularly among ethnic minorities
concerned about the erosion of their native languages
and identities. In Inner Mongolia, the introduction of
Mandarin as the main language of instruction in 2020
led to widespread protests and boycotts. Similar
concerns have been raised in Tibet and Xinjiang, where
policies enforcing Mandarin education are seen as
undermining local languages and traditions.
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Rights groups argue that the government's initiatives,
such as Mandarin-only boarding schools and strict
language mandates, aim to assimilate ethnic minorities
into the majority Han culture. These measures have
drawn criticism for weakening cultural ties and
suppressing ethnic identities, particularly among
Tibetan and Uyghur communities. Beijing, however,
denies allegations of forced assimilation and highlights
the importance of national unity.

As part of a broader language promotion strategy,
announced in 2021, China aims to ensure that
Mandarin is spoken by 85 percent of the population by
2025, with an 80 percent target in rural areas. [Radio
Free Asia] [South China Morning Post]

China - Hong Kong: Government criticized
for delay in reporting sexual abuse cases
in care homes

(Ib) A Hong Kong lawmaker has criticized the
government for not requiring a fixed timeline to
disclose suspected sexual abuse cases in residential
care homes. This comes after a care home operator
delayed announcing a suspected assault for two
months. Secretary for Labor and Welfare Chris Sun
defended the absence of a mandated timeframe,
stating that each case was unique and required careful
evaluation.

Sun explained that authorities consider factors such as
the nature and severity of the incident, its impact on
residents, and actions taken by care home operators
and law enforcement. He emphasized that striking a
balance between disclosure and victims' emotional
stability was crucial. However, legislator Michael Tien
argued that such an approach lacked clear guidelines,
leaving the timeline for disclosure arbitrary and
inconsistent.

The controversy follows an August incident at a
vocational training center, where a care home
employee was accused of sexually assaulting two
residents. The Social Welfare Department (SWD)
announced the case in October, citing the need to
ensure victims' emotional stability. Tien questioned
why experts and authorities could not agree on a
reasonable timeline for disclosure that balanced
sensitivity and transparency.

A 38-year-old staff member was arrested and charged
with sexually assaulting a 29-year-old man and raping
a 21-year-old woman. Public concern over delayed
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reporting has intensified calls for clearer regulations.
[Hong Kong Free Press]

China - Hong Kong: Seven found guilty of
rioting in 2019 mob attack

(jf) In a ruling on December 12, a Hong Kong court
convicted former pro-democracy lawmaker Lam
Cheuk-ting of rioting during the Yuen Long MTR station
mob attack in July 2019 (see AiR No. 30, July/2019, 4).
Lam, a prominent figure in the Democratic Party, was
found guilty alongside six other men for their
involvement in what the court deemed “riotous
behavior.”

The attack, which took place at the height of the pro-
democracy protests, saw over 100 white-shirted men
storm the station wielding clubs and sticks, targeting
commuters, passers-by, and journalists. Ten of the
attackers have since been convicted of rioting and
conspiring to wound with intent. Lam was not initially
arrested but faced charges 13 months later, accused of
inciting violence rather than mediating, as he claimed
in court.

Lam, who is already serving a prison sentence of six
years and nine months on separate national security
charges (see AIR No. 48, November/2024, 4), testified
that he had rushed to the scene to assist but was
severely injured, requiring multiple stitches after being
attacked. However, Judge Stanley Chan dismissed this
defense, stating that Lam’s actions were politically
motivated and that his Facebook posts drew more
people to the scene, escalating tensions. The judge
accused Lam of provoking confrontation to gain
political advantage, likening his presence to a "magnet"
for conflict. [Hong Kong Free Press]

The court also convicted six co-defendants. Their
actions, which included spraying fire hoses and
throwing bottles at the mob, were described as
exacerbating the violence rather than acting in self-
defense. Chan rejected claims of reasonable self-
defense or the protection of others, emphasizing that
the slow police response was no justification for
retaliation.

Sentencing is scheduled for February 27, with the men
facing a maximum penalty of seven years in prison.

Critics view the case as part of Hong Kong's ongoing
crackdown on dissent since the 2019 protests. Many
pro-democracy activists have been jailed or forced into
exile, and civil liberties have been significantly curtailed
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under new national security laws introduced in 2020.
Critics, including the U.S., have condemned the erosion
of freedoms in the city. However, Beijing and Hong
Kong officials maintain that the laws ensure stability
and fairness for all. [Reuters]

China - Hong Kong: Jimmy Lai denies
advocating violent resistance, collusion
with U.S.

(Ib) Media mogul Jimmy Lai, founder of the now-
defunct pro-democracy newspaper Apple Daily (see
AR No. 26, June/2021,.5), testified at the West Kowloon
Law Courts, where he faces charges under Hong
Kong's national security law and sedition laws. Lai
denied encouraging resistance against the
government, instead urging Hongkongers to be
“flexible” in adapting to the law. He clarified that his
remarks about the “backbone of the resistance”
referred to preserving societal strength rather than
advocating active defiance.

Lai rejected accusations of encouraging violence or
advocating breaching the law. He argued his
statements were about adjusting strategies and tactics
under the new legal framework, which he criticized for
its vague red lines. In court, he denied calling for
sanctions against Chinese officials or advocating for
U.S. intervention, stating his comments on sanctions
were retrospective observations rather than
endorsements.

Prosecutors highlighted Lai's communications with his
aide and U.S. officials, suggesting he influenced U.S.
policy on Hong Kong. However, Lai refuted claims of
direct lobbying or collusion, maintaining that his
exchanges were indirect and that he never urged
specific actions like revoking Hong Kong's special
economic status. He acknowledged some views were
shared by his aide but denied any improper
coordination. [Hong Kong Free Press] [Dimsum Daily]

Lai has been in custody since December 2020 after his
bail was revoked. Beijing's enactment of the Hong Kong
national security law in June 2020 significantly
expanded police powers, criminalized broad actions as
threats to national security, and led to the arrest of
hundreds, reshaping civil society in the city (see AR No.
26, June/2020, 5).

Lai's trial, heard without a jury under national security
law provisions, has drawn criticism for undermining
press freedom and Beijing's overreach in the former
British colony. [Nikkei Asia] [VoA]
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China - Hong Kong: Department of Justice
not to appeal for longer sentences in
national security case

(Ib) The Hong Kong Department of Justice (DoJ) has
announced it will not seek longer sentences for 45 pro-
democracy figures convicted in the city's largest
national security case. The defendants received jail
terms of four years and two months to ten years for
conspiring to commit subversion during a 2020
primary election aimed at helping the opposition
secure a legislative majority. Prominent legal scholar
Benny Tai was sentenced to ten years, the longest term
among the group (see AiR No. 47, November/2024, 3).

Secretary for Security Chris Tang had initially stated
that authorities might consider appealing to extend
sentences for some individuals. Eight convicted
activists, including former lawmakers and union
leaders, have filed appeals against their sentences.

The sentencing, tied to Beijing's 2020 Hong Kong
national security law (see AiR No. 26, June/2020, 5), has
faced significant international criticism, with the United
States imposing visa restrictions on Hong Kong
officials. Authorities have defended the law, stating it
restored stability following 2019 protests, while foreign
governments, the UN, and NGOs have expressed
concern over its broad enforcement and impact on civil
liberties (see AR No. 47, November/2024, 3). [Hong
Kong Free Press]

China - Hong Kong: Top officials’ pay rise
sparks criticism

(Ib) Hong Kong's politically appointed officials will earn
more than HKD 177 million (USD 22.6 million) in 2024,
even as the city braces for a budget deficit exceeding
HKD 100 billion (USD 12.8 billion). This marks a 26
percent salary increase compared to 2015 levels,
following freezes in 2020 and 2021 due to the Covid-19
pandemic. Chief Executive John Lee will earn HKD
469,495 (USD 59,958) monthly, with the 55 officials
under his administration collectively paid over HKD
171 million (USD 21.9 million).

Under the Principal Officials Accountability System
introduced in 2002, all principal officials are politically
appointed by Beijing on the chief executive's
recommendation. These officials include three
secretaries, three deputy secretaries, 15 bureau
directors, 14 deputy directors, and 19 political
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assistants. Salaries range from HKD 131,740 (USD
16,830) for assistants to HKD 417,330 (USD 53,283) for
the Chief Secretary for Administration, the highest-
ranking position below the chief executive. [The
Standard]

Criticism has emerged regarding the expenditure, with
lawmaker Paul Tse questioning the necessity of
employing 19 political assistants amidst declining
government revenue. Erick Tsang, the director for
constitutional and mainland affairs, defended the
appointments, citing their role in lobbying and
providing political analysis.

The financial secretary recently revised the city's deficit
projections, citing worsening fiscal conditions. This
marks the third consecutive year of deficits surpassing
HKD 100 billion (USD 12.8 billion). Despite these
challenges, officials argue that the current
remuneration and staffing levels are essential for
effective governance. [Hong Kong Free Press]

China: Ministry of Education reveals high-
tech reform of vocational training to
upskill workforce

(jf) China is revamping its vocational education system
to cultivate a larger workforce skilled in high-tech
sectors critical to the country's strategic goals. The
Ministry of Education announced on December 12 the
addition of 40 new vocational courses, with more than
half focusing on advanced manufacturing and digital
technologies to boost growth in areas like the digital
economy, marine industries, and low-altitude aviation,
state broadcaster CCTV reported.

The new courses will cover cutting-edge fields such as
artificial intelligence, new materials, biomedicine,
electric aircraft, and data security. Some programs will
also address power generation, including nuclear
engineering and technology. These changes align with
China's ambitions to strengthen its technological
independence and upskill its workforce amid
competition with the United States.

Vocational education has become a major priority for
Beijing as the country shifts from traditional industries
to services and advanced manufacturing. China’s
system is already the largest in the world, with more
than 11,000 vocational schools and around 35 million
students enrolled as of last year, according to the
ministry. Vocational school graduates now account for
over 70 percent of new frontline workers in modern
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manufacturing, emerging strategic industries, and the
service sector. [South China Morning Post]

China: Efforts to crack down on Al misuse
to protect national literature and ideology
heightened

(jf) Beijing is ramping up efforts to safeguard classic
Chinese literature from what it sees as the misuse of
artificial intelligence, warning that such adaptations
could undermine core ideological values.

The National Radio and Television Administration
(NRTA), China's top broadcasting regulator, recently
issued a directive targeting Al-generated content that
modifies video clips from beloved television
adaptations of literary masterpieces like Dream of the
Red Chamber and Journey to the West. These Al-edited
videos, often crafted for humor and social media
traction, have been described by the NRTA as
“deceptive” and disrespectful to traditional cultural
values.

Such videos are widely shared on Chinese platforms,
typically infused with sarcasm or absurd twists. For
example, a viral clip from Journey to the West
reimagines the novel's ancient Buddhist pilgrims
casually riding motorcycles, a far cry from the novel's
depiction of their arduous journey. While these Al-
altered videos are lighthearted, officials argue that
they erode cultural respect, challenge traditional
perceptions, and could even violate copyright laws.

This directive is part of a broader Chinese campaign to
regulate artificial intelligence while maintaining its
strategic use for economic development. Traditional
culture remains central to the Communist Party's
vision, particularly its cultural rejuvenation agenda,
and any perceived distortion of these values is met
with significant scrutiny.

Public reactions to the NRTA's notice have been mixed.
On Weibo, the topic sparked over 14,000 discussions,
accumulating more than 43 million views. Supporters
believe regulation is necessary to prevent “information
pollution” and ensure that younger generations
respect cultural classics. Some parents voiced
concerns that unchecked Al content might trivialize
traditional values. On the other hand, critics argue that
authorities are becoming overbearing. One
commentator lamented that after a long day of work,
people should be free to enjoy humorous content
without excessive interference.
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The NRTA's action aligns with China's existing Al
oversight measures, such as mandatory labeling for
deepfakes and Al-generated content, introduced in
January 2023. These rules reflect Beijing's efforts to
manage misinformation and safeguard public
perception while maintaining control over digital
narratives. [South China Morning Post]

China: Activists criticize deteriorating
human rights record

(Ib) Speaking with Radio Free Asia on last week's Human
Rights Day, Chinese activists reported worsening
conditions in China for free speech, religious practice,
and fair trials, as the Chinese Communist Party
tightens its grip on personal freedoms.

They noted that over the past year, 45 Hong Kong pro-
democracy activists were imprisoned, a dissident held
a hunger strike over prison conditions, and a journalist
was jailed for meeting a diplomat. Despite
constitutional guarantees, rights such as freedom of
speech and religion are increasingly undermined.
Police have targeted satirical Halloween costumes, and
social media censors remove posts critical of the
government. The LGBTQ+ community and religious
groups face intensified crackdowns, with policies
ensuring loyalty to the state over faith under President
Xi Jinping's "sinicization" drive.

Petitioners seeking redress through official channels
risk detention or even confinement in psychiatric
institutions. Lawyers who challenge the government
have seen their licenses revoked or face imprisonment.
Heavier sentences for dissidents reflect growing state
hostility, while information on high-profile prisoners
like Uyghur scholar Ilham Tohti remains scarce.

China currently holds over 1,700 prisoners of
conscience, with its government tightening control
over online platforms such as WeChat and TikTok to
censor dissent, according to the China Political
Prisoner Concern Database. Run by Dui Hua
Foundation, a non-governmental organization based in
the U.S., this online repository, documents cases of
detention, imprisonment, and persecution based on
political beliefs, religious practices, or human rights
advocacy activities. [Radio Free Asia]

China’s foreign ministry defended its record,
emphasizing economic and social progress while
rejecting foreign criticism as interference, accusing
“[s]ome countries” of weaponizing human rights “to
serve their political agenda, posing severe challenges
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to global human rights governance.” [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Chinal

China: Oil demand declines

(Ib) China's refined oil consumption peaked at 399
million metric tons (7.98 million barrels per day) in
2023 and is projected to decline by 1.3 percent to 394
million metric tons in 2024, according to the China
National Petroleum Corporation Economics &
Technology Research Institute. Crude oil imports are
also expected to drop to 544 million metric tons this
year, reflecting weakening transport fuel demand.

By 2035, China's consumption of refined oil products is
forecast to fall by 25-40 percent to 240-290 million
metric tons due to a shift toward alternative fuels.
Gasoline demand is projected to decrease by 35-50
percent as electric vehicles could comprise half of
China’s car fleet. Similarly, diesel consumption is
expected to drop by 35-50 percent with the rise of
trucks powered by electricity, liquefied natural gas, and
hydrogen.

While transport fuel demand declines, jet fuel
consumption is set to grow by 70 percent by 2035 due
to increased aviation activity. Petrochemical
feedstocks, such as naphtha and liquefied petroleum
gas, reached a record 169 million metric tons in 2024
and are expected to drive future oil demand.

China's refining capacity is projected to peak in 2028,
with the country shifting focus to petrochemical
production. By 2035, oil-based chemical feedstock
demand is forecast to grow by 55 percent, highlighting
a shift in priorities as the world’s top crude importer
adapts to changing energy dynamics. [Reuters]

China: Tougher rules to control methane
emissions from coal mining released

(jf) China announced plans to impose stricter controls
on methane emissions from coal mining, aiming to
tackle the release of this potent greenhouse gas. The
environment ministry shared the new measures on
December 12, emphasizing methane's significant
impact on climate change, despite its shorter
atmospheric lifespan of about a decade compared to
carbon dioxide's thousand years. Cutting methane
emissions can deliver quicker climate benefits, making
it a critical target in the fight against global warming.
[State Council]
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The move comes as China, the world's largest emitter,
has not yet committed to a specific reduction target. -
while more than 150 countries have pledged to cut
methane emissions by 30 percent by 2030. However,
last year, it promised to capture more methane from
coal mines and tighten its controls on emissions from
livestock farms and landfills.

The environment ministry highlighted the multifaceted
benefits of methane control, including curbing global
warming, improving energy efficiency, and enhancing
workplace safety by reducing mine accident risks.
Under the revised rules, coal mines emitting methane
at concentrations of 8 percent or higher - and
releasing over 10 cubic meters of pure methane per
minute - must capture the gas. Any methane that
cannot be used must be destroyed. These regulations
tighten the previous threshold of 30 percent, which
was established in 2008.

All new coal mines must comply with the updated
standards by April 2025, while existing mines have
until April 2027 to implement the changes. With about
3,000 coal mines contributing nearly 40 percent of
China's methane emissions - on par with emissions
from its agricultural sector - the new rules are
expected to mark a step toward reducing the country's
overall methane footprint. [Reuters]

China: Annual economic conference
stresses incentives to run a small,
grassroots-official machine

(jf/Ib) China’s lower-level officials face the dual
challenge of driving economic growth while setting an
example of frugality, as highlighted in a statement
following the annual central economic work
conference held in Beijing. This key meeting, chaired
by President Xi Jinping, gathered the Communist
Party's top leadership to chart the country's economic
priorities for the coming year.

Concerns were raised at the conference over how
bureaucratic inertia and excessive red tape are
hindering China's economic recovery, which is already
under pressure from slowing growth, rising debt, and
intensifying competition with the United States. The
meeting underscored the need for structural reforms
and better execution of policies at the local level.

To revitalize the economy, Beijing announced plans to
raise the fiscal deficit ceiling, issue more treasury
bonds, cut interest rates, and lower the reserve
requirement ratio for banks. However, the success of
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these measures hinges on the ability of local officials to
implement them effectively.

The statement emphasized that officials at the local
level need clear incentives to take risks and pursue
economic growth initiatives while also adopting cost-
conscious practices. These adjustments aim to ensure
that central government policies are carried out with
greater efficiency, removing barriers that could stall
progress. [South China Morning Post 1]

Ahead of the meeting, China's leadership has signaled
plans for a more expansive economic approach in
2025, with the Politburo announcing an “appropriately
loose” monetary policy and a more proactive fiscal
stance. Key priorities include boosting domestic
demand, stimulating consumption, and stabilizing
markets, according to state media outlet Xinhua.
[Xinhua]

The new policy direction marks a departure from over
a decade of what was called “prudent” monetary
stances, raising expectations for significant fiscal
stimulus, interest rate cuts, and asset-buying
measures. [South China Morning Post 2]

Analysts view this as a robust countermeasure against
potential US tariffs under President-elect Donald
Trump, who has proposed levies of 60 percent or more
on Chinese imports. China's economic growth has
hovered near five percent in 2024, supported by
aggressive monetary easing measures, including a USD
140 billion injection into its financial system.

Despite these efforts, structural challenges persist,
with sluggish consumer demand and a housing market
crisis weighing on economic performance. Beijing has
focused heavily on manufacturing and infrastructure,
though experts recommend shifting toward consumer-
focused policies and strengthening support for low-
income households. Meanwhile, a recently announced
USD 1.4 trillion debt package aims to stabilize local
government finances but is not expected to provide
immediate economic stimulus (see AiR No. 46,
November/2024, 2).

The specter of US tariffs has intensified calls for more
aggressive fiscal action. China’s Finance Minister Lan
Foan hinted at additional measures to counter
deflationary pressures and maintain economic
momentum. At the same time, the country has
continued investing in its export-reliant sectors,
achieving notable successes in electric vehicles, solar
energy, and battery production, despite growing trade
tensions with key partners. [CNN]
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China faces economic hurdles as U.S.
tariffs loom

(Ib) China's economy showed mixed signals in
November 2024, with industrial output growing year-
on-year, up slightly from October, but retail sales
slowing to 3.3 percent from 4.8 percent the previous
month. Despite efforts like online shopping
promotions and government subsidies, consumption
remains weak, highlighting challenges as Beijing
prepares for potential new U.S. trade tariffs under
President Trump's second term.

China’s leaders are ramping up economic stimulus
measures, including plans to raise the budget deficit
and boost consumption, as outlined at the recent
Central Economic Work Conference. Monetary policy
has shifted to an "appropriately loose" stance for the
first time in 14 years, with officials focusing on
revitalizing domestic demand amid a years-long
property sector slump that continues to weigh on
consumer confidence (see article above).

The real estate market showed small signs of
stabilization, with new home prices falling at the
slowest pace in 17 months. Efforts to encourage
homebuying, such as lower mortgage rates, reduced
down-payment ratios, and tax incentives, are ongoing.
However, analysts remain skeptical about a swift
recovery in the sector, which accounts for a significant
portion of household savings.

For 2025, policymakers are targeting five percent
growth, but new U.S. tariffs could cut growth by up to
one percentage point. China may consider weakening
the yuan to counter trade measures, though officials
reiterated their commitment to maintaining currency
stability. A recent poll forecasts 4.5 percent growth
next year, underscoring the fragile state of the world's
second-largest economy. [Asahi Shimbun]

Industrial output rises in November, but retail sales falter

China's industrial production rose 5.4 percent year-on-
year in November, meeting expectations and slightly
improving from October's 5.3 percent growth. This
uptick reflects the impact of Beijing's recent measures,
such as improved funding access and enhanced
liquidity, which have bolstered activity in the industrial
sector.

Despite this growth, other economic indicators reveal a
mixed outlook. Fixed asset investment, a key measure
of corporate capital spending, rose 3.3 percent in


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-il/

November, falling short of the 3.5 percent forecast and
signaling persistent challenges in driving business
investment.

Consumer spending remained a significant weak spot,
with retail sales increasing only three percentin
November, well below the anticipated 4.6 percent and
down from October's 4.8 percent. This
underperformance highlights the ongoing struggle to
stimulate private consumption, a crucial component of
economic recovery.

China's unemployment rate held steady at five percent,
offering limited reassurance amid broader concerns
over disinflation and weak domestic demand. While
Beijing's recent efforts have supported businesses,
more robust measures to revive private spending may
be needed to sustain the country's economic recovery.
[Investing.com]

Property investment drops 10.4 percent in January-
November

Property investment in China fell 10.4 percent year-on-
year in the first eleven months of 2024, according to
the National Bureau of Statistics. This marked a slight
acceleration from the 10.3 percent decline recorded
for January-October.

Property sales by floor area dropped 14.3 percent in
January-November compared to the previous year,
improving marginally from a 15.8 percent fall in the
first ten months. New construction starts, measured by
floor area, declined 23 percent, slightly worsening from
the 22.6 percent drop in January-October.

Funds raised by property developers fell 18 percent
year-on-year in January-November, a slight
improvement from the 19.2 percent decline seen
through October.

The data reflects ongoing challenges in China's
property sector, despite broader efforts to stabilize the
economy. Weak demand and restricted developer
funding continue to weigh on the industry. [Reuters]

China: Instagram counterpart
Xiaohongshu moves closer to IPO

(jf) Xiaohongshu (“Little Red Book"), often called China's
Instagram, is making strides toward a potential initial
public offering (IPO) in Hong Kong, bolstered by its
growing commercial success. Sources familiar with the
matter revealed that the Shanghai-based platform,
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popular among young Chinese women for its lifestyle-
focused, user-generated content, has already chosen
underwriters, including China International Capital
Corporation, for the IPO.

Bloomberg reports that Xiaohongshu anticipates
doubling its profits this year compared to 2023,
surpassing USD 1 billion in earnings, primarily driven
by advertising revenue. However, while its e-commerce
operations are seeing sales growth, profitability in that
segment remains a challenge. The company, with over
300 million monthly active users, has attracted
prominent investors such as Alibaba, Tencent,
Temasek, and DST Global. Earlier this year, DST
Global's share acquisition valued Xiaohongshu at USD
17 billion. [Bloomberg]

Although no specific timeline for the IPO has been
announced, insiders suggest that the listing depends
on regulatory approval from China's securities
authorities. Signs of recovery in Hong Kong's IPO
market may offer favorable conditions when
Xiaohongshu moves forward. The city has seen a
significant rebound in IPO activity, with fundraising
reaching USD 11.5 billion in the first 11 months of the
year, an 80 percent increase from 2023, driven by
investor optimism following Beijing's pledges to
support the economy. [South China Morning Post]

China: Drones with new tech enable
metal-cutting laser beams

(jf) A team of Chinese scientists from the National
University of Defence Technology, which is ffiliated
with the People’s Liberation Army, has claimed a
breakthrough technology enabling small drones to
emit powerful, metal-cutting laser beams. This
capability, once deemed unachievable, has the
potential to transform the battlefield by equipping
compact drones with destructive power previously
confined to large, stationary systems.

The innovation revolves around a near-infrared laser
with extraordinary strength - 200 million times more
powerful than a conventional 1080-nanometre beam.
Just five microwatts of such a laser could cause
blindness, and its concentrated energy is capable of
vaporizing fat on contact or slicing through metal.

To overcome the traditional limitations of laser
technology - such as size and power requirements -
the researchers devised a lightweight system where
drones act as mirrors, reflecting and amplifying laser
beams transmitted from a ground source. This method
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allows the drones to wield lasers of over 30 kilowatts,
powerful enough to neutralize targets at long ranges. It
also enables the beam to maneuver around obstacles
like buildings, striking at vulnerable points with high
precision. The system relies on a sophisticated device
made of two telescope-like tubes: one receives the
laser beam from the ground, while the other redirects
it to the target. Ultra-precise elevation mechanisms
and azimuth turntables guide the tubes, and high-
performance mirrors ensure the laser path remains
accurate.

The researchers envision future scenarios where
swarms of drones equipped with this technology could
coordinate with ground systems to detect and
eliminate targets rapidly. Each drone could request
laser support from the ground station, significantly
enhancing operational efficiency. This marks a
substantial leap in drone technology and its potential
applications in modern warfare, setting the stage for
new strategic possibilities. [Interesting Engineering]

China: Police patrol with hi-tech rolling
robot

(jf) In Wenzhou, Zhejiang province, police patrols have
a futuristic companion: a spherical robot equipped
with cameras, flashing lights, and the ability to identify
and chase suspects. Designed by the College of Control
Science and Engineering at Zhejiang University, the
robot aims to overcome challenges faced by traditional
wheeled and legged models. Weighing 125kg (275 Ibs)
and capable of reaching speeds up to 35 km/h (22
mph) in just 2.5 seconds, the robot is touted as a
resilient tool that can function in extreme and hostile
conditions, even withstanding physical attacks.

The research team behind the robot highlighted the
robot’s versatility, noting it could identify, track, and
subdue targets after being customized with additional
tools. Its modular design allows it to carry suppression
devices, including net guns, tear gas sprayers, and
speakers. This capability complements existing
technologies like drones and robot dogs, which can
struggle in crowded or complex environments.

The Wenzhou police emphasize the robot's durability
and ability to maneuver easily through dense crowds,
making it a valuable asset for enhancing patrol
efficiency and crisis management. They describe it as
an “intelligent” solution to aid officers, capable of
performing duties in ways traditional tools cannot.
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This initiative reflects a broader trend in China, where
authorities are integrating advanced robotics into law
enforcement. In March, the Ministry of Public Security
and the Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology issued a directive encouraging the
development of police-focused robotics. Suggested
applications include patrols, border defense, evidence
collection, and crowd management. As China
prioritizes technological innovation in pursuit of “new
quality productive forces,” tools like Wenzhou's
spherical robot underscore the nation’s growing
reliance on hi-tech solutions to modernize policing and
security efforts. [South China Morning Post]

China: Development of first catapult-
equipped aircraft carrier advances

(jf) China's Ministry of National Defense confirmed on
December 13 that sea trials for the Fujian aircraft
carrier are progressing on schedule, marking
significant milestones in China's naval modernization
efforts. Wu Qian, spokesperson for the Ministry, noted
that additional tests will continue as construction
advances, signaling confidence in the carrier's
development.

The Fujian represents a substantial leap forward for
China's maritime capabilities and underscores its
strategic ambitions to project naval power both
regionally and globally. As China's third and most
advanced aircraft carrier, it diverges sharply from
earlier designs that borrowed heavily from Soviet-era
technology. Instead, the Fujian showcases an
indigenous approach to naval engineering, reflecting
China's growing expertise in shipbuilding. The carrier's
name, drawn from the southeastern province of Fujian
facing Taiwan, underscores its strategic symbolism in
securing China's maritime interests.

Launched in June 2022, the Fujian is China's largest
carrier to date, displacing roughly 80,000 tons. Its
advanced features place it in a league with U.S. Navy
supercarriers, highlighting the rapid evolution of
China's naval industry. Notably, the Fujian departs
from the ski-jump ramps used by its predecessors,
Liaoning and Shandong. Instead, it employs an
electromagnetic catapult launch system, akin to the
U.S. Navy's EMALS. This system revolutionizes flight
operations, enabling the launch of heavier and more
diverse aircraft, such as early-warning planes,
electronic warfare platforms, and unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs).
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The flat, expansive flight deck of the Fujian, free of ski-
jump ramps, improves operational efficiency. This
design facilitates higher sortie rates and allows a
broader range of aircraft to operate effectively. The
electromagnetic catapult system also reduces takeoff
strain on carrier-based jets, enhancing their range and
payload capacities - essential for extended missions.

The Fujian is a critical step in China's bid to modernize
its military and assert itself as a dominant naval force.
Its completion and eventual deployment will
significantly enhance China's ability to project power
and protect its strategic maritime interests, far beyond
its coastal waters. [Army Recognition]

Japan: Upper House election likely to be
held in July 2025

(dql) According to Diet administration officials, Japan’s
House of Councillors election is expected to be held on
July 13, 2025, following the planned start of a
parliamentary session on January 21. This session is
anticipated to last for 150 days, concluding on June 19,
with campaigning for the upper house election likely
starting on June 26.

An election must occur before July 28, when the
current six-year terms for half of the upper house
members end. Depending on the progress of Diet
deliberations during the session, the election date may
be adjusted to accommodate increased demands from
a more assertive opposition bloc following the October
27 general election. [Kyodo News]

The election to the Upper House, where the ruling
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and Komeito hold the
majority of seats, gains more significance after both
parties lost their majority in the Lower House election
on October 27 (see AR No. 44, October/2024, 5).

Japan: First bi-partisan budget bill in 28
years approved in Lower House

(dgl) Japan's House of Representatives has passed the
bill on the JPY 91 billion (USD 591 million)
supplementary budget for this fiscal year.

The bill was approved at a plenary session on
December 12, with support from two opposition
parties—the Japan Innovation Party and the
Democratic Party for the People (DPFP). This support
was crucial as the ruling coalition, consisting of the
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Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and its junior partner
Komeito, lost its majority in the October 27 Lower
House election (see AiR No. 44, October/2024, 5).
Reflecting this new power dynamic, the bill marks the
first revision in 28 years, incorporating demands made
by the opposition during debates in the opposition-led
Budget Committee. [The Japan News]

DPFP member Asano Satoshi emphasized his party's
agreement with the coalition to raise the minimum
taxable annual income threshold from JPY 1.03 million
(approximately USD 6,660) and to eliminate the
additional gasoline tax—key campaign promises from
the October Lower House election. Additionally, in
response to requests from the main opposition
Constitutional Democratic Party, the coalition
introduced a separate bill in the Budget Committee to
enhance earthquake reconstruction efforts.

The budget will fund a variety of critical national
projects, including restoration efforts in the Noto
Peninsula following this year's earthquake and
financial assistance to mitigate the effects of inflation
and rising gas prices.

The bill is scheduled for a vote in the House of
Councillors, where the ruling coalition holds the
majority, on December 17 and is expected to be
enacted before the end of the current Diet session on
December 21. [NHK]

Japan: Ruling and opposition parties reach
agreement on gasoline tax cut plan

(dgl) Japan's ruling coalition, consisting of the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) and Komeito, and the
opposition Democratic Party for the People (DPP) have
agreed to abolish the provisional gasoline tax rate, a
move that could boost fuel demand. The agreement,
which also includes an income tax exemption deal, was
critical to secure the DPP's support for the provisional
2024 fiscal budget (see article above).

Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba leads a fragile minority
government following the LDP-Komeito coalition's loss
of its lower house majority in October, making smaller
opposition parties critical for advancing policy (see AiR
No. 44, October/2024,5).

Japan's gasoline tax currently totals JPY 53.8 (USD 0.35)
per liter, including a JPY 25.1 (USD 0.16) provisional
rate introduced in 1979, alongside additional
petroleum, coal, and global warming taxes. While
lower taxes might encourage demand, price elasticity
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remains low due to gasoline's essential nature. Factors
such as energy conservation, the shift to electric and
hybrid vehicles, and Japan's aging population add
uncertainty to the extent of any demand increase. [The
Asahi Shimbun]

The Petroleum Association of Japan (PAJ) noted the
specifics of the policy remain unclear and emphasized
the need for further monitoring. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Ruling party lawmakers to testify
in party fundraising scandal

(dql) Fifteen remaining members of the House of
Representatives from the ruling Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) implicated in the party's fundraising
scandal will testify before the Deliberative Council on
Political Ethics on December 17-19. This would ensure
all summoned LDP Lower House members comply
with the panel's request.

The scandal, first exposed late last year (see AiR No.
49, December/2023, 1), centers on unreported
proceeds from political fundraising parties held by
factions within the LDP. It has implicated numerous
LDP lawmakers, especially members of the Abe faction,
the powerful group once aligned with late former
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. The scandal severely
damaged the party’ reputation, contributing to its loss
of a parliamentary majority in the October 2023 Lower
House election.

The decision follows meetings on December 12-13,
where LDP representatives confirmed that the 15
lawmakers, including former senior Abe faction
member Koichi Hagiuda, will attend open hearings.
Earlier this year, ten senior Abe faction members,
including Yasutoshi Nishimura and Hirokazu Matsuno,
also testified.

In the House of Councillors, four Abe faction members
will appear at an open hearing as early as December
18. Meanhwile, 23 other Upper House members have
requested closed-door sessions. [The Asahi Shimbun]

In a related development, LDP, its junior government
coalition partner Komeito and opposition parties
agreed on December 16 to abolish controversial policy
activity funds - spending allocated to lawmakers
without disclosure - to restore public trust in politics.

The LDP, under Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba, dropped
its earlier demand for partial exemptions and backed a
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bill proposed by the Constitutional Democratic Party of
Japan (CDPJ) and six other opposition parties.

Policy activity funds, criticized for their lack of
transparency, have been a focal point amid the LDP's
fundraising scandal.

While the extraordinary Diet session will conclude next
week, a decision on corporate and entity donations -
another contentious issue of the reform of Japan's
political fund law - has been postponed until March.
The ruling coalition still holds a majority in the upper
house but now requires opposition support to pass
legislation in the more powerful lower house.

Additionally, the LDP and opposition parties agreed to
establish a third-party body to oversee political funds,
as proposed by Komeito and the opposition
Democratic Party for the People. This initiative gained
traction after the general election. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Cannabis uses criminalized

(dql) Japan'’s revised cannabis and narcotics control
laws has come into effect, criminalizing the use of
cannabis and introducing penalties of up to seven
years in prison. The new legislation also allows for the
use of cannabis-derived medicines if their efficacy and
safety are confirmed.

Under these laws, cannabis and tetrahydrocannabinol
(THC) are classified as narcotics, and possession or
transfer of these substances is punishable by up to
seven years in prison, up from five years previously.

In addition, a revised licensing system for cannabis
cultivation will be introduced in 2025, with two types of
licenses: one for the production of cannabis plant
ingredients and the other for drug components.
[Nippon.com]

In 2023, Japan recorded a record number of 6,703
individuals investigated in criminal cases involving
cannabis, surpassing the number of
methamphetamine cases for the first time, according
to the Health, Labor and Welfare Ministry.

70 percent of these cases involved individuals under
the age of 30. A nationwide survey in the same year
estimated that around 200,000 people had used
marijuana in the past year.

Previously, Japan did not penalize cannabis use,
possibly due to concerns about accidental absorption
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by farmers growing cannabis for hemp products. The
recent changes will now allow the use of cannabis-
derived medicines under the licensing system, similar
to other pain relief medications.

Cannabis-made drugs were previously permitted only
in clinical trials in Japan, but there have been calls from
patient groups for access to cannabis-derived
cannabidiol medicines, already approved in Europe
and the United States, for conditions such as severe
epilepsy. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Nobel Peace Prize winner cochair
urges unity in nuclear arms abolition

(fcl) Terumi Tanaka, cochair for Nihon Hidankyo, a
Japanese Confederation for Japanese A- and H- Bomb
Sufferers Organizations, pushes for international
cooperation in nuclear arms abolition amidst rising
tensions in his Nobel Prize lecture in Oslo. As a 92-
year-old atomic bomb survivor or hibakusa from
Nagasaki, Tanaka reflectsed on the group's near 70
years of activism and his personal experience of the
U.S. bombing in 1945. [Kyodo News]

Nihon Hidankyo was founded in 1956 and has
spearheaded the first research into the mental health
of the survivors, leading to Japan's Enactment of
Atomic Bomb Survivors Relief Law in 1994 and the U.N.
adoption of the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear
Weapons in 2017. [Japan News]

Japanes Prime Minister Ishiba Shigeru praises Nihon
Hidanyo's efforts but refuses to ratify the Treaty on the
Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons due to reliance on the
U.S. nuclear umbrella to deter attacks and on the
grounds that no nuclear weapon state has joined the
treaty. [The Asahi Shimbun]

As hibakusha ages, they fear that the ‘nuclear taboo’
will fade. “The nuclear superpower Russia threatens to
use nuclear weapons in its war against Ukraine, and a
cabinet member of Israel, in the midst of its
unrelenting attacks on Gaza in Palestine, even spoke of
the possible use of nuclear arms,” said Tanaka. “None
of the nine countries that possess nuclear weapons —
the United States, Russia, China, France, the United
Kingdom, India, Pakistan, Israel and North Korea —
appear interested in nuclear disarmament and arms
control at present,” he said. “On the contrary, they are
modernizing and building up their nuclear arsenals.”
Said Jergen Watne Frydnes, chair of the Norwegian
Nobel Committee. [NBC News]
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Izumi Nakamitsu, U.N. Under-secretary-general and
high representative for disarmament affairs spoke of
the long relationship that Nihon Hidankyo has with the
U.N. disarmament division, with the organization
sending its members to international conferences on
nuclear disarmament at the United Nations. With fears
of losing the momentum toward nuclear disarmament
amid the severe international climate, Nakamitsu
believes that nuclear disarmament moves will be
maintained due to a shared “sense of crisis”, a principle
established by Nihon Hidankyo. [Japan Times]

Japan: Court rules against support for
children of atomic bomb survivors

(dgl) The Hiroshima High Court has ruled that children
of atomic bomb survivors (hibakusha) will remain
ineligible for government support provided to their
parents. This decision followed a lawsuit filed by 27
individuals seeking compensation on the grounds that
excluding hibakusha'’s children from support violated
the Constitution's principle of equality.

In its December 13 decision, the court dismissed the
plaintiffs’ appeal, upholding the Hiroshima District
Court’s earlier ruling. The District Court had ruled that
while the possibility of health complications among
survivors' children could not be entirely discounted,
there was no consensus on genetic effects from
radiation exposure. The court concluded that the
difference in support measures for hibakusha and their
children did not amount to unfair discrimination.

Under the current law, hibakusha are those who were
near the hypocenters of the bombings or in other
specific situations, and they receive medical expenses
coverage and health checks, including cancer
screenings. In contrast, their children do not qualify for
these benefits, although they do receive basic health
checks based on health ministry guidelines without
cancer screenings.

This ruling follows a similar decision in Nagasaki,
where children of hibakusha also filed a lawsuit, which
was denied in both the first and second rulings. They
have since appealed to the Supreme Court (see AR No.
50, December/2022, 2).

Japan: Third court declares current same-
sex marriage rejection unconstitutional
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(dqgl) The Fukuoka High Court has ruled that Japan’s
policy against same-sex marriage is discriminatory and
unconstitutional and called on the government to
initiate necessary legal reforms. The court's December
13 decision marks the third time a Japanese High Court
has declared the ban on same-sex marriage
unconstitutional, following rulings of High Court
decisions in Sapporo and Tokyo (see AiR No. 12,
March/2024, 3, AiR No. 45, November/2024,1).

Three couples from Fukuoka and Kumamoto, whose
same-sex marriage registrations were rejected, sought
compensation from the government. The six
appellants argued that the Civil Code and the Family
Registration Act of Japan, which prohibit same-sex
marriage, violate the Japanese constitution. This
appeal followed the Fukuoka District Court's previous
ruling that the government was not required to take
immediate legislative action, even though it
acknowledged the state of unconstitutionality. [Kyodo
News]

Presiding Judge Okada Takeshi emphasized the need
for legal recognition of same-sex couples, citing the
constitutional principles of individual dignity and
gender equality. The court referenced Article 13 of the
Constitution for the first time, noting that the lack of a
legal framework for same-sex marriage denies
individuals in these relationships the means to pursue
happiness. Judge Okada highlighted that sexual
orientation is determined early in life and is not a
matter of choice, stressing that the desire to establish
a family and pursue happiness is the same for both
heterosexual and same-sex couples.

In response to the government's argument regarding
the traditional definition of marriage under Article 24
of the Constitution, which specifies “both sexes” and
“husband and wife,” the court clarified that this
provision was not intended to prevent same-sex
marriage but rather to eliminate historical gender
subordination within the family system. Judge Okeshi
concluded that there is no longer any reason not to
legally recognize marriage between same-sex couples.
[Juristnews]

Japan: Non-binary person seeks court
ruling on family register change

(dqgl) A Japanese individual who does not identify as
strictly male or female has filed a petition with the
Kyoto Family Court to change their family register
designation to a gender-neutral term. The person was
registered at birth as the "first-born daughter" of the
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household in Kyoto Prefecture and now seeks to
change this term to something like "second child,"
maintaining that is reflects the person’s gender identity
more accurately.

The petitioner’s lawyer stated that the current
designation causes significant pain and disadvantages
because it does not conform to their true gender
identity, thus violating the Constitution’s guarantee of
the right to pursue happiness.

Japan’s family registration law does not explicitly
mention recording a person'’s gender, yet traditionally,
the sex stated on the birth registration is also noted in
the family register using terms such as "first-born son"
or "second-born daughter." [Kyodo News]

Japan: Victim of trainee program sues
strawberry farm manager over rape
allegations

(dgl) A Cambodian technical trainee has filed a lawsuit
against a manager of a strawberry farm accusing him
of repeated sexual assaults over five months and
seeking JPY 80 million (USD 520,000) in damages. The
23-year-old plaintiff claims the rape occurred "almost
daily" from December 2022 to April 2023 and was
threatened with deportation if she refused.

Two other Cambodian trainees at the same farm have
joined the suit, accusing the manager of sexual
harassment, including inappropriate touching. The
three women are also seeking unpaid wages.

The victim, diagnosed with post-traumatic stress
disorder in June 2023, sought protection from a labor
union and resumed work elsewhere. Despite reporting
the case to Tochigi police in 2023, the police
recommended indictment, citing insufficient evidence.
[Kyodo News]

Launched in 1993, Japan'’s technical internship
program, criticized for exploiting foreign workers as
cheap labor, has faced scrutiny for unjust treatment of
trainees, including harassment and wage theft. In
November 2023, Japan revised guidelines to allow
trainees to switch workplaces in cases of abuse,
harassment, or legal violations (see AR No. 48,
November/2023, 4).

Japan: Shift in energy policy announced
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(dqgl) The Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry has
announced a new basic energy plan, emphasizing the
use of renewable and nuclear energy to promote
decarbonization, in a significant change from Japan'’s
current energy policy established after the 2011
Fukushima nuclear meltdown.

A draft, presented at a meeting of an expert panel
under the Advisory Committee for Natural Resources
and Energy on December 17, outlines a goal for
renewable energy to constitute around 40-50 percent
of the country’s power generation mix by fiscal 2040,
with nuclear energy making up approximately 20
percent.

The shift in the country’s energy policy is reflected in
the ministry's decision to remove the description that
Japan would reduce its dependence on nuclear power
as much as possible, which has been maintained since
2014. The plan now includes a plan to promote the
rebuilding of aged reactors to meet anticipated growth
in power demand by enhancing supply capacity for
noncarbon energy.

The draft is set to be approved at a cabinet meeting in
February next year. Power generation is projected to
grow from 1 trillion kilowatt-hours currently to 1.1 to
1.2 trillion kilowatt-hours in fiscal 2040, driven by new
data centers, semiconductor factories, and the
expansion of existing facilities.

To meet this growing demand, the draft outlines an
increase in the proportion of renewable energy in the
power generation mix to 40-50 percent by fiscal 2030,
up from the current 36-38 percent. The share of
thermal and other energy sources is set to decrease to
30-40 percent from 42 percent. Meanwhile, nuclear
energy's share, which was around 30 percent before
the 2011 Fukushima accident, will be maintained at
approximately 20 percent. [The Japan News] [BNN
Bloomberg]

Japan: Confidence among big
manufacturers improves

(dgl) Confidence among Japanese big firms remained
upbeat in December, aligning with the Bank of Japan’s
(BOJ's) expectations ahead of its policy meeting this
week, which is drawing divided opinions on whether a
rate hike will occur, according to survey results of the
country’s central bank.

The BOJ's quarterly Tankan report revealed that the
sentiment index for major manufacturers increased up
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to 14, while the index for the largest non-
manufacturers slightly decreased to 33 from 34.
Economists had anticipated that these indices would
remain steady at 13 for manufacturers and decline to
33 for non-manufacturers. [Bank of Japan]

The Tankan survey, a closely watched report by the
BOJ, is one of the last significant domestic data sets the
central bank will consider before its rate decision on
December 19.

The survey findings indicate that Japan’s economy is in
line with the central bank’s outlook, which could set
the stage for future rate hikes. Traders are largely
anticipating a move in January, although there remains
a risk of action this week. BOJ Governor Kazuo Ueda is
particularly focused on whether businesses will
increase wages to help establish a wage-inflation cycle
that justifies raising borrowing costs from 0.25 percent.

The survey also showed solid price growth
expectations among businesses, with the average
expected annual rate of inflation over the next five
years remaining unchanged at 2.2 percent.

The Tankan report highlighted tightness in the labor
market, with an employment conditions index of -36
for all industries across companies, marking the lowest
level since 1991 and signaling a clear labor shortage.
This is a significant concern for the BOJ, as it views
wage growth as a driver of inflation.

The report also showed that Japanese companies are
planning an 11.3% increase in business investment for
the fiscal year through March, up from 10.6% in the
previous period. Despite uncertainties from global
factors like U.S. tariffs, Friday's data did not show
significant shifts, suggesting that businesses are still
adjusting to these changes. [Kyodo News] [BNN
Bloomberg]

Japan: Publisher pays ransom to Russia-
linked hacking group

(dgl) A hacking group linked to Russia emailed multiple
executives at Japanese media conglomerate and
publisher Kadokawa Corp., claiming it had received
USD 2.98 million in cryptocurrency following a major
cyberattack in June.

An investigation by the security firm Unknown

Technologies, commissioned by Kyodo News, found an
online record of the transaction. The hackers, believed
to be associated with the BlackSuit ransomware gang,
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leaked the stolen information, which included personal
and financial data amounting to 1.5 terabytes. [Kyodo
News]

In November, the publisher unveiled that it expects to
record an extraordinary loss of JPY 2.3 billion (USD 15
million) in the fiscal year ending March 2025 due to the
impact of a cyberattack.

The news of the alleged payment comes as another
Japanese tech giant, Sony, announced it is considering
acquiring Kadokawa. [The Record]

Japan: Toyota to build new plan in U.S.

(dqgl) Toyota has announced an investment of USD 922
million to build a new paint facility at its factory
complex in Georgetown, Kentucky. This investment
marks the second significant addition this year at
Toyota's largest global manufacturing plant.

In February, the automaker disclosed a USD 1.3 billion
investment to build an all-new three-row electric SUV
for the U.S. market at the same facility. Neither project
will create new jobs at the plant, which currently
employs about 10,000 workers.

Expected to open in 2027, The new paint facility will
add 1 million square feet of capacity and aims to
reduce carbon emissions by 30 percent and water
usage by 1.5 million gallons per year. The project is
also expected to enhance production flexibility and
advance Toyota's goal of achieving zero carbon
emissions by 2050.

Since breaking ground in Georgetown in 1986, Toyota's
investments in Kentucky have totaled over USD 11
billion. [The Mainichi]

Japan: Rocket launch postponed

(dqgl) Space One, a private Japanese company,
postponed its second rocket launch from the
commercial spaceport in Wakayama due to strong
winds on December 14. This follows a failed attempt in
March, when its satellite-carrying rocket exploded
shortly after liftoff. Space One aims to become Japan’s
first private firm to successfully place a satellite into
orbit.

Established in 2018, the company plans to launch 30
rockets annually by the 2030s. Originally scheduled for
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2022, the launch was delayed four times due to COVID-
19 and logistical issues. [AA]

Japan: Police to use fake IDs for
undercover investigations

(dqgl) The Japanese government has disclosed plans to
introduce fake IDs for undercover police investigations
as part of emergency measures to combat “dark part-
time work” - criminal activities solicited under the
guise of part-time jobs.

Starting early next year, police will ask social media
platforms, including X (formerly Twitter), to strengthen
identity verification for new accounts and delete
suspicious job-related posts. This follows a series of
burglaries linked to individuals recruited via social
media with promises of high pay.

Under the plan, undercover officers will apply for such
jobs using fake IDs, such as driver's licenses, to expose
suspects. Authorities will also encourage platforms to

require phone numbers, rather than email addresses,
when opening accounts to help verify users’ identities.

Currently, encrypted messaging apps like Telegram
and Signal remain a challenge for investigators due to
their lack of operational bases in Japan. The
government will urge these platforms to establish
communication channels with law enforcement.

Furthermore, police will raise public awareness about
illegal job advertisements that omit recruiter details - d
such as names and contact information—and request
the deletion of such posts. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia: Job centres to enhance
employment services nationwide
launched

(fs) The Government of Mongolia has inaugurated four
job centres in Ulaanbaatar as part of its 2024-2028
Action Program aimed at fostering employment and
aligning social services with international standards.

Opened on December 9, the centres offer integrated
services, including skills assessments, career
counselling, job placement, and labour market
insights. They also provide resources on employment
laws and policies.
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The project plans to expand to 19 centres nationwide,
strengthening public-private partnerships to improve
employment rates. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Energy reforms presented by
deputy Prime Minister

(fs) Deputy Prime Minister Togmidyn Dorjkhand
addressed key developments in Mongolia's energy
reform on December 10, emphasizing its role in
overcoming long-standing economic stagnation.

Dorjkhand outlined the coalition government's
achievements, including the commencement of energy
exports to China and Southeast Asia. Discussions
during the Prime Minister's recent visits to Saudi
Arabia and the UAE aimed to attract investment from
global energy producers, reinforcing international
partnerships.

The Erdeneburen Hydropower Plant project, initiated
in 1960 but stalled for decades, is now nearing
implementation, receiving help from the Chinese
government.

Dorjkhand also addressed misconceptions regarding
the MNT 8 billion (USD 2.3 million) budget figure for
energy reforms, clarifying its allocation for
international consultancy, market studies, and
renewable energy initiatives. He highlighted reductions
in next year's budget request, aiming to optimize
spending while maintaining transparency.

The government's strategic goal includes raising GDP
per capita to USD 10,000 within five years by fostering
energy self-sufficiency and regional cooperation.
Dorjkhand reassured public engagement, stating the
reforms mark the first comprehensive action in 34
years to secure Mongolia's energy independence and
economic resilience. [UB Post]

Mongolia: External debt rises by 7.2 per
cent in first nine months of 2024

(fs) Mongolia's total external debt reached USD 35.6
billion as of the first nine months of 2024, marking a
7.2 per cent increase compared to the same period last
year, according to the National Statistics Office.

The rise was driven primarily by a 16.6 percent growth
in direct investment and intercompany loans.
Conversely, the central bank's external debt decreased
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by USD 813.2 million due to a CNY 4.5 billion (USD 620
million) repayment of swap agreements with the
People’s Bank of China in Q2.

Government debt rose by 4.5 per cent to USD 7.8
billion, with MNT 2.7 trillion (USD 787 million) allocated
to principal and interest payments this year. The debt-
to-GDP ratio is forecasted to decline to 55 percent in
2025 and to 50 percent by 2026. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: Central Bank maintains
interest rates amid rising inflation

(fs) The Central Bank of Mongolia's Monetary Policy
Committee (MPC) has decided to maintain the policy
interest rate at 10 percent while raising the minimum
reserve requirements for domestic and foreign
currency liabilities by 1 percentage point, to 11 per
cent and 16 per cent respectively.

This move aims to stabilize inflation, which rose to 8.1
percent in November 2024, up from 7.0 percentin
October, driven largely by a sharp increase in
electricity prices and higher costs for services, rent,
and imports.

Economic growth for the first three quarters of 2024
slowed to 5.0 percent, primarily due to weaker
performance in construction, manufacturing, and
mining sectors. Despite a downward revision of the
2024 growth forecast, fiscal expansion and increased
production at Oyu Tolgoi are expected to drive
recovery in 2025.

Inflation is projected to rise further in early 2025 but
stabilize by 2026. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Sheep, goat plague breaks out

(dqgl) An outbreak of Peste des Petits Ruminants (PPR),
a highly contagious disease affecting sheep and goats,
has been reported in the western Mongolian province
of Khovd.

Several cases of the disease were confirmed in Bulgan
soum, prompting the local government to implement
quarantine measures. The quarantine will remain in
effect for an undetermined period.

The livestock sector is a vital component of the
Mongolian economy, and frequent outbreaks of
livestock diseases present significant challenges to the
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industry. As of the end of 2023, Mongolia had 64.7
million head of livestock, with sheep and goats
accounting for 45.5 percent and 38.0 percent of the
total, respectively. [Xinhua]

North Korea: Defectors face crackdown in
Inner Mongolia

(ac) According to the Seoul-based news outlet Daily NK,
Chinese authorities in Wuhai, Inner Mongolia, have
announced plans to intensify the arrest of North
Korean defectors through a comprehensive policy
aimed at the end of the year. These authorities plan to
offer rewards to the public for providing data and
intelligence on the defectors, marking the first time the
Wuhai region has offered such rewards for this
crackdown.

The police will enforce the Counter-Espionage Law,
issuing warnings about repatriation for those
suspected of espionage. However, they have reassured
former defectors who are now local residents in the
region that they need not worry as long as they comply
with the law.

Authorities encouraged reports of suspicious
behaviors, such as cohabiting with illegal residents or
engaging in activities that could be reported. The police
will create a database with defectors' information and
conduct regular home visits, especially targeting
defector women and children. They will also
investigate potential hiding places in rural areas and
penalize those involved in human trafficking or illegal
residency.

According to anonymous sources obtained from Daily
NK, these measures have sparked fear among the
defectors' communities as they worry that calling
family in North Korea could be seen as espionage.
[Daily NK]

North Korean defectors typically enter China before
reaching third countries such as Thailand, Laos, or
Mongolia. China, a close ally of North Korea, classifies
North Koreans as illegal economic migrants and
forcibly repatriates defectors. Human Rights Watch
and the UN have condemned China's actions, citing
risks of enforced disappearance, torture, and
execution for these defectors. [CNN]

North Korea: Inflation scores high
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(ac) North Korea is experiencing hyperinflation, with
prices for key commodities rising sharply, according to
reports from Radio Free Asia. The price of rice has
soared to over KPW 10,000, equivalent to
approximately USD 0.33, per kilogram in South
Hamgyong province. The cost of one kilogram of rice is
now roughly one-third of a monthly salary for
government workers.

In addition, the value of foreign currencies such as the
Chinese yuan and US dollar has increased fivefold. The
rising exchange rates have made imports from China
more expensive, complicating the availability of daily
necessities such as charcoal and firewood, which are
essential for winter survival.

A source from North Hamgyong province mentioned
that, although officials deny rumors of a currency
reform, many residents have learned from past
experiences to hold onto goods during times of
uncertainty. A resident in Ryanggang province noted
that the current inflation rates exceed those seenin
2009, attributing this to significant increases in
government-assigned salaries that. [Radio Free Asia]

South Korea: Lawmakers vote to impeach
President Yoon over martial law
declaration

(yq) South Korea's National Assembly voted on
December 14 to impeach President Yoon Suk Yeol over
his controversial attempt to impose martial law,
leading to his immediate suspension from office while
the Constitutional Court deliberates on his potential
removal. The decision was met with widespread public
celebration.

The impeachment motion passed with 204 votes in
favor, 85 against, three abstentions and 8 invalid
ballots out of the total 300-member Assembly. The
vote came just 11 days after Yoon's surprise
declaration of martial law, which sparked nationwide
outrage as military forces surrounded the National
Assembly in what critics described as an attempt to
block lawmakers from overturning his decree.

Yoon's suspension from presidential duties took effect
after the impeachment resolution was formally
delivered to his office. Prime Minister Han Duck-soo
assumed the role of acting president and convened an
emergency Cabinet meeting at the government
complex in Seoul.
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The impeachment is regarded as both a political and
symbolic victory for the main opposition Democratic
Party (DP) and other smaller opposition parties that
supported the motion. Initially, the ruling People
Power Party (PPP), to which President Yoon belongs,
opposed the impeachment effort. However, the PPP
later backed the motion after Yoon defended his
martial law decision and rejected the party's calls for
his resignation (see AiR No. 50, December/2024, 2).
[CNN]

Twelve PPP lawmakers voted in favor of Yoon's
removal, enabling the opposition to surpass the 200
vote-threshold required to pass the motion in the 300-
member parliament, where opposition parties
collectively hold 192 seats.

This was the second attempt to impeach Yoon. A first
attempt failed after most PPP lawmakers boycotted
the vote (see AIR No. 50, December/2024, 2). The
second motion, introduced by the DP and five smaller
opposition parties, accused Yoon of violating the
Constitution and the law by declaring martial law. The
revised motion dropped some earlier allegations but
added new ones, including claims that Yoon ordered
the military and police to detain lawmakers while
martial law was in effect.

As news of Yoon's impeachment broke, large crowds
gathered near the National Assembly and in major
locations across South Korea, erupting in cheers and
celebrating what they described as a hard-fought
victory for democracy. In Seoul, police estimated at
least 200,000 people filled the streets ahead of the
vote. [Yonhap News Agency 1] [DW]

Meanwhile, Prime Minister Han Duck-soo, now serving
as acting president, has pledged to reinforce South
Korea's security posture and ensure seamless state
administration. [Korea JoongAng Daily]

In a public address, Han emphasized his commitment
to stability and security, vowing there would be “no
gaps whatsoever” in the management of state affairs.
He underscored the importance of upholding
constitutional principles and maintaining the nation’s
international credibility.

Han also stressed the importance of preserving South
Korea's alliances, pledging to strengthen cooperation
with key partners.

South Korea faces heightened political uncertainty
following President Yoon's impeachment, with public
attention now turning to the Constitutional Court,
which will determine whether Yoon will be reinstated
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or permanently removed from office. [Yonhap News
Agency 2]

South Korea: Constitutional Court sets
date for impeachment hearing as rivaling
parties clash of issue of filling court
vacancies

(jb) The Constitutional Court, tasked with ruling on the
impeachment motion against President Yoon Suk-yeol,
has scheduled its preliminary hearing for December
27. A minimum of six out of the nine judges on the
panel must vote in favor of impeachment for it to be
upheld.

An order summoning Yoon to court is being delivered
to the Presidential Office. Upon his acceptance, the
court can proceed with preliminary arguments and
evidence review to decide whether to dismiss or
reinstate him. The court has up to 180 days to reach a
verdict on the impeachment proceedings. [Yonhap
News Agency]

Currently, the Constitutional Court panel has three
vacancies, leaving only six judges seated. A fierce battle
is ongoing between the ruling People Power Party
(PPP) and the main opposition Democratic Party (DP)
over Acting President Han Duck-soo’s authority to
approve nominations for three vacant Constitutional
Court seats, a decision that could influence Yoon's
impeachment. Impeachment requires the approval of
six justices, but with three seats vacant, unanimity
among the six incumbent justices is currently needed.

The DP has proposed holding confirmation hearings
for the nominees on December 23-24, while the PPP
opposes Han's authority to make such appointments
while Yoon is suspended. PPP Floor Leader Kweon
Seong-dong argued that acting presidents can approve
court appointments only when the presidency is
officially vacant.

In contrast, DP Floor Leader Park Chan-dae contended
that filling the vacancies would enhance the fairness of
Yoon's impeachment trial, accusing the PPP of
attempting to delay proceedings. The National
Assembly Speaker's meeting with party leaders failed
to resolve the dispute. [The Korea Times]

The controversy about the approve nominations for
three vacant Constitutional Court seats comes against
the backdrop of Han's resignation as PPP leader, citing
the collapse of the party's Supreme Council and his
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support for Yoon's impeachment as key factors. In a
press briefing, Han expressed no regrets over his
decision to urge ruling party lawmakers to vote in favor
of impeachment, despite criticism from pro-Yoon
factions within the party.

Han, elected as PPP leader in July, faced mounting
pressure to step down after all five members of the
party's Supreme Council announced their resignations.
While two council members were aligned with Han, the
remaining three were part of the pro-Yoon faction.
[The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Ruling party leader steps
down

(jb) Leader of the ruling People Power Party, Han Dong
Hoon, resigned on December 16 following the
impeachment motion against President Yoon Suk Yeol.

Avocal supporter of the impeachment motion and a
critic of Yoon within the party, Han cited the
dissolution of the party's Supreme Council as a primary
reason for his resignation. All five members of the
Supreme Council resigned on December 14 following
an irreconcilable divide in their support for Yoon and
Han. [BBC]

The series of resignations and mounting pressure from
within the party led to Han's resignation despite his
previous promise to continue leading the party. Han
stated during his press briefing that Yoon's brief
imposition of martial law garnered dissent from within
the party, while stressing his lasting support for
conservatism at a time of political crisis.

Previously a supporter of Yoon's rise to power, Han's
decision to turn away was influenced by the series of
scandals plaguing the President and the First Lady (see
AIR No. 41, October/2024, 2). However, his criticism of
Yoon was also tempered by a warning to the
opposition Democratic Party's leader Lee Jae Myung
who will stand for presidential elections if the
Constitutional Court rules in favor of impeaching Yoon
(see article above). Lee's entanglement in several legal
and political scandals remains a point of contention for
the ruling party. (see AiR No. 47, November/2024, 3).

With the leadership thrown into disarray, the PPP has
moved to create an emergency committee which will

be led by their National Assembly floor leader Kweon
Seong-dong. [The Korea Herald]
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South Korea: Police raid of presidential
office fails

(jb) South Korean authorities, including the Corruption
Investigation Office for High-Ranking Officials (CIO) and
police, attempted on December 17 to access computer
servers from the presidential office’s security service to
retrieve phone records, including those linked to the
police commissioner. Presidential office security staff
denied entry. This marks the second failed raid
attempt, following a similar effort on December 11,
though the presidential office voluntarily submitted
some data.

The presidential security service stated it would clarify
its stance on cooperating with such raids on December
18.

Former President Yoon Suk-yeol, impeached by
parliament on December 14, remains out of contact
with authorities and the Constitutional Court. He is
assembling legal teams to contest charges of
insurrection and the ongoing Constitutional Court
case, which will decide whether he is permanently
removed from office or reinstated.

Yoon's lawyer, Seok Dong-hyun, has argued that the
martial law declaration did not constitute insurrection
and stated Yoon would present his defense
confidently. Seok declined to confirm whether Yoon
would comply with a summons for questioning on
December 21 and criticized overlapping investigations
by multiple agencies. [Reuters]

South Korea: Permanent special counsel
bill passes in parliament

(jb) The National Assembly approved on December 10
a bill to establish a special investigative counsel to
examine the events surrounding President Yoon Suk
Yeol's declaration of martial law on December 3.

The counsel will investigate treason charges against
Yoon, the former Defense Minister, and the Army Chief
of Staff, among other senior military officials. The bill
was passed with 209 votes in favor, 64 against, and 14
abstentions out of 287 assemblymen present in total.

23 lawmakers of Yoon's own ruling People Power party
voted in favor of the special counsel, reflecting the split
within the party.

Although the President cannot veto a bill establishing a
special counsel, he retains the authority to delay the
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appointment of its members. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Top former and current
security officials arrested, issued arrest
warrants over involvement in martial law
imposition

(jb) The South Korean prosecutorial service's special
investigation team, established to investigate the
martial law incident, has arrested on December 13 Lt.
Gen. Yeo In-hyung, former chief of the Defense
Counterintelligence Command, on charges of treason
and abuse of power.

Prosecutors presented evidence highlighting Yeo's
critical role in planning the imposition of martial law on
December 3, including ordering the arrest of top
lawmakers in the National Assembly, such as Speaker
Woo Won-shik.

The investigation also found that he directed martial
law troops to storm the National Assembly building
and suppress civilian protests outside the complex.
Yeo is the second defense official arrested in the
ongoing martial law probe, following former Defense
Minister Kim Yong-hyun. [DW]

The prosecution asserts that Yeo was heavily involved
in drafting the emergency declaration and that he
admitted during preliminary interrogation to being
aware of the President’s plans to impose martial law
months before the crisis unfolded.

Military investigators involved in the case submitted a
warrant request on December 13 to the Central
Military Court, which approved it on the afternoon of
December 14. [The Korea Times] [Yonhap News
Agency] [KBS World]

Furthermore, police on December 14 arrested Maj.
Gen. Moon Sang-ho, current commander of the
Defense Intelligence Command, and his predecessor,
Noh Sang-won, as part of an ongoing investigation into
the December 3 martial law declaration.

Moon is accused of deploying troops to the National
Election Commission’s office just two minutes after the
martial law announcement, leading investigators to
suspect he had prior knowledge of Yoon's plan or was
involved in its preparation.

Noh, a close associate of former Defense Minister Kim
Yong-hyun, is suspected of assisting in drafting the
military decree issued after the declaration and
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coordinating follow-up actions with Kim after martial
law was lifted. [The Korea Herald 1]

On the same day, prosecutors sought an arrest
warrant for Lt. Gen. Kwak Jong-keun, the former head
of the Army Special Warfare Command. Kwak is
accused of deploying military units to the National
Assembly and allegedly colluding with Yoon and
former Defense Minister Kim Yong-hyun to incite a riot
aimed at subverting the Constitution. He faces charges
of insurrection and abuse of power.

During testimony before the National Defense
Committee, Kwak claimed that Yoon had instructed
him to “break into the Assembly and drag the
lawmakers out.” He was also told not to allow more
than 150 lawmakers to gather in the plenary chamber
of the Assembly. Kwak also disclosed that on
December 1, before the imposition of martial law, he
received classified instructions from Kim Yong-hyun via
a secure phone line.

Kwak’s arrest warrant follows his role as a
whistleblower in exposing the events surrounding the
martial law declaration. Initially summoned by
prosecutors as a witness on December 9, Kwak
testified about the directives he received from senior
officials, including Yoon and Kim. [The Korea Herald 2]

In a latest development, a military court issued on
December 17 an arrest warrant for Army Chief of Staff
Gen. Park An-su, following charges of conspiring with
Yoon and others to commit an insurrection.

Park was appointed as the martial law commander the
night of December 3 when Yoon declared martial law.
The decree, which ceased all political activities, was
issued under Park’s name. He is also accused of
instructing Police Commissioner Cho Ji-ho to “control
the National Assembly” on that night. [Korea JoongAng
Daily]

South Korea: Police Chief summoned over
pretrial detention in martial law case

(yq) Police Commissioner General Cho Ji-ho appeared
in court on December 12 for a hearing regarding a
pretrial detention warrant related to his alleged
involvement in the December 3 martial law incident.
Cho is suspected of ordering subordinates to seal off
the National Assembly compound, preventing
lawmakers from overturning the martial law decree.
He is also accused of deploying police personnel to the
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National Election Commission to assist the military in
enforcing martial law directives. [The Korea Times]

Cho, who had been detained at the Seoul Namdaemun
Police Station without a warrant, arrived at the Seoul
Central District Court in handcuffs. The hearing lasted
approximately two hours, after which Cho left without
answering reporters' questions.

His legal representative argued that Cho should not be
considered an accomplice in the insurrection case,
citing judicial precedent. The defense claimed that Cho
permitted entry into the National Assembly and
refused to comply with martial law orders.

The National Office of Investigation (NOI) had
requested detention warrants for both Cho and Kim
Bong-sik, the head of the Seoul Metropolitan Police
Agency, on charges of treason. Unlike Cho, Kim did not
attend the court hearing, leading to a warrant review
conducted solely based on submitted documentation.
[KBS World]

South Korea: Election commission head
angered by president’s allegations of
voter fraud

(jb) The Chairman of the National Election Commission
(NEC), Roh Tae-ak, strongly criticized President Yoon
Suk Yeol for accusing the commission of election
tampering.

In a December 12 address, Yoon alleged that the April
10 parliamentary elections had been rigged, citing this
as the reason his ruling People Power Party holds only
108 seats in the 300-member National Assembly,
which is dominated by opposition lawmakers. He also
justified deploying defense forces to the NEC complex,
claiming the operation aimed to uncover evidence of
electoral malpractice.

Chairman Roh responded by asserting that cheating is
impossible under the current electoral system and
warned that such accusations undermine South
Korea’s democratic process. He also condemned the
deployment of over 300 troops to the NEC following
the declaration of martial law on December 3, calling
the action unconstitutional and a violation of the
commission’s independence.

The NEC has called for a criminal investigation into the
incident. [The Korea Times]
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South Korea: Protesters clash with police
near presidential residence amid calls for
Yoon's impeachment

(yq) Protestors demanding the impeachment of
President Yoon Suk Yeol faced off with police outside
the presidential residence in Seoul on December 12.
Approximately 1,000 protestors gathered at the
entrance of the presidential residence, defying police
warnings to disperse.

The demonstrators, including members of the militant
labor umbrella group Korean Confederation of Trade
Unions and various liberal civic organizations, began
their rally near Seoul Plaza earlier in the afternoon.
During their march, they faced a brief standoff with
police before proceeding toward the presidential
residence.

Protestors occupied major roadways on their march,
causing significant traffic disruptions in the area.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Increase in job opportunities
reported

(jb) Statistics Korea, the primary data aggregation
organization of the South Korean government, has
released a report on the surge in job opportunities in
the country in 2024.

The report displayed that over 120,000 jobs were
created in the month of November, totaling 28.2
million jobs in a workforce aged 15 and above. July saw
the highest monthly increase, adding 172,000 job
openings to the economy. Monthly increases in job
creation have on average been in the 100,000 range.

Owing to sluggish domestic demand, the wholesale
and retail sectors saw slow job growth, only outdone
by the manufacturing sector, whose employment
records continue crashing over the year. The specific
industries affected by the decrease in jobs are
electronic components, paper and clothing products
etc.

Notably, Statistics Korea also reported that the rise in
employment rates came from an increase in hiring
older employees as employment among younger
generations declined significantly. [Yonhap News
Agency]
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South Korea: Trade minimally affected by
martial law crisis

(jb) In an emergency meeting with trade organizations,
South Korean Minister for Trade Cheong In Kyo
assured that the current political turmoil resulting
from the brief imposition of martial law on December 3
is not likely to affect exports in the country.

The minister also reported that no cancellation of
shipments or default in payments which would affect
export activities have been observed since the crisis
began. South Korea's major export, semiconductors,
remains unaffected so far.

The sentiment has also been echoed by the head of
state-run economic think tank Korea Development
Institute. He acknowledged that the crisis had led to
instability in the stock market but affirmed that the
institute’s analysis of the economy thus far does not
predict a negative impact on exports for the
foreseeable future. [Yonhap News Agency 1] [Yonhap
News Agency 2]

South Korea: Foreign ministry’s 2025
budget finalized

(yq) The foreign ministry announced on December 12
that its 2025 budget has been finalized at KRW 4.28
trillion (USD 2.98 billion), reflecting a 2 percent
increase from the current year's budget.

The National Assembly’s approval of the final amount
represents a reduction of KRW 40.6 billion (USD 28.28
million) from the ministry’s original proposal submitted
to parliament.

A significant portion of the budget, KRW 2.8 trillion
(USD 1.95 billion), is allocated for official development
assistance (ODA). The ODA budget has also been
reduced by KRW 39.4 billion (USD 27.44 million),
including cuts to funding intended for support to
Ukraine.

The 2025 ODA budget is comparable to this year's KRW
2.79 trillion (USD 1.94 billion) allocation, which marked
a 39.2 percent increase from the previous year.

On December 10, the National Assembly approved
next year's national budget of KRW 673.3 trillion (USD
469.1 billion), following reductions made by the main
opposition Democratic Party (DP) despite resistance
from the ruling party AiR No. 50, December/2024, 2).
[Yonhap News Agency]
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The DP's passage of the downsized budget bill is seen
as one of the reasons behind President Yoon Suk Yeol's
controversial decision to invoke martial law. It marked
the first time the parliament passed a budget cut down
without consent from government ministries or
between rival parties. [Reuters]

South Korea: Inflation causes additional
costs for F-15K upgrade

(dqgl) The budget for a project to enhance the South
Korean Air Force's F-15K fighter aircraft has increased
by over KRW 1 trillion (USD 697 million) due to rising
labor and material costs in the defense industry,
according to the country’s arms procurement agency.

The Defense Acquisition Program Administration
(DAPA) announced that the agency’s defense
acquisition program promotion committee approved
the final plan for the project on December 16. With a
focus on improving the key aviation electronics
systems of the F-15K, the project will now cost KRW
4.56 trillion (USD 3.17 billion). The Air Force currently
operates 59 of these fighter aircraft, which have been
in service since 2005.

The budget was initially estimated at KRW 3.46 trillion
(USD 2.4 billion) when the plan was first discussed in
December 2022. DAPA explained that the increase is
due to global inflation affecting material and labor
costs, as well as the reshaping of supply chains in the
defense industry caused by the shrinking number of
manufacturers. [The Korea Herald]

Taiwan: Amendments to raise recall
threshold pass preliminary review amid
scuffles between rivaling parties

(dqgl) Tensions flared on December 16 between
Taiwan's opposition Kuomintang (KMT) and ruling
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) lawmakers during
a session of the Legislative Yuan, Taiwan's parliament,
to review proposed amendments to the Public Officials
Election and Recall Act. The amendments aim to raise
the threshold for recalling public officials, sparking
controversy over their potential impact.

Ahead of the 9 a.m. session, KMT legislators occupied
the podium, preventing DPP lawmakers from entering
the Internal Administration Committee meeting room.
Despite scuffles at 6 a.m., the DPP failed to gain access.
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The KMT-controlled committee passed the preliminary
review of the bill within minutes, concluding the
meeting by 9:03 a.m. The KMT had prepared for the
session by blocking access to the conference room on
December 15 night with chairs, tape, and physical
barricades.

The DPP criticized the amendments, particularly a
provision requiring recall votes to exceed the number
of votes the official received during their election,
arguing it would make recalls nearly impossible.
Interior Minister Liu Shyh-fang expressed concerns
about the timing and lack of public consensus for
raising the recall threshold, noting potential impacts
on lawmakers from all parties.

In a press conference, the DPP condemned the KMT's
actions as undemocratic and an obstruction of citizens'
rights to recall officials. The KMT countered, accusing
the DPP of paralyzing the parliament through
legislative disruptions and defending its actions as
necessary to protect the committee’s functioning and
public interest. [Focus Taiwan]

In the January 13 parliamentary elections, the DPP -
while winning the presidential election which were
held concurrently - lost its majority to the KMT and the
Taiwan People’s Power (see AiR No. 3, January/2024, 3).

Taiwan: Supreme Court upholds
corruption sentence for former Kinmen
magistrate

(sk) On December 13, Taiwan's Supreme Court rejected
the appeal by former Kinmen County magistrate Lee
Wo-shih in a corruption case. The court upheld his
sentence of seven years and six months, along with the
deprivation of civil rights for five years, as the final
verdict under the Anti-Corruption Act. Due to the
proximity of Kinmen to Chinese mainland Xiamen, the
Supreme Court has notified the prosecution to activate
an anti-escape mechanism to prevent any incidents of

Representing the Kuomintang (KMT), Lee served as the
magistrate of Kinmen County from 2009 to 2014 and
oversaw Kinmen Kaoliang Liquor as the county
government owned enterprise. Investigations found
that two main financial backers, the chairmen from a
technology firm and a marketing firm, bankrolled Lee
years and supported him win as the county councilor
in the early 2000s and county magistrate in 2009.
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With Lee’s authority in Kinmen Kaoliang Liquor, both
chairmen would acquire the rights to sell their
products in China for greater profits. In July 2011, one
of the chairmen invited Lee's couple for dinner and
gave a paper bag with NTD 1 million (USD 30,762) to
request the officials to lower the prices for greater
margins from liquor sales. They also arranged for a
company favored by financial backers to secure the
contract.

However, due to internal dissent within the company,
the case did not proceed to the bidding stage, and the
backers' efforts to secure the deal were unsuccessful.
Afterwards, this corruption was filed as a complaint to
prosecutors and reported that Lee's couple had taken
bribes, leading to the investigation in late 2011.

Due to insufficient evidence, Lee's wife Su Feng-ying
was acquitted from this final verdict but originally
sentenced to four years in prison after the first trial.
[CNA, in Chinese] [TVBS, in Chinese]

Taiwan: Migrant worker groups urge
government action against labor brokers
withholding documents

(dqgl) Migrant worker advocacy groups have urged the
government to crack down on labor brokers who
illegally withhold workers' employment and transfer
permits. Organized by the Domestic Caretaker Union
and the Taiwan International Workers Association,
protesters gathered outside the Ministry of Labor
(MOL) in Taipei to demand stricter enforcement and
penalties.

The groups emphasized the importance of work and
transfer permits, which are essential for proving
employment eligibility and maintaining valid Alien
Resident Certificates (ARCs) and social benefits. They
accused brokers of retaining these documents under
the guise of "safeguarding" them while charging illegal
"hiring" or "document" fees.

The protesters called for increased fines for brokers
and employers who withhold documents and urged
authorities to ensure workers retain possession of
their permits, passports, and ARCs during entry and
worksite inspections.

The MOL has received over 2,000 complaints this year,
retrieving approximately 2,800 withheld documents,
while 58 cases remain under investigation. The
ministry is also inspecting 175 labor brokerage firms
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and organizing meetings with 550 employers and
workers to address illegal fee practices. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: First water electrolysis hydrogen
production and hydrogen fuel cell testing
platform launched

(dqgl) Delta Electronics, a major Taiwanese electronics
manufacturer known for its specialization in power and
thermal management solutions, has inaugurated its
net-zero laboratory at its Tainan Plant 2, Taiwan's first
MW-level water electrolysis hydrogen production and
hydrogen fuel cell testing platform. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Employers to hire more

(dgl) According to a survey by human resources
advisory firm ManpowerGroup, approximately one-
third of Taiwanese employers surveyed anticipate
hiring more staff in the first quarter of 2025. However,
a majority expect to maintain the same number of
employees as this year or to hire fewer people. The
survey revealed that 33 percent of the 645 employers
polled plan to increase their workforce, while 17
percent anticipate a decline in hiring, and 48 percent
expect their hiring needs to remain unchanged.

Seasonally adjusted, Taiwan's overall net hiring outlook
for January-March 2025 stands at 17 percent, up from
16 percent in the previous quarter but down from 19
percent during the same period last year. The
transportation, logistics, and automotive sectors
showed the strongest hiring outlook, driven by a
shortage of drivers. The net employment outlook index
in these sectors reached 48 percent, up significantly
from 22 percent in the previous quarter. This increase
is attributed to a rise in passenger and cargo volumes
handled by Taoyuan International Airport, which is
expected to intensify recruitment activities in the first
quarter.

The financial, insurance, and real estate sectors
followed with a net employment outlook index of 31
percent, slightly down from 32 percent in the previous
quarter. This demand is linked to the growth of
financial technology (FinTech) in Taiwan and the
government's efforts to position the country as an
asset management center in Asia.

In contrast, the energy and utility sector had the lowest
hiring outlook, with a net employment outlook index
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falling sharply to minus 48 from 30. This decline
reflects challenges such as increased tariffs on electric
cars by the U.S., falling crude oil prices, and
uncertainties over nuclear power policies in Taiwan,
which have impacted investments in renewable energy
and related industries.

Among the seven economies surveyed in the Asia
Pacific region, Taiwan ranked fourth in the net hiring
outlook index, behind India (40 percent), China (29
percent), and Singapore (25 percent). Globally, 41 of
the 42 economies surveyed expect an increase in
hiring for the first quarter, with only one economy
anticipating a decrease. [Focus Taiwan]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia

Bangladesh: Interim leader Yunus
proposes election timeline as BNP's calls
grow for reforms, clear roadmap

(Im) Bangladesh's interim Chief Adviser Muhammad
Yunus has outlined a tentative timeline for the
country's next general election, suggesting it could
take place by late 2025 or in the first half of 2026.
During his Victory Day address commemorating
Bangladesh's victory in its Liberation War in 1971,
Yunus emphasized that the election timeline depends
on recommendations from the Electoral and
Constitution Reform Commissions. He noted that
minimal reforms could enable elections by late 2025,
but comprehensive reforms might require an
additional six months.
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Yunus announced the formation of a National
Consensus Forming Commission, which he will lead, to
foster political agreement on electoral and institutional
reforms. The commission - which Yunus will head -
aims to engage political parties and other stakeholders
to resolve key issues and ensure inclusivity, including
enabling Bangladeshi expatriates to vote for the first
time. [The Daily Star 1] [The Daily Star 2]

Opposition parties, student leaders, and other
stakeholders have broadly welcomed Yunus's
proposals but stress the need for detailed reforms and
a clear roadmap. Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP)
Acting Chairman Tarique Rahman, son of former Prime
Minister Khaleda Zia, highlighted the public's right to
understand the interim government'’s objectives and
timeline, emphasizing that transparency and
accountability are crucial for fostering unity and
democratic governance. Tarique called for meaningful
reforms to ensure free and fair elections while warning
against the risks of autocracy. [The Daily Star 3]

Senior BNP leaders echoed Tarique's demands. Mirza
Abbas urged the government to restore voting rights
and address the country’s pressing economic issues,
including inflation and declining living standards.
Khandaker Mosharraf Hossain stressed that sincere
action from the interim government could enable
earlier elections, benefiting both the people and the
country’s stability. [The Daily Star 4] [The Daily Star 5]

Meanwhile, Mia Golam Parwar, secretary general of
Bangladesh’s major Islamist political party Jamaat-e-
Islami, expressed conditional support for Yunus's
proposed timeline, stating the party would accept the
delay if it is used to implement meaningful reforms
ensuring "free, fair, transparent, and inclusive"
elections. Golam emphasized that the timing of the
election is less significant than its integrity and
reiterated the party's willingness to cooperate with the
interim government. [The Daily Star 6]

Student leaders also called for reforms, highlighting
issues such as proportional representation and
depoliticization of the Election Commission. Abdul
Hannan Masud of the Anti-Discrimination Students'
Movement urged the interim government to provide a
detailed roadmap for reforms before setting the
election date. [The Daily Star 7]

Bangladesh: High Court restores
caretaker government system, declares
portions of 15th Amendment invalid
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(Im) The Bangladesh High Court on December 17
declared several provisions of the 15th Amendment to
the Constitution, including the abolition of the
caretaker government system, as unconstitutional. A
bench comprising Justice Farah Mahbub and Justice
Debashish Roy Chowdhury ruled that the 2011
amendment undermined the Constitution's basic
structure and disrupted the country’s electoral
framework.

The 15th Amendment, passed by an Awami League-
dominated Parliament on June 30, 2011, and signed
into law on July 3, had abolished the caretaker
government system and introduced significant
changes, including constitutional recognition of
Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman - father of
ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina father and
Bangladesh'’s first prime minister - as the Father of the
Nation, an increase in reserved parliamentary seats for
women, and the reinstatement of secularism as a state
principle. The amendment also criminalized
unconstitutional seizures of state power, categorizing
them as acts of treason.

The ruling follows a 23-day hearing stemming from a
writ petition. The High Court observed that the
removal of the caretaker system had severely
undermined electoral neutrality. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Jamaat-e-Islami organizes
Victory Day rally in Dhaka

(Im) The Dhaka North unit of Jamaat-e-Islami,
Bangladesh'’s main Islamist party, held a grand rally on
Victory Day to commemorate the country’s victory in
its Liberation War in 1971. The event was led by
Mohammad Selim Uddin, a member of Jamaat’s
Central Executive Council and the Ameer of Dhaka
North City Unit. [The Daily Star]

The rally is noteworthy, given that Jamaat-e-Islami's
role in the Liberation War remains a deeply
controversial and polarizing subject in the country's
history. During the war, Jamaat-e-Islami actively
opposed Bangladesh's independence from Pakistan.
Many of its leaders and activists collaborated with the
Pakistani military and were associated with
paramilitary groups like the Razakars, Al-Badr, and Al-
Shams, which were accused of war crimes, including
mass killings, arson, and systematic targeting of
intellectuals.

Following independence, Jamaat-e-Islami was banned
as a political party due to its opposition to the
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liberation movement and alleged involvement in
atrocities. The ban was lifted during General Ziaur
Rahman'’s regime in the late 1970s, allowing the party
to re-enter politics. However, in 2010, the Awami
League-led government of ousted Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina initiated war crimes trials, resulting in
the execution or imprisonment of several senior
Jamaat leaders and significantly diminishing the party's
influence.

Bangladesh: BNP criticises Adviser Nahid
over remarks on political parties

(Im) The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), the main
opposition party under the ousted Awami League
regime, has criticized Information and Broadcasting
Adviser Nahid Islam for accusing political parties of
attempting to fail the interim government. BNP Senior
Joint Secretary General Ruhul Kabir Rizvi, speaking at a
press conference, warned that such statements could
harm national unity.

Rizvi emphasized that the primary responsibility of the
interim government is to hold a free, fair, and inclusive
election, which is in line with the public's wishes. He
stated that contradictory remarks from the
government would undermine this goal. He also
highlighted the importance of criticism for
strengthening democracy, asserting that political
parties should not be dismissed for expressing their
views.

Rizvi added that political parties have shown unity
despite challenges and urged the government to
address their demand for timely electoral reforms. He
stressed that elections are a critical part of democratic
practice and should not be sidelined. Earlier, Adviser
Nahid Islam had remarked that political parties are
prioritizing elections over reforms and attempting to
undermine the interim government's efforts. [The Daily
Star]

Bangladesh: Scrapping of Giasuddin’s jail
sentence upheld

(Im) The Appellate Division of the Supreme Court has
upheld the High Court's July 30, 2012 verdict that
scrapped the 10-year and 3-year jail sentences against
Giasuddin Al Mamun - a close associate of Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) acting chairman Tarique
Rahman - and his wife in a corruption case. The
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Supreme Court allowed their review petitions,
challenging a 2015 verdict that had directed the High
Court to rehear their appeals.

On March 27, 2008, a special court sentenced Mamun
to 10 years and his wife to 3 years of rigorous
imprisonment for amassing illegal wealth worth BDT
111.3 million (USD 9.38 million). However, the High
Court acquitted them in 2012, scrapping the trial
court’s judgment. The Anti-Corruption Commission
(ACC) appealed to the Appellate Division, which in 2015
annulled the High Court's decision and ordered a
rehearing. Following this, Mamun and has wife filed
review petitions, which were upheld by the Appellate
Division. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: New Anti-Corruption
Commission springs into action, sues 6 ex-
cabinet members

(Im) The newly-formed Anti-Corruption Commission
(ACC) filed six cases in its first meeting, targeting three
former cabinet members of the previous Awami
League government. The cases involve allegations of
illegal assets, with former health minister Zahid
Maleque and his son accused of acquiring BDT 61.56
million (USD 518,000) and BDT 11.84 million (USD
100,000), respectively. Former ICT minister Zunaid
Ahmed Palak and his wife are accused of BDT 19
million (USD 160,000), while former textiles minister
Mirza Azam and his wife face allegations of acquiring
BDT 72 million (USD 605,000) in illegal assets.

The ACC also decided to impose a foreign travel ban on
at least 25 individuals, including former ministers and
lawmakers, and to confiscate properties of at least 10
people, including former education minister Mohibul
Hasan Chowdhury. Additionally, the properties of
National Bank Ltd. directors will be seized. The
commission emphasized that further assets, if
discovered during the investigation, will also be
included in the cases. [The Daily Star 1] [The Daily Star
2]

Bangladesh: Body formed to recommend
allocation of 'dearness allowance' for
government employees

(Im) The interim government has formed a seven-
member committee to recommend the allocation of
dearness allowance for government employees under
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the National Pay Scale 2015. The committee, headed
by the principal secretary to the chief adviser, will
review the issue and generate recommendations.
Other members include officials from the Public
Administration Ministry, Finance Division, and the
Chief Adviser's Office.

The committee will assess the applicability and
entitlement of the dearness allowance and may co-opt
additional officials as needed. The government has
allocated BDT 81,580 crore (USD 6.89 billion) in the
2024-2025 fiscal budget for government employees'
salaries and allowances, representing 15.80 percent of
the revenue budget. Currently, a 5 percent "special
increment" is being provided to government
employees. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Interim government aims to
reduce dependency on foreign treatment

(Im) Bangladesh’s interim government is working to
reduce reliance on foreign treatment for specific
diseases, including cancer, by improving domestic
healthcare services. Md Sayedur Rahman, special
assistant to the health ministry, emphasized the need
for equitable healthcare and announced plans to
provide incentives for private providers and establish
advanced treatment facilities at BSMMU Super
Specialized Hospital. He also suggested that new laws
may be introduced to encourage domestic care if costs
are comparable to foreign treatment.

A study presented at the event revealed dissatisfaction
with local healthcare, citing issues like long wait times
and poor doctor-patient relationships. Experts
discussed addressing political interference in
healthcare and strengthening domestic services. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: RAB Director General
acknowledges existence of secret
detention center ‘Aynaghar’

(Im) During a meeting with journalists, Rapid Action
Battalion (RAB) Director General AKM Shahidur
Rahman acknowledged the existence of Aynaghar, a
secret detention center within RAB. He explained that
the inquiry commission on enforced disappearances
had instructed RAB to maintain the facility as is and
that the commission is investigating allegations of
enforced disappearances, killings, and Aynaghar. RAB
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is cooperating with the investigation and expects legal
action after the inquiry.

Shahidur Rahman also apologized to those who filed
criminal cases against RAB personnel for offenses
committed during the July-August mass uprising, which
resulted in the ouster of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.
He emphasized RAB's commitment to addressing
wrongdoings through fair investigations and proper
trials. The Director General highlighted the disciplinary
actions taken against RAB personnel, revealing that 58
officers and 4,235 members have faced charges for
misconduct.

Addressing recent arrests of RAB officers involved in
extortion, kidnapping, and robbery, Shahidur Rahman
assured that investigations into these cases are
ongoing. As part of RAB's reform efforts, he announced
changes to the force's uniform and new ordinances
aimed at enhancing operational efficiency and public
service. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Temple vandalised in
Jamalpur as attacks on Hindu community
raise tensions

(Im/vk) Seven idols were vandalised, and gold
ornaments were stolen from the Mahashashan Kali
Mata Temple - a revered Hindu place of worship
dedicated to the goddess Kali - in a subdistrict of
Jamalpur. Local authorities, including police and the
army, visited the site and confirmed the investigation.
Temple President Uttam Kumar Tewari condemned
the incident, suggesting it was intended to create
communal tension. No arrests have been made yet.
[The Daily Star]

In a separate incident in Sunamganj's Doarabazar area,
four individuals were arrested for vandalizing houses,
shops, and the Loknath temple belonging to the Hindu
community. The violence was triggered by a
controversial Facebook post from a local resident, later
deleted, though its screenshots continued to circulate.
Police intervened, arresting the resident and relocating
him to a safe location. A mob subsequently attacked
the Hindu community, but local officials, including
district police and army personnel, brought the
situation under control. Authorities have filed a case
against 150-170 people, naming 12 suspects. [Bss
News]
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Bangladesh: Cybersecurity ordinance
draft gets approval

(Im) The Council of Advisers has granted preliminary
approval for the draft of the Cybersecurity Ordinance,
2024. The ordinance aims to strengthen Bangladesh's
cybersecurity framework and enhance digital security
to protect citizens from online threats. Once enacted, it
will provide a legal structure for addressing
cybersecurity issues and ensuring greater protection
for both public and private sector digital assets. The
draft will require final approval before becoming law.
[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: 29 RMG factories close amid
demonstrations

(Im) 29 factories in the Ashulia industrial area were
closed due to ongoing protests by workers demanding
a 15-percent increase in their annual increments.
Workers rejected the government's 4-percent increase,
leading to a suspension of production, according to
sources from the Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers
and Exporters Association.

Of the 29 factories, eight were closed under the "no
work, no pay" provision of the Bangladesh Labour Act,
which allows employers to withhold pay from workers
during a strike or work stoppage. Eight factories
granted paid leave, and 13 were shut after workers
walked out or ceased production. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: 25 fishermen still missing for
a year

(Im) On November 17 of the previous year, Cyclone
Midhili hit the coast of Bangladesh, and 25 fishermen
from Patuakhali's Rangabali subdistrict, who were
aboard three trawlers in the Bay of Bengal, went
missing. A year later, there is still no trace of them,
leaving their families in a state of uncertainty and
financial strain. Locals speculate that if the fishermen
survived the cyclone, they may be held in jails in India
or Myanmar. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Dengue death toll reaches
549 cases
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(vk) Bangladesh reported one additional dengue death
in the 24 hours leading up to December 16, raising this
year's death toll to 549. During the same period, 107
new dengue cases were recorded, with 44 patients
hospitalized in Dhaka and the rest in other parts of the
country.

Currently, 1,572 dengue patients are receiving
treatment nationwide. Since January, a total of 98,984
cases have been reported. While 2024 has seen
significant dengue cases, last year marked the
deadliest on record, with 1,705 fatalities and 321,179
cases reported. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: There won't be shortage of
fertilizer during boro season

(vk) The government has assured that there will be no
fertilizer shortage during the upcoming boro season,
with sufficient reserves in place. Boro is a variety of
rice cultivated during the dry season in Bangladesh,
typically from November to May, and it is a key
contributor to the country’s total rice production.
Officials report 681,000 metric tons of urea, 125,000
metric tons of TSP (Triple Super Phosphate), 228,000
metric tons of DAP (Di-ammonium Phosphate), and
248,000 metric tons of MoP (Muriate of Potash).

The total fertilizer demand for the robi season until
March is estimated at 1.65 million metric tons of urea,
466,000 metric tons of TSP, 968,000 metric tons of
DAP, and 556,000 metric tons of MoP. The Bangladesh
Chemical Industries Corporation (BCIC) will produce 1
million metric tons of urea locally, while the remainder
will be imported through private and public importers,
including Bangladesh Agricultural Development
Corporation (BADC) and Karnafuli Fertilizer Company
(KAFCO).

Officials confirmed that imports are ongoing to
maintain supply, with BCIC already producing 550,000
metric tons of urea. The government aims to produce
22.6 million metric tons of boro rice across 5.07 million
hectares of land during the season. [Bss News]

Bangladesh: Dhaka’'s Dhanmondi Lake
negletected amid waste and
mismanagement

(asa) Dhanmondi Lake in Dhaka has fallen into neglect,
overrun by water hyacinths, garbage, and drug use.
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Regular cleaning has stopped since the previous
contractor fled following the ouster of ex-Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina and the subsequent change in
government. The lake's stagnant water has worsened
mosquito infestations, while debris, including
polythene and plastic, clogs the surface.

Residents report deteriorating conditions, citing a lack
of oversight and rising illicit activities. Dhaka South City
Corporation (DSCC) officials say a new cleaning
contractor will be appointed soon, with operations set
to resume in January. Locals urge immediate action to
restore the lake's condition. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Chief Advisor Yunus
highlights economic improvements,
inflation challenges, efforts to recover
siphoned funds

(Im) In his Victory Day address, Bangladesh'’s de facto
leader, Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, emphasized
the significant progress made in Bangladesh's
economy since the interim government took office.
Yunus reported that exports had reached USD 16.11
billion during the July-November period of 2024,
marking a 12.34 percent increase from the previous
year. This growth signals positive momentum for the
economy, which had been on the brink of collapse
before the government's intervention.

He also pointed to the government's decision to raise
garment workers' wages by 9 percent, addressing
inflationary pressures and ensuring fair compensation
for workers in this vital sector. While acknowledging
these positive developments, Yunus admitted that
controlling inflation remained an ongoing challenge.
Despite efforts to reduce prices through measures like
increasing supply and market supervision, inflation has
not yet been fully contained.

Yunus also addressed the issue of extortion in the
transport sector, emphasizing that eliminating this
illegal practice would help further reduce essential
commodity prices. He appealed to the public to
cooperate in maintaining affordable prices, especially
as the holy month of Ramadan approaches, and
warned of strict actions against those attempting to
profit from creating artificial shortages.

On corruption, Yunus referred to the revelations in the
White Paper on the State of the Bangladesh Economy,
calling them shocking. He highlighted the siphoning of
billions of taka from banks under the previous
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government and described the scale of corruption in
large-scale development projects. Yunus confirmed
that the Bangladesh Bank was working to recover this
stolen money, despite the complex legal framework
surrounding such cases. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Central bank to establish
compliance department amid banking
crisis

(Im) Bangladesh’s central bank, Bangladesh Bank (BB),
plans to create a compliance department to ensure
effective enforcement of regulations and prevent
future financial irregularities. The move follows
revelations of widespread loan-related scandals in the
aftermath of the ouster of ex-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in August, which exposed regulatory failures
during the previous government.

The proposed compliance department will monitor
banks and financial institutions to ensure adherence to
regulations, addressing the gaps that contributed to
the banking sector’s current crisis. Governor Dr. Ahsan
H Mansur emphasized the importance of compliance,
noting that regulatory lapses, coupled with
mismanagement by banks and shareholders, led to
severe liquidity challenges.

To stabilize struggling banks, BB has already injected
cash support equivalent to BDT 225 billion (USD 1.89
billion), underlining the urgency of reforms to restore
confidence in the financial system and prevent further
crises. [The Financial Express]

Bangladesh: 20 hurt as Awami League,
BNP clash in Jashore

(Im) At least 20 people were injured in a clash between
Awami League (AL) and Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) activists in the Keshabpur subdistrict of Jashore.
The confrontation involved explosions of several
cocktails, as well as the vandalization of vehicles and
the throwing of crude bombs, causing panic in the
area. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Several injured in BNP
factional clash in Chattogram


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-cu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-ql/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-qr/

(Im) At least five to six people were injured during a
scuffle between two factions of the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) at a Victory Day program in
Hathazari, Chattogram. While the names of the injured
were not immediately available, they received primary
treatment at a local hospital. [The Daily Star]

Bhutan: Parliamentary, National Council
sessions address key legislative decisions
amid diverging votes

(Im) Bhutan's second session of the Fourth Parliament
and the 34th session of Parliament's upper house, the
National Council (NC), concluded with significant
legislative decisions and debates. While several bills
advanced, others faced resistance due to concerns
over feasibility and public impact.

The Cattle Tax Exemption Bill 2024, National Assembly
(Amendment) Bill 2024, and Alternative Dispute
Resolution (ADR) (Amendment) Bill 2024 were adopted.
However, the Marriage (Amendment) Bill 2024 failed to
secure the required majority in the NC. The bill was
rejected due to concerns over unnecessary
amendments, such as aligning the English age of
consent text with the Dzongkha version, which critics
deemed redundant. Additional objections centered on
proposed increases in marital benefits amid economic
challenges.

Both houses discussed key motions, including
amendments to the Pay Structure Reform Act 2022,
property tax reforms, and rural credit access.
Governance reports, such as the Performance Audit of
the State Mining Corporation Limited and the Anti-
Corruption Commission’s 2023-2024 Annual Report,
were reviewed.

Parliamentarians extended gratitude to His Majesty
the King for two transformative initiatives. The
Gyalsung Programme, Bhutan’s National Service
initiative, trained 2,001 youth in its inaugural cohort,
focusing on instilling values, leadership skills, and
vocational training to prepare them for national
development. The Gelephu Mindfulness City Project
envisions creating a model city emphasizing
sustainability, mindfulness, and economic innovation,
serving as a blueprint for urban development and
sovereignty enhancement.

The government reported progress under the
Economic Stimulus Plan (ESP), disbursing BTN 1.468
billion (USD 17.6 million) to small businesses. However,
only a fraction of loan applications were approved,
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prompting calls for improved accessibility. [Kuensel 1]
[Kuensel 2] [Kuensel 3]

Bhutan: RMA implements reforms to
combat financial fraud

(Im) The Royal Monetary Authority (RMA) has
introduced stringent measures to address rising
financial fraud and cybersecurity threats in Bhutan.
New regulations mandate financial institutions to
report fraud within 24 hours and hold senior
executives accountable for compliance lapses.
Enhanced on-site inspections, secure network
protocols, and dedicated Information Security Officers
are now required.

The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) reported
embezzlement cases totaling BTN 9.2 million (USD
110,400) in 2023, highlighting governance weaknesses
in the financial sector. The RMA is partnering with
international organizations to build capacity and raise
public awareness of safe banking practices. These
reforms align with broader initiatives under Bhutan's
13th Five-Year-Plan to strengthen the financial
ecosystem and restore public trust. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Late Thimphu Thromde
accountant implicated in USD 30,900
misappropriation

(Im) The Royal Audit Authority (RAA) has reported that
Thimphu Thromde, the municipal body responsible for
managing Thimphu's urban governance and services,
was implicated in the misappropriation of BTN 2.575
million (USD 30,900) during the fiscal year 2021-2022,
as outlined in the Annual Audit Report for 2023-2024.
The case has been forwarded to the Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC) for investigation.

An audit revealed a late Thimphu Thromde accountant
misused BTN 1.072 million (USD 12,860) via
undocumented e-PEMS transactions, misappropriated
BTN 440,276 (USD 5,283) into his personal account,
and left a BTN 407,077 (USD 4,885) cash shortage.
Weak internal controls and unrecorded receipts of BTN
655,082 (USD 7,861) were also flagged. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: RAA flags USD 14,400 inventory
shortage at STCBL
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(Im) The Royal Audit Authority (RAA) uncovered a BTN
1.2 million (USD 14,400) inventory shortage at the State
Trading Corporation of Bhutan Limited (STCBL), the
government-owned enterprise responsible for
importing and distributing essential goods, vehicles,
and fuel across Bhutan. The audit cited poor internal
controls as the primary cause.

Legal action has been recommended against former
executives, and the case has been forwarded to the
Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC). The RAA also noted
flaws in inventory management systems and called for
stricter controls. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Contract employee regularization
delayed amidst government-RCSC
impasse

(Im) Efforts to regularize Bhutan's 5,233 contract
employees, 18.42 percent of the civil service, face
delays due to a standoff between the government and
the Royal Civil Service Commission (RCSC). Despite
campaign promises and partial measures like
extending contract durations for support personnel,
no timeline for full regularization has been set.

The education sector, employing 26.5 percent of its
workforce on contracts, and the National Medical
Services are particularly affected. Challenges include
limited benefits, career progression, and demotivation,
impacting critical services like teaching and healthcare.

The Ministry of Education and Skills Development
proposes a National Teacher Standards framework by
2025 to professionalize teaching and facilitate
transitions to regular roles. However, RCSC's focus on
maintaining a compact, meritocratic civil service raises
uncertainty over the plan’s implementation. Critics
urge better scrutiny of electoral promises to ensure
feasibility and maintain public trust. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Health Ministry intensifies efforts
to address healthcare staffing shortages

(Im) The Ministry of Health (MoH) is addressing critical
shortages of healthcare professionals, particularly in
rural areas. Efforts include deploying general doctors
to underserved gewogs, introducing Mobile Medical
Units, and expanding outreach programs.
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To boost staffing, the MoH has launched an MBBS
program, expanded MD courses, increased nursing
student intake, and introduced competitive pay
packages to retain specialists. International
collaborations and quotas for female health workers
aim to improve access and equity in remote regions.
These initiatives align with Bhutan's 13th Five-Year-Plan
to enhance healthcare services nationwide. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government transfers USD 50
million in Bitcoin amid rising reserves

(Im) Bhutan transferred 502 Bitcoin (BTC), valued at
USD 49.42 million, to Binance and Singapore-based
QCP Capital on December 10, signaling potential sell-
off intentions. This latest transaction follows a series of
Bitcoin movements since October, amounting to 1,696
BTC (USD 139 million) sold at an average price of USD
81,999 per BTC.

Despite these sell-offs, Bhutan remains the fourth-
largest government Bitcoin holder globally, with 11,688
BTC (USD 1.15 billion) in reserves—27 percent of its
USD 2.9 billion GDP. Managed by Druk Holding and
Investments (DHI), the government'’s Bitcoin holdings
stem from mining operations powered by hydropower,
initiated in 2019 when BTC traded at USD 5,000.

In May 2023, Bhutan partnered with Bitdeer
Technologies Group to establish a USD 500 million
fund for expanding Bitcoin mining. By mid-2025, the
country plans to increase its mining capacity by 500
megawatts, reaching a total of 600 megawatts. Bhutan
also holds 656 Ethereum (ETH), valued at USD 2.53
million. Analysts project BTC prices could rise to USD
200,000 by late 2025. [Kuensel]

India: Supreme Court halts surveys,
directs central government on Places of
Worship Act challenge

(Im) The Supreme Court of India has temporarily halted
all surveys and civil suits related to the ownership and
title of religious places, including the Gyanvapi mosque
in Varanasi, until further orders. The court is examining
the constitutional validity of the Places of Worship Act,
1991, which prohibits the conversion of any place of
worship from its religious character as it existed on
August 15, 1947.
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The three-judge bench ruled that no new suits should
be registered and no interim orders, including surveys,
should be passed in ongoing cases. The court will
review the matter again on February 17, 2025, and has
directed the Indian government to file its position on
the issue within four weeks.

The Places of Worship Act, enacted during the Ram
temple movement, specifically excludes the Ram
Janmabhoomi-Babri Masjid dispute from its provisions.
The court’s decision effectively stalls proceedings in
multiple cases across India, including disputes over
mosques in Varanasi, Mathura, and Sambhal. [The
Indian Express]

India: Biju Janata Dal abstains from no-
confidence motion against Vice President
Dhankhar

(Im) The Biju Janata Dal (BJD), a regional party from the
Indian state of Odisha, has decided to abstain from the
no-confidence motion against Vice President Jagdeep
Dhankhar, proposed by the opposition INDIA alliance,
led by the Indian National Congress (INC). The BJD,
which holds seven seats in the 245-member Rajya
Sabha, clarified that it was not consulted by the INDIA
alliance on the motion, which led to their decision not
to participate.

The INDIA alliance has moved to impeach Vice
President Dhankhar, accusing him of partisanship in
his role as Chairman of Parliament's upper house, the
Rajya Sabha. This marks the first time such a move has
been made in the country.

While the opposition does not have enough votes to
remove Dhankhar, a member of Prime Minister Modi's
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the motion is symbolic and
is expected to escalate tensions between the
opposition and the Modi government. The motion was
submitted after weeks of disruption in Parliament, with
both sides accusing each other of creating political
controversies to block legislative work.

Against this backdrop, a heated exchange took place
between Dhankhar and Leader of Opposition
Mallikarjun Kharge over the no-confidence motion.
Ruling BJP members accused the opposition of
targeting Dhankhar's background as a farmer’s son,
while Dhankhar asserted that he would not show
weakness and was committed to serving the country.
[The Indian Express]
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India: BJP heavyweight Rajnath Singh
seeks blueprint on caste census, slams
opposition for ‘insulting’ Constitution

(Im) Defence Minister and ruling BJP heavyweight
Rajnath Singh, addressing Parliament’s lower house,
called for a clear blueprint on caste-based reservation
in the context of a potential caste census, urging the
opposition to present a plan detailing the distribution
of reservation for different castes. He emphasized that
while he had no issue with a caste census, it should not
be used to mislead the public.

Singh also strongly criticized the opposition,
particularly the Indian National Congress (INC),
accusing it of attempting to "hijack and appropriate"
the Constitution. He contrasted the BJP's commitment
to the Constitution with the Congress's historical
record, which he claimed undermined the integrity of
India’s constitutional framework.

Specifically, Singh pointed to the INC's actions during
the Emergency (1975-77), when then Prime Minister
Indira Gandhi declared a state of emergency,
suspending civil liberties, censoring the press, and
ruling by decree. He also highlighted the BJP's
constitutional reforms, such as the abrogation of
Article 370 in 2019, which revoked the special status of
Jammu and Kashmir, integrating it fully into India, and
the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax (GST) in
2017, a landmark tax reform that unified India's tax
system under a single national tax. Singh further
criticized the INC for failing to implement the Uniform
Civil Code and engaging in appeasement politics,
particularly in the Shah Bano case, where the Supreme
Court's ruling in favor of a divorced Muslim woman
was reversed by the then INC government due to
political pressure. [The Indian Express]

India: Cabinet clears 'One Nation, One
Election' Bill amid political, constitutional
challenges

(ad/Im) India's Cabinet has approved draft legislation
to implement the 'One Nation, One Election' (ONOE)
plan, which aims to synchronize elections for
parliament’s lower house, the Lok Sabha, and state
assemblies. The proposed constitutional amendment,
along with a supplementary bill, seeks to reduce
election-related costs and streamline governance by
aligning legislative terms. The plan, however, faces
significant political opposition and logistical hurdles.


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

The ONOE concept, previously practiced until 1967,
was revisited in a report by a committee led by former
President Ram Nath Kovind. The report recommended
phased implementation of simultaneous elections,
starting with national and state elections, followed by
local polls. Key reforms include a unified voter roll,
updated logistical frameworks for polling, and 18
constitutional amendments. While the Kovind panel
emphasized the efficiency and policy continuity of
synchronized elections, critics warn of risks to India's
federal structure and the marginalization of regional
parties.

The legislation requires a two-thirds majority in both
houses of Parliament for approval. With 293 seats in
the Lok Sabha, the ruling the ruling National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) - led by Prime Minister
Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party - lacks the necessary 361
votes and must rely on support from regional parties
like the Biju Janata Dal (BJD), Bharat Rashtra Samithi
(BRS), and Yuvajana Sramika Rythu Congress Party
(YSRCP). In Parliament’s upper house, the Rajya Sabha,
the NDA also falls short of the 162 votes required.

Opposition parties, including the main opposition
Indian National Congress, Trinamool Congress, and
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) - the ruling party
in Tamil Nadu state, have strongly opposed the move,
calling it undemocratic and an attempt to undermine
federalism.

The bill will be referred to a Joint Parliamentary
Committee (JPC) for consultations, but experts and
former election commissioners have flagged
constitutional and procedural challenges. The
proposed changes require ratification by at least half
of India's states, a process that may face significant
delays. [The Indian Express]

India: Lower house passes bill to amend
disaster management law, opposition
says infringes on states’ rights

(Im) The lower house of India’s bicameral Parliament,
the Lok Sabha, passed the Disaster Management
(Amendment) Bill, 2024, aimed at amending the 2005
Disaster Management Act. The Bill proposes the
creation of disaster databases at national and state
levels, the constitution of an Urban Disaster
Management Authority for state capitals and large
cities, and the formation of State Disaster Response
Forces by state governments.
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MoS for Home Nityanand Rai explained that the Bill
seeks to bring clarity and uniformity to the roles of
national, state, and district-level institutions. However,
opposition parties raised concerns, with DMK's
Kanimozhi criticizing the Bill for undermining states'
rights, claiming it infringes on cooperative federalism.
She emphasized that disaster management is a state
subject and that Tamil Nadu had to go to the Supreme
Court for aid after cyclone Michaung.

Shiv Sena and Congress members echoed similar
concerns, citing the centralization of powers and
potential bureaucratic overlap. TMC's Sougata Roy
noted the Bill's long delay, while TDP's Kesineni
Sivanath supported it as timely legislation in response
to increasing natural disasters. BJP and JD(U) members
highlighted that the Bill addresses various aspects and
improves coordination among stakeholders. [The
Indian Express]

India: Maharashtra cabinet expansion
causes protests within coalition parties

(Im/ad) The Cabinet of India’s western state of
Maharashtra, sworn in on December 16, saw 39
ministers taking office, with 33 appointed as cabinet
ministers and 6 as ministers of state. Prime Minister
Modi's Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
secured 19 positions, Shiv Sena 11, and the Nationalist
Congress Party (NCP) 9. The ceremony was the first
such event in 33 years. The cabinet expansion followed
the Mahayuti alliance’s strong performance in the
November elections, where BJP emerged as the largest
party with 132 seats, followed by Shiv Sena, a right-
wing political party promoting the interest of the
Marathi-speaking population (57), and NCP (41). [The
Indian Express] [The Hindu]

However, the expansion led to protests, particularly
from the supporters of Chhagan Bhujbal, who was
excluded from the cabinet. Bhujbal, a senior NCP
leader from Yeola, claimed that Chief Minister
Devendra Fadnavis supported his inclusion, but was
overruled by NCP supremo Ajit Pawar. Bhujbal also
rejected an offer for a seat in Parliament's upper
house, the Rajya Sabha, questioning his treatment by
the NCP leadership. [Hindustan Times]

The NCP, led by Ajit Pawar, saw the highest number of
dismissals from the new cabinet, with five of its key
members, including Bhujbal, removed. The BJP and
Shiv Sena each dropped three ministers. Despite the
internal backlash, BJP's state president
Chandrashekhar Bawankule assured there was no
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dispute over the cabinet portfolios, and Chief Minister
Fadnavis defended the removals, citing performance
issues. [NDTV]

India: Priyanka Gandhi displays pro-
Palestine stance in Parliament

(ah) Priyanka Gandhi Vadra, sister of Opposition
Leader Rahul Gandhi and main opposition Indian
National Congress (INC) MP from Wayanad, sparked
attention in Parliament when she carried a bag
emblazoned with "Palestine," symbolizing solidarity
with Palestinians. The bag featured a watermelon
motif, a well-known symbol of resistance in Palestine.

Gandhi has long supported the Palestinian cause and
has been vocal in her opposition to the Gaza conflict,
previously criticizing Israel's actions as “barbaric.” Her
gesture came after a meeting with the Palestinian
diplomat, Abed Elrazeg Abu Jazer, where they
discussed India’s potential leadership role in
advocating for a Gaza ceasefire and reconstruction
efforts. [India Today]

India: Seven arrested for gangrape in
Assam after video goes viral

(Im) Seven men have been arrested in Guwahati for
allegedly gangraping a woman during the Raas
Mahotsav, a Hindu festival celebrating Krishna, after a
video of the incident went viral. The woman in the
video has yet to be identified. Police took suo motu
cognizance of the case after the video circulated on
WhatsApp, showing the woman being assaulted by 8-9
men. [The Indian Express]

India: Samsung accuses antitrust body of
detaining employees, seizing data
unlawfully

(Im) Samsung Electronics, one of India’s largest
smartphone brands, has filed a legal challenge against
India’s competition watchdog, the Competition
Commission of India (CCl), accusing it of unlawfully
detaining three of its employees and seizing
confidential data during a raid in connection with an
antitrust investigation into Amazon and Flipkart. The
investigation, which began in 2022, concluded in
August 2024 that Samsung and other smartphone
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companies had breached competition laws by
colluding with Amazon and Flipkart to exclusively
launch products online.

Samsung's filing in the High Court in Chandigarh seeks
to quash the findings related to the company’s
involvement, asserting that the CCl illegally seized
material from its employees during the raid at one of
Amazon'’s vendors. The company claims that its
employees were detained without cause, and that the
CCl copied confidential and privileged data from their
phones. Samsung has obtained an injunction halting
CCl proceedings, but the court has not yet ruled on its
request to return the data and prevent the
commission from using it in the investigation. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, the Supreme Court of India has indicated a
preference for transferring all petitions challenging the
CClI's antitrust investigations against Amazon and
Flipkart to the Karnataka High Court. The top court has
restrained the Karnataka High Court from hearing the
cases until January 6, 2025, giving time to amend CCl's
petition to include all concerned parties. [Hindustan
Times]

India: Economy ends 2024 with solid
momentum as business growth hits four-
month high

(Im) India’s economy is ending 2024 on a strong note,
driven by robust business growth. According to
preliminary survey results, the country’s private sector
output grew at its fastest pace in four months,
bolstered by stronger demand in both the services and
manufacturing sectors, alongside record job growth.
The India Composite Purchasing Managers' Index (PMI)
rose to 60.7 in December, matching the August
reading, signaling healthy expansion. This marks a
significant improvement from the previous month’s
reading of 58.6.

The services sector led the charge, with the services
PMI rising to 60.8, its highest in four months, while
manufacturing also saw growth with a PMI of 57.4.
Both sectors experienced a rise in new domestic and
international orders, boosting the business outlook for
2025. The PMI strength reflects positive private sector
activity, unseen since the global financial crisis of 2008.

The economy’s growth was further supported by
easing inflation, which has helped stimulate demand.
As inflationary pressures receded, companies
maintained steady price increases, which is expected
to bring relief to the Reserve Bank of India. The central
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bank is anticipated to consider a rate cut in February
2025 following lower-than-expected consumer
inflation at 5.48 percent. [Reuters]

India: Government must do more to tax
super-rich, says prominent economist
Thomas Piketty

(Im) French economist Thomas Piketty, known for his
book Capital in the 21st Century, has called on India to
increase taxes on its super-rich, citing the country's
high levels of inequality. Speaking at an event
organized by the Research and Information System for
Developing Countries (RIS) and the Delhi School of
Economics, Piketty suggested that India could raise
significant revenue by imposing a 2 percent wealth tax
on individuals with assets exceeding INR 100 million
(USD 1.18 million) and a 33 percent inheritance tax on
properties of the same value.

According to Piketty, the wealth concentration in India
has surpassed that of the United States and Brazil,
with the richest 1 percent controlling 22.6 percent of
the national income and 40.1 percent of the country's
total wealth in 2022-23, based on a 2024 report from
the World Inequality Lab. Piketty urged India to follow
through on a pledge made by G20 finance ministers in
July to cooperate on taxing large fortunes.

However, India’s chief economic adviser, V. Anantha
Nageswaran, opposed Piketty's recommendation,
warning that higher taxes could lead to increased
wealth outflows. India abolished its wealth tax in 2015
and has consistently rejected calls for its return or the
introduction of an inheritance tax. Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman has also expressed concerns that
an inheritance tax could negatively impact the middle
class and those with small land holdings.

Meanwhile, India’s 100 billionaires saw their collective
wealth rise by over USD 300 billion in the past year,
reaching USD 1.1 trillion, fueled by a booming stock
market, according to the latest Forbes report. [Reuters]

India: Infrastructure development
accelerated manifold in Jammu & Kashmir
in past five years

(Im) Lieutenant Governor (LG) Manoj Sinha, the
constitutional head of Jammu and Kashmir, highlighted
the significant acceleration of infrastructure
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development in the region over the past five years.
Since the revocation of Article 370 in August 2019,
Jammu and Kashmir has been under direct governance
by the central government.

Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi's guidance, the
government has focused on ensuring that
development benefits all sections of society. Sinha
praised the citizen-centric policies that have
strengthened public trust in governance and
encouraged the youth to contribute to the nation's
progress, expressing confidence in the shared goal of a
developed India. [The Indian Express]

India: Goa state to become key hub for
cargo and cruise activities

(ly/Im) India's government, in collaboration with the
Goa government, is working to make Goa - India’s
smallest state by area, located on the country’s
southwestern coast - a key hub for cargo and cruise
activities as part of a broader national strategy to
enhance coastal infrastructure.

Union Minister Sarbananda Sonowal announced plans
for an International and Domestic Cruise Terminal and
a Ferry Terminal at Mormugao Port, a project costing
INR 1.0172 billion (USD 12.3 million) and slated for
completion by March 2025.

The Ministry of Ports, Shipping, and Waterways is also
preparing plans for nine coastal jetties to improve
cargo efficiency, reduce port congestion, and enhance
transport connectivity. To boost coastal shipping, the
government is providing subsidies and reduced
charges, aligning with the Sagarmala Scheme, which
funds port modernization and coastal tourism
infrastructure.

As part of the 2024 Cruise Bharat Mission, Goa'’s cruise
tourism is set to expand, driving job creation in
transport, hospitality, and retail sectors while boosting
local revenues. These initiatives aim to elevate Goa's
role in India’s maritime and tourism sectors. [The
Financial Express]

India: Drone activities from Pakistan drop
to zero after anti-drone system deployed
along Jammu border
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(Im) Drone activities from Pakistan have almost ceased
after the deployment of an anti-drone system along
the Jammu border, according to Border Security Force
(BSF) Inspector General D K Boora. He highlighted that
India's technological advancements have significantly
outpaced its adversaries in terms of defense
capabilities.

Boora emphasized that in addition to heavy
manpower, technological surveillance is now in place
along the entire Jammu region border, with plans for
further expansion. He attributed the reduction in
drone incursions to the successful implementation of
upgraded anti-drone systems, noting that Pakistan’s
response to these advancements is unknown. [The
Indian Express]

India: Police probes bomb threat to
central bank in Mumbai

(Im) Indian police are investigating a bomb threat
made to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) after an email
in Russian warned of an explosive attack. The threat
was directed to the official email address of newly
appointed RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra. Mumbai
police have registered a case and are actively
investigating the matter.

This incident is part of a broader pattern of bomb
threats in India, with hundreds of such threats made
this year. Although many of these threats have turned
out to be hoaxes, they have caused significant
disruption. In recent incidents, at least 40 schools in
Delhi received bomb threats by email, and airlines and
airports across India received nearly 1,000 hoax
threats by November, which is almost ten times more
than in 2023. [Reuters]

Maldives: Parliament goes into recess,
completed 73.3 percent of planned
agenda

(sl) Parliament concluded its final session for 2024,
with 73.3 percent of the planned agenda completed,
according to Speaker Abdul Rahim Abdullah. During
the session, Parliament held 165 committee meetings
and 27 plenary sessions. A total of 20 bills were
introduced, four urgent proposals were considered,
and 20 cases were referred to the Verkhovna Rada for
review. [the edition]
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Maldives: Government denies plans to
alter Supreme Court bench

(Im) Attorney General Ahmed Usham has denied
allegations of plans to change the composition of the
Supreme Court bench, asserting the government’s
commitment to judicial independence. The claims were
made by former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih
during an opposition Maldivian Democratic Party rally,
where he accused the current administration of
seeking to consolidate power by reshuffling the
judiciary.

AG Usham emphasized that the government has no
intention of interfering with judicial matters, including
altering the benches of the Supreme Court, High Court,
or lower courts. He stated that the Judicial Service
Commission (JSC) operates independently, without
government directives on handling cases against
judges.

Usham highlighted the government's adherence to
constitutional principles and contrasted this approach
with past administrations. He noted that during Solih’s
presidency, the Supreme Court bench was reshuffled
within the first year, and similar changes were made to
the High Court and lower courts.

The Supreme Court bench has undergone changes
multiple times in recent years, including during former
President Abdulla Yameen's tenure, when the number
of judges was altered to remove key justices. Under
Solih’'s administration, the number of Supreme Court
judges was increased to seven. [the edition]

Maldives: Opposition MDP alleges political
motives behind investigation into former
President Solih

(Im) The opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)
has criticized the government's decision to launch a
criminal investigation into former President Ibrahim
Mohamed Solih, labeling it politically motivated. The
investigation, approved by Parliament, relates to the
settlement committee established during Solih's
administration, which authorized compensation
payments exceeding USD 2 billion to various parties.

MDP MP Abdul Ghafoor Moosa defended the former
president, stating the settlement committee operated
within constitutional rights, with decisions approved by
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the Cabinet and guided by the Attorney General. He
accused the current administration of using the inquiry
as a tool of political intimidation.

The investigation also targets former Economic
Minister and MDP Chairman Fayyaz Ismail and Solih's
brother-in-law, former Minister Ali Shiyam. Both are
implicated due to their roles in the Economic Council,
which oversaw the settlements. [the edition 1]

Parliament has declared all settlement agreements
from 2019 to 2023 invalid and directed the Attorney
General's Office to recover funds and investigate
compliance with financial regulations. Allegations
include compensation involving 36 islands, six lagoons,
and additional sums, including MVR 61.2 million (USD
3.96 million), which was blocked by the Attorney
General's Office before disbursement. The MDP claims
these actions undermine democratic principles and
target political opponents.

Maldives: Opposition MDP to support
disqualified MPs; Parliament declares
settlement agreements invalid

(Im) The opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)
has resolved to support its members of Parliament
(MPs) who are disqualified under the newly amended
constitution for switching political parties. The MDP's
National Assembly passed a resolution to assist these
MPs in re-election efforts, including providing active
campaign support. The party denounced the
constitutional amendment, which it argues
undermines MPs' autonomy to represent their
constituents and disrupts the integrity of the
Constitution. The MDP has called for political action,
working with civil society to oppose the amendment
until it is repealed. [the edition 1]

In contrast, President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has
defended the amendment, arguing it restores voters'
rights by preventing MPs from changing their political
alignment after elections, ensuring accountability and
protecting the democratic process.

Meanwhile, the Maldivian Parliament's Public Accounts
Committee has declared all settlement agreements
made under former President Ibrahim Mohamed
Solih’s administration (2019-2023) invalid. These
agreements, involving MVR 2 billion (USD 130 million)
in compensation, are now subject to recovery, with the
committee also calling for investigations into potential
violations of the Public Finance Act.
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The investigations will focus on Solih, former Economic
Minister Fayyaz Ismail, and Ali Shiyam, Solih’s brother-
in-law, who were involved in authorizing settlements
that included the transfer of 36 islands and six lagoons
to private entities. Authorities have already blocked the
transfer of MVR 61.2 million (USD 3.97 million) to a
company linked to the settlements. [the edition 2]

Maldives: MATI requests meeting with
Parliament's Public Accounts Committee

(sl) At the request of the Maldives Association of
Tourism Industry (MATI), Parliament's Public Accounts
Committee held a closed-door meeting to discuss the
proposed foreign currency legislation. The committee
was tasked with finalizing its review of the draft law,
which mandates that tourism businesses earning at
least USD 15 million annually must deposit their
foreign currency earnings into accounts with local
banks.

The bill outlines specific requirements: Category A
resorts: Exchange either USD 500 per tourist or 20% of
their monthly revenue. Category B guesthouses:
Exchange either USD 25 per tourist or 20% of their
monthly revenue.

President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu expressed hope for

the bill's passage before Parliament goes into recess
on December 15, stating it would be ratified shortly

thereafter.

MATI has voiced strong opposition to the requirement
of exchanging foreign currency through local banks,
highlighting potential financial losses for tourism
businesses. Champa Brothers owner Mohamed Moosa
(Uchchu) and Universal Chairperson Mohamed Umar
Manik (MU Manik) have both called on the Maldives
Monetary Authority (MMA) to suspend the regulation.
[the edition]

Maldives: Opposition MDP raises
objections to President Muizzu's
BroadCom nominations

(Im) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has nominated
former MP Mohamed Abdullah and former
Presidential Spokesperson Ibrahim Muaz Ali for
positions on the Maldives Broadcasting Commission
(BroadCom). These nominations come after the
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expiration of terms for Chairperson Mariyam
Waheedha and member Ali Yoosuf.

Out of 12 applicants, the President prioritized
Mohamed and Muaz, both with prior affiliations to
former President Abdulla Yameen'’s administration and
recent ties to the ruling Progressive Party of
Maldives/People's National Congress coalition.
Notably, experienced journalist Shifza Mustafa, whose
credentials drew public attention, was ranked 10th on
the list, sparking criticism on social media over the
perceived lack of emphasis on professional
qualifications.

The nominations have been forwarded to Parliament’s
Independent Institutions Committee for review, with
the opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP)
voicing strong opposition to the President’s choices
and raising broader concerns about politicization in
key institutional appointments. [the edition 1] [the
edition 2]

Maldives: Complete ban on vaping
enforced as President calls for revival of
customs and values

(Im) The Maldives has enforced a complete ban on
vaping, its trade, and the use of related products,
effective December 15, following amendments to the
Tobacco Control Act.

The new law prohibits the import, sale, distribution,
and use of electronic cigarettes, vapes, and vaping
devices. Violations carry severe penalties: importing
vapes results in a fine of MVR 50,000 (USD 3,250), with
an additional MVR 10,000 (USD 650) for each unit.
Selling these products incurs fines of MVR 20,000 (USD
1,300) plus MVR 10,000 per unit sold, while distributing
them freely is punishable by MVR 10,000. If sold to
minors, fines increase to MVR 50,000.

The amendment also raises the minimum age for
purchasing tobacco products to 21 and prohibits
smoking in government offices located in private
buildings.

Minister of Homeland, Security, and Technology, Al
Ihusan, noted that vaping has become a serious
national issue, citing instances of drug-laced vape
cartridges and rising usage among students. The
government highlighted the role of vapes in recruiting
students into substance abuse, with incidents
occurring even on school premises.
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The Maldives joins over 30 countries, including seven
in the region, in banning vaping. [the edition 1]

In related news, during a visit to Mahibadhoo in Alifu
Dhaalu Atoll, President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu
addressed the erosion of Maldivian customs, morals,
and Islamic principles due to increasing political
influence. He emphasized the importance of
integrating intellectual and human growth alongside
infrastructure development and restoring respect for
values within society. The president also highlighted
efforts to tackle youth challenges, including drug use,
gang involvement, and vaping among students,
aligning with the newly enforced vaping ban as a key
step in these efforts. [the edition 2]

Maldives: Foreign Currency Bill ratified,
mandates local bank transactions for
tourism revenue

(Im) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has ratified the
Foreign Currency Bill, following its passage by the
Public Accounts Committee of Parliament, which
introduced minor amendments during its deliberation.
The bill, set to take effect on January 1, 2025,
establishes stringent regulations for managing foreign
currency transactions and aims to enhance
transparency and financial oversight within the
Maldives.

Key provisions mandate that all domestic transactions
be conducted in Maldivian Rufiyaa (MVR), with specific
exceptions outlined in the law. Tourism businesses and
other sectors generating significant foreign currency
income are required to exchange proceeds via local
banks, with the Maldives Monetary Authority (MMA)
overseeing compliance.

The Tourism Ministry is tasked with providing MMA
with detailed information on tourism service providers
upon request, ensuring the law's smooth
implementation.

During committee discussions, the Maldives
Association of Tourism Industry (MATI) expressed
concerns about the bill in a closed-door meeting,
reflecting its potential impact on the tourism sector.
The committee unanimously approved the bill, noting
that it addressed challenges raised under prior Foreign
Exchange Regulations.

The legislation also requires compliance from October
to December 2024 under MMA's earlier directives.
MMA will finalize supporting regulations within two
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months to operationalize the Act. [the edition 1] [the
edition 2]

Maldives: Major fire engulfs key
government buildings, investigation
underway

(sl) A significant fire broke out in the Maafannu Green
Building, housing the Housing Ministry, Construction
Ministry, Environment Ministry, and Male’ City Council,
on December 12. The fire caused extensive damage to
the structure and nearby facilities. While no injuries
were reported, the fire severely affected vital
registration offices, potentially resulting in the loss of
important records. [the edition 1]

The police have initiated a thorough investigation,
seeking overseas expertise to determine the fire's
cause. Forensic teams are analyzing CCTV footage and
collecting witness testimonies. The police
commissioner has assured the public of regular
updates as the investigation progresses. [the edition 2]

Maldives: Labour Force Survey 2024
launched

(Im) The Maldives Bureau of Statistics (MBS) has
commenced the Labour Force Survey 2024, running
until December 21. The survey, which involves visits to
randomly selected households, aims to gather valuable
data on the country's workforce. This data will help
shape policies and programs to benefit the nation’s
economy and workforce by providing insights into
employment and unemployment rates, migration
patterns, and other labor statistics.

Information collected will include education levels,
income details, migration, domestic chores,
employment status, income-earning population, and
voluntary workers, supporting efforts to enhance the
Maldives' statistical and policy frameworks. [the
edition]

Nepal: Government faces opposition
pressure to convene winter parliamentary
session

The Nepali government, led by Prime Minister KP
Sharma Oli, is under mounting pressure from
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opposition parties to convene the winter session of the
federal parliament amid allegations of stalling
legislative proceedings. Preparations are underway to
begin the session in early January, but critics claim the
government is intentionally delaying to avoid scrutiny.

During an informal meeting last week, Oli, Speaker
Devraj Ghimire, and Minister for Law, Justice, and
Parliamentary Affairs Ajay Chaurasiya reviewed the
legislative agenda. The government aims to address a
backlog of 20 bills pending with parliamentary
committees, including draft legislation on civil aviation,
integrated election laws, and amendments to the
Nepal Police Act. However, many of these bills have
been pending for over a year, and the committees
have made limited progress in finalizing them.

Opposition parties, including the Communist Party of
Nepal (Maoist Centre) and the Rastriya Swatantra
Party, have accused the government of delaying the
session to shield itself from corruption allegations.
They have hinted at petitioning the President for a
special session, a constitutional provision requiring
support from one-fourth of the 275 members of the
House of Representatives. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The winter session, last held in February, is critical for
advancing Nepal's legislative priorities, particularly bills
required for the full implementation of the 2015
constitution. A report from the National Assembly’s
Legislation Management Committee highlights that 39
bills remain to be drafted or passed for the
constitution's full operationalization. Despite nearly
nine years since its promulgation, only 111 of the 151
required laws have been enacted, and 40 others need
significant amendments or replacements.

The delay in legislative progress reflects broader
inefficiencies within successive governments, including
the lack of focus on modernizing outdated laws from
the Panchayat era (1961-1990). Critical legislation on
school education, civil service, health, and citizenship
remains stalled, while obsolete laws like the 1972
Education Act and the 1962 Infectious Disease Act are
still in use.

The constitution mandates that no more than six
months elapse between parliamentary sessions,
adding urgency to convene the winter session. [The
Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Maoist chief claims Prime Minister
Oli's China deal mirrors his framework
amid party focus on consolidation
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(Im) Pushpa Kamal Dahal, a former prime minister and
chair of the main opposition Communist Party of Nepal
(CPN) (Maoist Centre), has asserted that Prime Minister
KP Sharma Oli's recently signed 10-point framework for
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) cooperation with China is
essentially a continuation of the groundwork laid
during Dahal's own tenure as prime minister.
Addressing his party's standing committee, Dahal
described the framework as a "cut-and-paste" version
of the agreement he had finalized, emphasizing that
Oli's visit lacked groundbreaking outcomes.

The framework, signed on December 4, outlines BRI-
related cooperation between Nepal and China but
leaves project funding modalities open for individual
negotiation. While Dahal and his party leaders
acknowledged the potential for development
opportunities under the framework, they stopped
short of criticizing the agreement itself.

The meeting also turned its focus to party
consolidation and strategic planning. The Maoist
Centre postponed its central committee meeting,
originally slated for December, to January 5, 2025,
citing a lack of preparation. Dahal is reportedly seeking
to use the meeting to highlight the party’s improved
performance in recent local by-elections, where it
secured 11 out of 42 contested seats, as an indicator of
growing public support and dissatisfaction with the
Nepali Congress-CPN (Unified Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-
UML) government.

The party is also pursuing potential mergers with
factions such as Netra Bikram Chand’s group and
considering giving former vice-president Nanda
Bahadur Pun a prominent role. Additionally, the
leadership has decided to impose an age cap, likely 30
years, for student leadership positions within its
student wing, the All Nepal National Independent
Student Union (Revolutionary). This decision has
sparked dissent among student leaders, who argue
that such top-down interference undermines the
union’s autonomy. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Province naming dispute
resurfaces in Koshi province

(Im) The contentious issue of renaming Koshi Province
has reemerged, with ethnic groups advocating for
identity-based nomenclature preparing to relaunch
their protests. The provincial government has formed a
three-member dialogue committee to address the
demands, led by Minister for Economic Affairs and
Planning Ram Bahadur Magar. The move follows
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months of relative quiet after prior agreements with
agitating groups were left unfulfilled.

The dispute dates back to March 2023, when the Koshi
Provincial Assembly named the province, overriding
demands from ethnic groups for a name reflecting the
identity of dominant local communities. This decision
led to widespread protests, which subsided after a five-
point agreement was reached with the previous
government in February. However, the commitments—
including political initiatives for renaming,
compensation for victims, and withdrawal of charges
against activists—were not implemented, prompting
renewed agitation.

The Provincial Renaming Joint Struggle Committee
recently announced a "new and decisive" protest and
has accused the current provincial government of
neglecting the issue. Agitators have also linked
language recognition to their movement, demanding
that Maithili, alongside other regional languages, be
officially recognized in the province.

Government efforts to resolve the dispute through
dialogue have so far been limited. Talks held under the
previous administration showed promise but stalled
due to changes in leadership. The new dialogue
committee, expected to meet with stakeholders soon,
faces mounting pressure as activists warn of escalating
protests beyond the province if their demands remain
unmet. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Unified Socialist party struggles to
finalize leadership work division months
after convention

(Im) Five months after the Communist Party of Nepal
(CPN) (Unified Socialist), a minor opposition party, re-
elected Madhav Kumar Nepal as party chair and
Ghanashyam Bhusal as general secretary, the party is
yet to assign responsibilities for major departments,
district in-charges, and other key committees. Formed
by a splinter faction of the CPN (Unified Marxist-
Leninist) (CPN-UML) in August 2021, the party held its
general convention in July 2024, electing 19 office
bearers. However, the allocation of leadership roles
has faced significant delays.

While the party leadership initially set a timeline to
resolve the issue, the agenda has been deferred
multiple times. A task force led by party chair Nepal,
including senior leaders such as Jhalanath Khanal and
General Secretary Bhusal, was formed in November to
expedite the process. Despite this, no concrete
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outcomes have been achieved, with the party citing
festivals and other engagements as reasons for the
delay.

The prolonged indecision has caused dissatisfaction
among party members, with some leaders submitting
a memorandum to the party office demanding swift
action. Party Secretary Somnath Pandey reassured that
the work division is nearly complete and that the final
list would be announced soon, accommodating
previously dissatisfied leaders.

The Unified Socialist plans to implement a “one-post,
one-person” policy to ensure equitable distribution of
roles across all levels of leadership. This approach aims
to prevent role overlapping, strengthen the
organization, and promote internal harmony. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Maoist insurgency victims
frustrated as transitional justice panel
dissolves without agreement

(Im) Nepal's transitional justice process faces renewed
delays amid demands for greater transparency and
accountability in appointing officials for the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and the Commission
of Investigation on Enforced Disappeared Persons
(CIEDP). The selection panel, led by former Chief Justice
Om Prakash Mishra, dissolved on December 16 after
failing to agree on candidates, particularly for the TRC
chairperson. Political interference and disagreements
over key appointments were cited as primary
obstacles. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Victims' representatives and human rights activists
have criticized the lack of transparency in the process,
demanding public hearings, live broadcasts of
candidate presentations, and adherence to clear
selection criteria under Nepal's Right to Information
Act. Concerns were raised over political parties
prioritizing their influence in leadership roles rather
than ensuring independent, credible appointments.
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

The defunct commissions, inactive since July 2022, had
received over 63,000 complaints for the TRC and
around 2,400 for the CIEDP. Victims continue to push
for a transparent process, fearing further delays will
compromise justice for survivors of the Maoist
insurgency (1996-2006).

The amended transitional justice law, passed earlier
this year, mandates a four-year term for investigations
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with possible extensions. Despite hopes of resuming
operations with new leadership by early 2025,
continued political interference and opaque selection
practices threaten to derail progress, leaving victims
increasingly frustrated by delayed justice.

Nepal: Government approves
controversial social media regulation bill

(rs) Nepal's government has approved a new bill aimed
at regulating social media, citing concerns over its
impact on national culture, sovereignty, and social
harmony. Approved by the Cabinet last week, the bill
has yet to be tabled in Parliament, with discussions
ongoing about its possible enactment via ordinance.
Communication and Information Technology Minister
Prithvi Subba Gurung defended the legislation,
emphasizing the need to curb online chaos,
misinformation, and threats to religious tolerance.

The bill mandates social media platforms to register in
Nepal, though only TikTok and Viber have complied so
far. Critics, including senior Nepali Congress leader
Shekhar Koirala and digital rights advocate Baburam
Aryal, argue that the bill grants excessive powers to
administrative bodies, allowing them to regulate and
penalize content without adequate constitutional
safeguards. Concerns have also been raised over its
potential impact on freedom of expression.

The legislation comes as social media plays an
increasingly significant role in Nepali politics. Platforms
like Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) have become
essential tools for political leaders, enabling figures
such as Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli and opposition
leader Pushpa Kamal Dahal to engage directly with
younger audiences. Politicians like Kathmandu Mayor
Balen Shah have leveraged social media effectively to
rise to prominence, underscoring its growing
importance in political discourse.

However, challenges such as misinformation and
online harassment persist. Recently, Nepali Congress
General Secretary Gagan Thapa faced trolling, while KP
Oli was criticized for his political dealings with Rastriya
Swatantra Party leader Rabi Lamichhane. [The
Kathmandu Post] [The Rising Nepal]

Nepal: Ex-Home Minister Lamichhane, 50
others face charges in USD 11.4 million
cooperative fraud case


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

(rs/Im) Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP) Chair and former
home minister Rabi Lamichhane faces mounting legal
challenges as police investigations link him and 50
others to the alleged embezzlement of NPR 1.514
billion (USD 11.4 million) from multiple cooperatives,
including Suryadarshan Cooperative. The Kaski District
Police submitted a 650-page chargesheet to the
District Attorney’s Office, accusing Lamichhane and his
associates of cooperative fraud, organized crime, and
money laundering. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

On December 17, the Kaski District Court extended
Lamichhane’s remand by four days, marking his eighth
extension since his arrest on October 18. Co-accused
Chhabilal Joshi has been in custody since September.
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

The investigation revealed significant fund diversions
to the now-defunct Gorkha Media Network, where
Lamichhane served as managing director. Police allege
that approximately NPR 690 million (USD 5.2 million)
was siphoned from cooperatives across Kaski, Butwal,
Kathmandu, Chitwan, and Parsa. Additionally,
Lamichhane faces separate allegations of
misappropriating NPR 85.8 million (USD 640,920) from
Sanopaila Savings and Credit Cooperative, with NPR
8.58 million (USD 64,008) reportedly used unlawfully.

Of the 51 individuals implicated, 37 remain at large,
while two suspects were recently released on bail.
Government attorneys are reviewing the police report
and are expected to file supplementary charges as new
complaints emerge. Lamichhane’s legal team has
contested the repeated remand extensions, arguing
that investigations are complete. [The Kathmandu Post
1]

The case has triggered a political firestorm, with
Lamichhane's supporters staging protests to demand
his release. Allegations of mistreatment in custody
have intensified tensions. Lamichhane claims he was
denied medical care and subjected to unnecessary
transfers across districts, resulting in hospitalization
for high blood pressure. Prominent political leaders,
including former Prime Minister and opposition leader
Pushpa Kamal Dahal, have criticized the government's
handling of Lamichhane’s case, calling it “autocratic”
and “inhumane.”

The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) is
investigating claims of human rights violations, while
Home Minister Ramesh Lekhak defended
Lamichhane's transfers as necessary for security.
Lekhak criticized opposition leaders for attempting to
influence the judicial process. [The Himalayan Times]
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Nepal: Fraud case filed against PAC chair
Pokharel’'s wife and 25 others

(Im) The Morang District Court has issued arrest
warrants for 26 individuals, including Anjila Koirala,
wife of Public Accounts Committee (PAC) Chair
Rishikesh Pokharel, in connection with alleged financial
irregularities at the Uma-Gauri Agricultural
Cooperative. The warrants, issued on December 17,
follow a case filed by the District Attorney’s Office
seeking compensation for embezzled funds amounting
to NPR 220 million (USD 1.65 million).

The charges are based on a police investigation report
that uncovered significant financial mismanagement
within the cooperative. Officials allegedly borrowed
over NPR 115 million (USD 865,000) from banks while
reporting inflated loans and investments worth NPR
178.7 million (USD 1.35 million) against a total capital
of NPR 184 million (USD 1.38 million). Key figures
implicated include cooperative chair Shambhu Prasad
Rauniyar, Vice-Chair Laxman Sah, and other board
members.

The inquiry into the cooperative began in September
following directives from the Cooperative Registrar's
Office in Koshi Province. Amid mounting political
pressure, opposition parties have demanded further
investigation into PAC Chair Pokharel's potential
involvement, citing allegations of indirect influence
over the cooperative's operations. Koirala resigned
from the cooperative’s board in early 2022 after a
financial crisis emerged. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Medical entrepreneur Durga Prasai
granted bail but remains in custody

(rs) The Kathmandu District Court has ordered the
release of controversial medical entrepreneur Durga
Prasai on bail in a cybercrime case. Judge Bishnu
Prasad Awasthi set the bail amount at NPR 40,000
(USD 297), which Prasai posted on December 12.
Despite the bail order, Prasai will remain in police
custody as investigations into organized crime charges
against him are ongoing.

The Kathmandu District Attorney’s Office had filed the
cybercrime case under the Electronic Transactions Act,
seeking a seven-and-a-half-year prison sentence due to
Prasai’s previous record. The charges stemmed from
allegations that Prasai spread false claims on social
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media, accusing Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli of
financial misconduct involving Cambodia.

Prasai was arrested on November 19 from his
residence in Bhaktapur by the Central Investigation
Bureau (CIB) of Nepal Police. [The Kathmandu Post 1]
[The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Bar-bench tussle shows no sign of
settlement anytime soon

(Im) The ongoing conflict between Nepal's judiciary and
the Nepal Bar Association (NBA) shows no resolution in
sight. The tussle, which began after a controversial
regulation amendment by the Judicial Council under
then-Chief Justice Bishowambhar Prasad Shrestha,
remains unresolved. The amendment placed high
court judges appointed from the lawyer pool below
career judges in the judicial hierarchy, a move that the
NBA has condemned as unconstitutional and
discriminatory.

The NBA, led by President Gopal Krishna Ghimire, has
refused to nominate a representative to the Judicial
Council, citing the ongoing issues. The association's
demand for the immediate withdrawal of the contempt
of court charge against Ghimire, who criticized the
controversial judge appointments, has further stalled
progress. This impasse is delaying the filling of vacant
judicial positions, including four positions in the
Supreme Court and 20 positions across various high
courts.

Despite promises from Chief Justice Prakash Man
Singh Raut to resolve the matter quickly after
assuming office, no significant progress has been
made. As the deadlock continues, the judiciary's ability
to function effectively remains hindered. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Seven-member task force formed
to combat money laundering and terror
financing

(Im) A seven-member task force has been established
to strengthen efforts against money laundering and
terror financing in Nepal. The task force, which will be
coordinated by the National Coordination Committee,
includes key officials from various institutions, such as
the Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of
Authority, the Office of the Attorney General, Nepal
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Rastra Bank, the Ministry of Finance, the Department
of Money Laundering Investigation, and the Financial
Information Unit. The task force will work on
enhancing coordination among these agencies to
effectively address financial crimes and strengthen
national security. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Central bank rejects NEA's call to
freeze industrial defaulters’ accounts

(Im) Nepal Rastra Bank (NRB) has declined a request
from the Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA) to freeze the
bank accounts of 28 industrial firms over unpaid
electricity bills. NEA had sought the action after the
government directed the continuation of power supply
despite dues amounting to billions of rupees. NEA's
Managing Director Kulman Ghising made the appeal
after the government’'s November 10 Cabinet decision
to recover dues within 15 days.

The NRB cited legal limitations, noting that such
requests must come from law enforcement or
government agencies. Assistant Information Officer
Bhagawat Acharya emphasized that freezing accounts
requires specific legal charges, while bank officials
expressed concerns about disruptions in sectors
dependent on these firms’ accounts.

Major defaulters include Jagdamba Steels, which owes
NPR 1.6 billion (USD 11.8 million), Reliance Spinning
Mill with NPR 753.6 million (USD 5.55 million), Maruti
Cement at NPR 574.4 million (USD 4.2 million), and
Arghakhanchi Cement with NPR 448.4 million (USD 3.3
million).

While NEA had previously disconnected power to these
firms on October 24, the government intervened on
November 12 to restore supply. A government-formed
committee, led by Professor Arbinda Mishra, is
currently reviewing the tariff dispute and is expected
to present its recommendations soon. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Differences over Tribhuvan
University appointments intensify at
senate meeting

(Im) The ongoing conflict between ruling and
opposition parties over appointments at Tribhuvan
University (TU), Nepal's oldest and largest public
university, escalated during a recent senate meeting.
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The dispute centers around Vice-Chancellor Keshar
Jung Baral's push to appoint deans and campus chiefs
based on "meritocracy." The ruling Communist Party of
Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML)-affiliated
student leaders criticized this approach, arguing that
Baral was using the merit system to appoint loyalists,
particularly those ranked first in the selection process,
while questioning the transparency of the process.

Baral's plan to appoint deans at several institutes,
including medicine and engineering, has faced delays
due to opposition from CPN-UML-aligned student
leaders, who claim Baral is attempting to consolidate
his influence within the university. They allege that
despite Baral being appointed as vice-chancellor
second in rank, he is now trying to fill vacancies with
individuals loyal to him.

Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli, chairing the meeting as
chancellor, expressed his support for meritocracy but
stressed that it must be genuine, without interference
or manipulation. He directed the university leadership
to fill the vacant deanship positions by December 22.

On the other hand, student leaders from the main
opposition Maoist Centre, such as Bishnu Dhungel,
defended Baral, arguing that his appointment and
efforts to appoint based on merit were legitimate.
Additionally, the Rastriya Swatantra Party supported
Baral's stance, condemning political interference in
university appointments. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Minister's company owes nearly
400,000 in rent to Nepal Scouts

(Im) Nepal Scouts, a national organization promoting
youth development and leadership through voluntary
activities, has reported that Khadka Land Development
Pvt Ltd, owned by Energy Minister Deepak Khadka,
owes NPR 51.9 million (approximately USD 389,010) in
unpaid rent. The dues include NPR 24 million (USD
180,000) in principal and NPR 27.8 million (USD
209,010) in penalties. While the company has recently
deposited NPR 15 million (USD 112,500), it has
disputed the penalties and filed a case in the
Kathmandu District Court. Nepal Scouts has
counterclaimed for the full recovery of the amount.

Following a directive from the State Affairs and Good
Governance Committee, Nepal Scouts submitted a
detailed report to Parliament, highlighting the unpaid
dues and the ongoing legal proceedings. The revelation
has drawn public and parliamentary scrutiny, raising
concerns about ministerial accountability and the use
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of public property. Both cases remain under judicial
review. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government approves 'Make in
Nepal’ guideline to boost domestic
production

(rs) The Nepalese government has approved a
guideline to promote the ‘Make in Nepal’ campaign,
mandating public employees to prioritize domestic
products, even if they are up to 15 percent costlier
than foreign alternatives. The directive applies to
uniforms, office supplies, and other goods used in
government offices, with an emphasis on fostering
self-reliance and boosting local production. However,
implementation requires amendments to the Public
Procurement Act, which currently mandates selecting
the lowest-priced goods and services.

The ‘Make in Nepal' initiative, introduced in 2021 by the
Confederation of Nepalese Industries (CNI), aimed to
increase the industrial sector's GDP contribution to 26
percent by 2030 and expand exports to USD 5 billion
annually. Progress has been slow, with 135 industries
currently enrolled in the campaign.

Amid Nepal's impending graduation from the Least
Developed Countries (LDC) category in 2026, the
government has also decided not to accept loans with
restrictive conditions, prioritizing national needs to
avoid potential debt traps. Officials highlighted the
importance of sustainable economic strategies as the
country prepares for a shift in its international funding
landscape. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Land compensation dispute stalls
electric railway project work in Rautahat

(Im) Construction of the Mechi-Mahakali Electric
Railway - a 945-kilometer national pride project, in
Rautahat has been halted due to protests from local
residents demanding compensation for land acquired
for the project.

Despite the project's aim to complete construction by
March 2025, these protests present significant
challenges. The locals, particularly those occupying
unregistered land, are demanding compensation
despite legal provisions that do not support such
claims. One dispute involves around 100 meters of
unregistered land near the Lamaha stream.
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Additionally, in the Santapur area, construction has
been stalled after a landowner rejected the
compensation offered, arguing that it was too low
compared to current market rates. The fixed
compensation ranges from NPR 300,000 to NPR 1.6
million per kattha (equivalent to USD 0.61 to USD 3.25
per square meter) which has not satisfied some
landowners. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Incidents of domestic violence
unchecked

(rs) Domestic violence remains a pervasive issue in
Achham, where systemic barriers and deeply
entrenched social norms leave women with little to no
support. In the past 28 months, 129 cases of domestic
violence have been reported, but only 22 have
progressed to legal proceedings. Fear of social stigma
and a lack of awareness prevent many victims from
seeking help.

The underlying causes of domestic violence in the
region are deeply rooted in poverty, unemployment,
and patriarchal traditions. Harmful practices like
Chhaupadi—the isolation of menstruating women—
persist despite government interventions, further
marginalizing women and perpetuating cycles of
abuse.

One example is a 38-year-old daily wage worker who
endures frequent beatings from her alcoholic
husband. Despite filing complaints, the local police
have advised her to settle disputes privately, leaving
her without recourse. Unaware of legal aid or
campaigns such as the 16 Days of Activism against
Gender-Based Violence, she continues to sufferin
silence.

Similarly, a woman from Kamalbajar Municipality-5
faces abuse from her husband and mother-in-law. Her
repeated pleas for justice have been ignored by
authorities, highlighting the systemic failure to address
domestic violence effectively. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Emotional abuse and online
violence fuel gender-based challenges for
women

(rs) Emotional abuse and rising online violence against
women in Nepal are deepening gender-based
challenges, affecting mental health and silencing
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critical voices. A recent study by the Open Nepal
Initiative (ONI) highlights increasing online abuse
targeting women politicians, undermining democratic
participation. Monitoring social media accounts of 12
prominent female politicians over three months
revealed X (formerly Twitter) as the primary platform
for gendered hate speech and coordinated
disinformation campaigns. Politicians like Toshima
Karki, Sumana Shrestha, and Foreign Minister Arzu
Rana Deuba were among the most targeted. [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

Similarly, emotional abuse, often overlooked in Nepal's
patriarchal society, leads to severe mental health
issues. Nearly 50 percent of women experiencing
domestic violence show symptoms of anxiety and
depression, with survivors facing cultural pressure to
remain silent. Experts emphasize the need for
integrated support systems, trained counselors, and
education on emotional intelligence to tackle both
online and offline abuse. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Dhankuta farmers turn to
commercial kiwi farming amid price
concerns

(rs) Farmers in Dhankuta’'s Mahalaxmi Municipality-2
have turned to commercial kiwi farming, cultivating the
fruit on 500 ropanis (25 hectares) of land and
producing around 10 tons annually. Initially introduced
in 2010, kiwi farming has transformed barren land into
thriving orchards, with the municipality declaring the
area a "kiwi pocket zone" to provide support.

However, farmers face falling prices, with rates
dropping from NPR 250 (USD 1.87) to NPR 70-80 (USD
0.52-0.60) per kilogram. To address this, a private kiwi
processing industry is under construction with an
investment of NPR 80 million (USD 599,000), aiming to
consume 300 tons annually and stabilize prices. [The
Rising Nepal]

Nepal: Lumbini Road Network Master
Plan reaches final stage

(rs) Lumbini Province is set to implement its Provincial
Road Network Master Plan after approval by the
Council of Ministers. Minister Bhumiswar Dhakal
stated the plan addresses budget inefficiencies in road
projects. Significant progress has been made in the
past four months, including the completion of eight
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concrete bridges, two suspension bridges, and the
blacktopping of 20 kilometers of roads, with another
10 kilometers nearing completion.

The Ministry of Physical Infrastructure Development
oversees 2,120 projects this fiscal year, including 84
multi-year ones. So far, 38 projects are complete, 779
are underway, and 289 are under construction.
Minister Dhakal has instructed that all work be
completed by May/June to avoid last-minute delays.
[The Rising Nepal]

Nepal: Fraudsters exploit job seekers

(Im) Fraudsters are preying on Nepali job seekers,
particularly those in desperate need of employment. In
one case, a 27-year-old individual, identified as
Mandeep Gurung, was deceived by a Facebook ad
promising monthly earnings of NPR 60,000 (USD 444)
for simple online tasks. Gurung deposited a total of
NPR 25,000 (USD 185) in "membership fees" before
being blocked when asked to recruit others.

This case is part of a broader rise in cybercrimes, with
data from the Cyber Bureau showing significant
growth in electronic transaction frauds. In the fiscal
year 2022-23, 1,835 cases of electronic fraud were
reported, increasing to 4,112 cases in 2023-24. The
current fiscal year has already registered NPR 450
million (USD 3.3 million) in reported fraud losses.

Online job scams are the most common, where
fraudsters lure victims through ads on social media,
assign simple tasks, and initially pay small amounts to
build trust. Victims are later asked to deposit more
money or facilitate illegal transactions. Platforms like
Telegram are heavily used, making investigation
difficult due to limited cooperation. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Huge cache of cannabis seized in
Koshi province

(rs) Nepal's Armed Police Force (APF) has intensified its
anti-narcotics operations in Koshi province, focusing
on smuggling networks that transport cannabis to
India through open borders. In the first five months of
the current fiscal year, authorities have seized over
1,500 kilograms of cannabis, estimated to be worth
approximately USD 2 million. This represents a sharp
rise compared to the 1,103 kilograms confiscated
during the previous fiscal year.
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Superintendent Somenanda Bajracharya credited the
success to enhanced patrols, intelligence-driven
operations, and strengthened border checkpoints.
[The Rising Nepal]

Pakistan: Supreme Court allows military
trials for May 9 protesters

(Im) The Supreme Court of Pakistan has conditionally
allowed military courts to announce verdicts for 85
civilians accused of participating in the May 9, 2023,
riots. This decision, stemming from the violent unrest
following former Prime Minister Imran Khan's brief
arrest, has reignited debate over judicial
independence, constitutional rights, and the legality of
military trials for civilians.

The court’s six-member bench provisionally suspended
an October 2023 ruling that had declared military trials
of civilians unconstitutional. While a final judgment on
the matter is pending, the bench directed that leniency
be granted where applicable, with suspects either
released or moved to jail based on announced
verdicts. Critics argue that this interim decision
undermines constitutional safeguards and sets a
dangerous precedent for civilian justice. [Arab News 1]

The May 9 protests resulted in widespread violence,
including attacks on military installations and the
torching of a senior commander’s residence. The
military responded by initiating trials under the
Pakistan Army Act (PAA) of 1952, which primarily
applies to military personnel and enemies of the state.
These trials are controversial, as they bypass civilian
judicial systems and are conducted under military
jurisdiction.

The controversial 26th Constitutional Amendment,
which expanded military courts' jurisdiction to include
civilian trials during peacetime, has further intensified
concerns. Lawyers argue that allowing military courts
to adjudicate such cases erodes judicial independence
and civilian authority. [Dawn 1]

A seven-member constitutional bench, led by Justice
Aminuddin Khan, is reviewing the legality of military
trials for civilians. At the hearing last week, Justice
Jamal Khan Mandokhail questioned if applying military
discipline to civilians violates Article 8 of the
Constitution, suggesting such cases could be handled
under the Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA). Defense Ministry
lawyer Khawaja Haris argued military courts have
jurisdiction under the PAA, while Justice Musarrat Hilali
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sought assurances on due process, which the ministry
claimed is provided. [Dawn 2]

Amid the legal battle, a Pakistani court on December
16 indicted nine close aides of Imran Khan, including
former human rights minister Shireen Mazari, in
connection with the May 9 attack on the military
headquarters (GHQ) in Rawalpindi. This follows Khan's
own indictment last week for allegedly inciting the
attacks.

The PTI welcomed the indictments, viewing the trials as
an opportunity to expose what it calls "false charges."
[Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Main opposition PTI files legal
complaint against government over
protest violence

(Im)Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI), Pakistan’s main
opposition party led by jailed ex-Prime Minister Imran
Khan, has intensified its campaign against the federal
government following a violent crackdown on its
November 24 protest in Islamabad.

The PTI has filed a legal petition accusing Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif, Interior Minister Mohsin
Naqvi, and other officials of orchestrating state-
sanctioned violence that allegedly killed 12 supporters,
injured over 100, and left 139 missing. The protest,
which sought Khan's release and an audit of the
February 8 election results, culminated in clashes near
Jinnah Avenue on November 26. [Arab News 1]

The government denies these allegations, asserting
that law enforcement did not use live ammunition and
reported the deaths of four security personnel instead.
It also formed two task forces: one to prosecute
alleged rioters and another to counter misinformation
online.

On December 15, the PTI held a “Martyrs' Day”
gathering in Peshawar to honor those it claims were
killed during the protest. Former Deputy Speaker
Qasim Suri, in a video message, vowed that the
sacrifices of PTI supporters would not be forgotten,
urging Pakistanis at home and abroad to observe the
day.

Additionally, the party has warned of renewed
demonstrations if grievances remain unaddressed.
Party Chairman Gohar Ali Khan has demanded
accountability for the protest violence, urging the
government to apologize and compensate affected
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families. He emphasized the need for dialogue to
prevent further unrest but criticized the government
for labeling PTI supporters as "miscreants." [Arab News
2]

Amid escalating tensions, another PTl leader, Asad
Qaiser, denied reports of ongoing negotiations with
the government. Speculation arose after Qaiser and
legal adviser Salman Akram Raja met National
Assembly Speaker Ayaz Sadiq, but Qaiser clarified the
visit was purely for condolences. He reiterated that
PTI's negotiation committee would only engage with
the government if it demonstrated “seriousness” and
received prior approval from Khan. Meanwhile, Rana
Sanaullah of the ruling Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) expressed openness to dialogue but noted
that no formal request had been received from PTI.
[Arab News 3] [Dawn]

Pakistan: Ex-spy chief's trial sparks
debate on military court for jailed ex-
Prime Minister Imran Khan

(Im/sn) The arraignment of former Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) chief Lt. Gen. (retired) Faiz Hamid has
fueled speculation about the possibility of former
Prime Minister Imran Khan being tried under the
Pakistan Army Act. Hamid, who served as ISI director-
general from 2019 to 2021, faces charges of
corruption, misuse of power, and engaging in political
activities after retirement. The government alleges he
was a "strategic adviser" to Khan in orchestrating anti-
military riots on May 9, 2023, during which military
installations were attacked.

The Pakistan military has initiated trials of over 100
civilians in military courts for their alleged involvement
in the May 9 violence. There is speculation that Khan,
already facing civilian court charges for abetting the
riots, could also face military court proceedings. The
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party denies Khan's
involvement, arguing he was in custody during the
unrest.

Hamid's trial, seen as a precedent-setting move, has
drawn mixed reactions. Legal experts and human
rights advocates have raised concerns about civilians
being tried in military courts, which operate under a
parallel justice system closed to public scrutiny. Critics
argue such trials bypass constitutional guarantees of a
fair hearing and impartial judicial oversight.

Hamid's lawyer declined to comment, while the
military maintains that Hamid violated the Army Act by
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acting in political interests. Army Chief General Asim
Munir has vowed accountability for all involved in the
May 9 events, referring to it as a "dark chapter" in
Pakistan's history.

Observers note that Hamid's close ties to Khan during
his tenure as ISI chief complicate the case. Khan
himself has called Hamid's arrest a pretext to target
him. PTI leaders dismissed any connection between
Hamid's trial and Khan, calling it an internal military
matter. [Arab News 1]

Meanwhile, a special court in Islamabad indicted Khan
and his wife, Bushra Bibi, on December 12 in a second
Toshakhana graft case. The couple is accused of
undervaluing a jewelry set worth over EUR 380,000,
gifted to Bushra Bibi by a foreign dignitary during
Khan's tenure as prime minister, and purchasing it at a
discounted price. Both deny the charges, with Khan
asserting that the cases are politically motivated to
exclude him from Pakistan's political arena. [Arab
News 2] [ABC NEWS]

Pakistan: Ex-Prime Minister Shahid
Khagan Abbasi challenges 26th
Amendment in Sindh High Court

(an) Former Prime Minister Shahid Khagan Abbasi,
who served from August 2017 to May 2018, has filed a
petition in the Sindh High Court (SHC) challenging the
26th Constitutional Amendment. Abbasi, now leading
Awaam Pakistan, a political platform he founded to
advocate for governance reforms and democratic
accountability, argues that the amendment was
enacted through a “grossly defective legislative
process” and violates core constitutional principles,
including judicial independence, federalism, and the
separation of powers.

Abbasi, through his counsel Abdul Moiz Jaferii, claims
that the amendment was passed in an opaque and
procedurally flawed manner, with undue coercion and
manipulation of parliamentary votes. He cites the
halving of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa's representation in the
Senate during deliberations as a key constitutional
breach. The counsel further contends that the Election
Commission of Pakistan (ECP) failed to implement
binding Supreme Court orders regarding Senate
elections in KP, depriving the province of full
representation.

The petition highlights alleged coercion, with two
Balochistan National Party-Mengal (BNP-M) senators,
Muhammad Qasim Roonjho and Naseema Ehsan,
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reportedly forced to vote for the amendment through
threats and abduction. Abbasi calls for an independent
judicial inquiry, asserting that votes cast under duress
are invalid.

The SHC has yet to decide on Abbasi's plea and two
similar petitions pending before it. The court has
directed federal authorities and respondents to submit
their comments during the next hearing, expected next
month. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Government tables Digital
Nation Bill amid VPN crackdown concerns
and internet slowdowns

(Im) The Pakistani government tabled the Digital
Nation Pakistan Bill 2024 in the National Assembly,
aiming to establish a centralized digital identity for
citizens and advance digital economy, governance, and
society. Minister of State for IT Shaza Fatima Khawaja
highlighted plans to form a National Digital
Commission, led by Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, to
oversee digital transformation. The bill also proposes
creating a new digital authority to address challenges
like internet slowdowns, with plans to introduce 4G
and 5G spectrums by April 2025. [Arab News 1]

Amid these initiatives, Pakistan’s telecom regulator
clarified that no Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) have
been blocked, nor has a deadline been finalized for
their ban. PTA Chairman Major General (R) Hafeez Ur
Rehman reported over 31,000 VPNs officially
registered, emphasizing efforts to minimize
disruptions for businesses and freelancers. Critics
argue the government's actions, including
implementing a nationwide firewall and restricting
VPNs, aim to control online dissent following the
February ban on social media platform X.

Internet slowdowns and disruptions have caused
significant financial concerns for Pakistan's IT sector.
The Pakistan Software Houses Association (P@SHA)
estimates these restrictions could result in up to USD
150 million in annual losses, jeopardizing the sector's
growth targets. PTA officials assured support for IT
companies, including whitelist mechanisms to
maintain connectivity during government-imposed
closures.[Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Senate passes National Forensic
Agency Bill, 2024, and Legal Aid
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Amendment Bill

(an) Pakistan's Senate has unanimously passed the
National Forensic Agency (NFA) Bill, 2024, establishing
an independent forensic agency to modernize and
integrate forensic services nationwide. The NFA will
address digital and cybercrimes, such as electronic
offences and deepfake investigations, while unifying
conventional and digital forensic labs across provinces,
Gilgit-Baltistan, and Azad Jammu and Kashmir.

Law Minister Azam Nazeer Tarar, presenting the bill on
behalf of Interior Minister Mohsin Raza Naqvi,
emphasized that the existing forensic laboratory in
Lahore, established in 2010, is overburdened. He
called for additional state-of-the-art forensic labs in all
provinces to strengthen crime investigation capacities.
The Senate approved amendments moved by Senators
Quratulain Marri and Zamir Hussain Ghumro.

Separately, the Senate also passed the Legal Aid and
Justice Authority (Amendment) Bill, 2024, to ensure
free legal aid for underprivileged individuals. The bill
transfers administrative control of the Legal Aid and
Justice Authority from the Ministry of Human Rights to
the Law Ministry, streamlining oversight and
implementation. [Dawn]

Pakistan: PML-N-PPP talks stall amid
tensions over water share and decision-
making

(an) Efforts by the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N) of Prime Minister Shebaz Sharif to mend ties
with its coalition partner, the Pakistan Peoples Party
(PPP), hit a roadblock as the second round of talks
between the two parties concluded without progress.
The discussions, held in the chambers of National
Assembly Speaker Ayaz Sadiq, saw the PPP reiterate its
demand for the implementation of a written
agreement between the two parties.

Representatives from the government, including Ishaq
Dar and Speaker Ayaz Sadiq, met with PPP leaders Raja
Pervez Ashraf, Naveed Qamar, and Syed Kursheed
Shah. After the meeting, the PPP delegation briefed
party chairman Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari, with the next
round of discussions expected on December 24 or 25,
ahead of the PPP Central Executive Committee
meeting on December 26.

A significant sticking point for the PPP is the federal
government's proposal to construct six canals from the
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Indus River to irrigate Cholistan. The PPP believes this
could reduce Sindh's water share, sparking concerns
among political and nationalist parties in the province.
The party has called for the issue to be addressed in
the Council of Common Interests (CCl), noting that no
CCl meeting has been convened in the past 180 days.

Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari has also voiced frustration over
the PML-N's approach to decision-making, accusing the
party of sidelining the PPP in key processes. He
criticized the lack of equal representation for the PPP
in a judicial commission formed under the 26th
Amendment, prompting him to withdraw his name
from the commission.

The PPP's support is crucial for the PML-N-led
government, as its withdrawal could topple the
coalition overnight. Despite not being part of the
cabinet, the PPP has secured several constitutional
offices in exchange for its backing of the government.
[Dawn]

Pakistan: Supreme Judicial Council
initiates proceedings against five judges

(an) The Supreme Judicial Council (SJC), Pakistan's
highest forum for addressing disciplinary matters
involving superior judiciary judges, has initiated
proceedings on five complaints out of 30 submitted by
individuals. The council met on December 13 under
the leadership of Chief Justice of Pakistan Yahya Afridi
to review these complaints under Article 209 of the
Constitution.

In addition to addressing the complaints, the SJC
discussed proposed amendments to the Code of
Conduct for Judges and the Supreme Judicial Council
Procedure of Enquiry 2005. A committee led by Justice
Munib Akhtar has been formed to draft the proposed
amendments. [Dawn]

Pakistan: President Zardari warns of
global consequences over Seminary
Registration Bill

(tf) Amid intensifying debate over the Societies
Registration (Amendment) Bill 2024, President Asif Ali
Zardari has cautioned lawmakers about potential
international repercussions, including sanctions and
criticism from global bodies such as the Financial
Action Task Force (FATF). In a letter to Prime Minister
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Shehbaz Sharif, Zardari emphasized the need to align
with international obligations while registering
religious seminaries under the amended Societies
Registration Act.

President Zardari warned that the bill, which was
passed by the Senate and National Assembly in
October and proposes changes to the current
seminary registration process, could lead to adverse
reviews from FATF and jeopardize Pakistan's GSP+
trade preferences with the European Union. He
highlighted ambiguities in the amendment, including
its failure to clarify how it would override existing laws,
such as the Pakistan Madrasa Education Board
Ordinance, 2001, and the Islamabad Capital Territory
Trust Act, 2020. Zardari further pointed out
inconsistencies in the bill's jurisdiction and raised
concerns about its potential to exacerbate sectarian
divisions.

The president also expressed reservations about the
compatibility of madrasa education with the Societies
Registration Act's scope, which includes fields like fine
arts, potentially inviting constitutional challenges
under Article 227. Additionally, Zardari warned that
allowing multiple seminaries under a single society
could lead to the creation of "fiefdoms" and undermine
governance.

The Jamiat Ulema Islam-Fazal (JUI-F), a staunch
proponent of the bill, criticized the presidency for
delaying its enactment, accusing it of acting under
external pressure. The JUI-F argued that the objections
were submitted beyond the constitutional deadline
and had already been addressed. The party has
demanded immediate action to pass the bill, asserting
that further delays harm religious seminaries and
suggest ulterior motives.[DAWN]

Pakistan: Azad Jammu & Kashmir crisis
demands restraint and dialogue, leaders
urge

(tf) Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK), the western portion
of the larger Kashmir region, administered by Pakistan
as a nominally self-governing entity, faces escalating
unrest following violent clashes between police and
activists protesting the regional government's failure to
deliver on a 10-point economic relief agreement. The
protests have led to one police officer's death, dozens
injured, and a region-wide shutdown since December
13.
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President Asif Ali Zardari has urged restraint,
emphasizing the importance of resolving issues
through dialogue to prevent exploitation by hostile
elements. He expressed sorrow over the loss of life
and stressed that public demands must be addressed
within the framework of the law. Similarly, Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif called for peaceful resolution
while condemning actions that breach the law and
cause damage to public property. He instructed
government officials to engage with the protest leaders
to address their grievances.

Prime Minister Sharif has also convened a high-level
meeting to address the situation, with key
stakeholders including AJK Prime Minister Chaudhry
Anwar-ul-Haq and federal ministers expected to
attend.

The protests are led by the Azad Kashmir Joint Awami
Action Committee (JAAC), which has demanded
electricity at hydropower generation costs, subsidized
wheat flour, and the elimination of privileges for the
elite. The JAAC accuses the government of failing to
honor commitments made in a February 2024
notification following a December 2023 agreement.
Tensions escalated when police arrested several
protest leaders and used force to disperse
demonstrators, resulting in widespread injuries and
detentions.

Opposition leader Khawaja Farooq Ahmed of the
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) of jailed ex-Prime
Minister Imran Khan has initiated efforts to bring all
political parties together to address the crisis. He
warned that prolonged confrontation between the
public and security forces would have far-reaching
consequences and urged leaders to prioritize dialogue
to restore order. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Over 150 individuals arrested
under PECA for allegedly spreading false
information

(an/tf/sn/Im) The Pakistani government has intensified
its crackdown on dissent following the November 26
protests by supporters of jailed former Prime Minister
Imran Khan. Over 150 individuals, including journalists
and social media activists, have been arrested under
the Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA) for
allegedly spreading false narratives against state
institutions. Among those targeted is Sikh journalist
Harmeet Singh, who was granted pre-arrest bail by a
special court in Islamabad on December 14 after being
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accused of inciting violence and undermining state
institutions through social media. [Arab News]

The Federal Investigation Agency (FIA), spearheading
the arrests, has claimed that these actions are
necessary to combat "fake news." Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif has also established a task force to
address misinformation. However, human rights
organizations, including Amnesty International, have
criticized the government's approach, warning that it
threatens freedom of speech and civil liberties. [Dawn]

In addition to the arrests, Pakistan blocked 80,000 SIM
cards on December 11, citing their role in
disseminating misinformation. Parliamentary Secretary
Sajid Mehdi emphasized the government's
commitment to combating fake news through
proactive measures, including legal revisions and
technological interventions. [The Express Tribune]
[APP]

Pakistan: Polio vaccine drive marred by
security threats, killing of police guard

(Im) Pakistan's nationwide polio immunization
campaign, launched on December 16 to vaccinate 44
million children, has been marred by deadly militant
attacks and security disruptions. In Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KP), gunmen killed a police officer
guarding a polio team in Karak and wounded a
vaccinator. Another attack in Bannu injured a health
official, underscoring the constant risks faced by health
workers. In Balochistan, the campaign was postponed
by a day due to intelligence warnings of sabotage
threats, with authorities prioritizing counter-
operations. [Arab News 1]

These incidents reflect the persistent challenges
hampering Pakistan’s polio eradication efforts,
including militant opposition, vaccine misinformation,
and security vulnerabilities. Militants frequently target
health teams, accusing them of promoting foreign
conspiracies. In October, similar attacks claimed the
lives of several polio workers and police personnel in
northwestern Pakistan, while recent death threats to a
polio officer in Jamrud further highlight the dangers.

The virus remains endemic in Pakistan and
Afghanistan, with Pakistan reporting 63 cases in 2024
so far. Balochistan leads with 26 cases, followed by KP,
Sindh, Punjab, and Islamabad. Conflict-prone areas like
Kurram district have also disrupted immunization
drives due to sectarian violence, which has claimed 133
lives since November. Road closures and fragile
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security conditions have prevented vaccination teams
from reaching children, exacerbating the crisis.

Health officials attribute vaccine refusals to
misinformation, poverty, and maternal illiteracy,
leaving an estimated 500,000 children unvaccinated
during the last nationwide campaign. Experts
emphasize that addressing these systemic barriers,
alongside ensuring the safety of health workers, is
crucial to Pakistan’s success in eradicating polio. [Arab
News 2] [Arab News 3]

Amid these challenges, Japan has reaffirmed its
support for Pakistan’s anti-polio campaign, announcing
a USD 3.1 million donation to fund vaccination efforts
in 2025. Prime Minister’s Focal Person for Polio
Eradication Ayesha Farooq praised the contribution,
underscoring Japan's longstanding partnership in
combating the crippling virus. [Arab News 4]

Pakistan: Prime Minister Sharif advocates
shutting down inefficient power plants to
cut costs

(Im) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has
directed the closure of outdated power plants with
high fuel consumption, aiming to reduce electricity
costs and conserve foreign exchange spent on fuel
imports. During a meeting in Islamabad, he
emphasized prioritizing low-cost power projects and
accelerating reforms to modernize the country's power
transmission system to meet international standards.

Pakistan faces expensive electricity production due to
outdated infrastructure, reliance on imported fossil
fuels, inefficient energy systems, and substantial
transmission and distribution losses. These issues,
coupled with circular debt and regulatory
inefficiencies, have exacerbated inflation and placed a
burden on households and businesses.

Sharif highlighted the need for structural reforms,
including renegotiating agreements with independent
power producers (IPPs) to lower tariffs. His
government recently terminated purchase agreements
with five IPPs as part of a broader reform initiative tied
to a USD 7-billion International Monetary Fund (IMF)
bailout program approved in September.

The prime minister also stressed the importance of
fully utilizing domestic energy resources, such as
hydropower and coal, which remain underexploited,
and called for greater efficiency in the power sector.
Talks to restructure energy sector debt owed to China
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are ongoing but have shown slow progress. [Arab
News]

Pakistan: Central bank slashes key rate by
200 bps, fifth consecutive cut since June

(Im) Pakistan’s central bank reduced its policy rate by
200 basis points to 13 percent on December 16,
marking its fifth consecutive cut as inflation continues
to ease. The latest move underscores efforts to revive
the sluggish economy and makes Pakistan’s rate cuts
the most aggressive among emerging markets in the
current easing cycle.

The policy rate has now been lowered by a total of 900
basis points since June, following cuts of 150 bps in
June, 100 in July, 200 in September, and a record 250
bps in November. This follows inflation dropping
sharply to 4.9 percent in November, significantly lower
than a multi-decade high of around 40 percent
recorded in May 2023.

The rate cuts come as Pakistan navigates its economic
recovery with support from a USD 7 billion
International Monetary Fund (IMF) facility secured in
September. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Olive cultivation key to boosting
agriculture and economy

(Im) Pakistan is expanding olive cultivation to stimulate
agricultural growth and position itself in the global
olive oil market. With over 80 million wild and 5 million
planted olive trees, the country aims to meet domestic
edible oil demand and increase exports, valued at USD
1.9 million in 2022. By modernizing the industry,
Pakistan seeks to challenge established markets,
promote rural employment, and elevate its olive oil as
a premium global product.

Agriculture contributes 6.5 percent to GDP, and
initiatives like the National Bank of Pakistan’s USD 1.33
billion investment, with an additional USD 144.4 million
for olives, highlight its economic potential. Women-led
ventures and private enterprises are driving
innovation, producing olive-based products like
cosmetics and pickles. [Arab News]
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Pakistan: Karachi Shipyard revives major
shipbuilding project after 40 years

(Im) Pakistan’s Karachi Shipyard is set to construct its
first major commercial ship in four decades under the
revived 1100 TEU Container Ship Project. This initiative,
brought back to life by the Special Investment
Facilitation Council (SIFC), represents a significant
milestone in the country's efforts to bolster its
industrial and economic self-sufficiency.

The USD 24.75 million project involves collaboration
between the Pakistan Navy, Karachi Shipyard, and
Pakistan National Shipping Corporation. By
constructing ships locally at costs lower than
international market rates, the initiative aims to reduce
reliance on foreign shipping companies and stimulate
economic growth.[Arab News]

Pakistan: Security forces kill more than 70
militants in operations across KP,
Balochistan provinces

(Im/sn) Pakistan’s security forces intensified their
counterterrorism campaign last week, conducting
multiple intelligence-based operations (IBOs) in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KP) and Balochistan provinces, which
resulted in the deaths of 72 militants, including high-
profile members of the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan
(TTP). The operations underline escalating efforts to
counter a surge in militancy since the TTP ended a
fragile truce with the government in November 2022.
[Arab News 1]

On December 10, an IBO in the Sambaza area of Zhob
district led to a fierce firefight, killing 15 militants and
one soldier. Security forces also confiscated explosives,
weapons, and ammunition in the operation.
Additionally, two separate operations in Musa Khel and
Panjgur districts on December 13 resulted in the
deaths of 25 militants. These actions come amidst
growing insurgent activity in the region, including
attacks targeting the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
(CPECQ) infrastructure, notably the Gwadar Port. [ISPR 1]

Balochistan separatist groups accuse the state of
exploiting the province’s natural resources, a claim the
government denies, citing development projects aimed
at uplifting the region.

In KP, operations targeted militant strongholds in the
North Waziristan and Lakki Marwat districts. Between
December 10-11, security forces killed seven militants
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in Miran Shah and Spinwam, North Waziristan. On the
night of December 12-13, an operation in Lakki Marwat
resulted in six additional militant deaths. [ISPR 2] [Arab
News 2]

In total, 18 militants were neutralized in KP last week,
further highlighting the region'’s status as a focal point
in Pakistan's battle against militancy.

The resurgence of militancy, particularly in areas
bordering Afghanistan, has exacerbated tensions
between Islamabad and Kabul. Pakistan has repeatedly
accused Afghanistan’s Taliban-led government of
harboring militant groups and facilitating cross-border
attacks. Kabul, however, denies these claims, asserting
that Pakistan's security challenges are domestic issues.

Despite intensified military campaigns, the TTP
continues to pose a significant security threat. The
Pakistani military has pledged to persist with its
operations until the region is fully stabilized, reiterating
its commitment to eradicating terrorism.

Pakistan: 10th anniversary of APS attack
observed

(Im) Pakistan observed the 10th anniversary of the
2014 Army Public School (APS) attack in Peshawar,
which claimed the lives of 134 children and over a
dozen staff members. President Asif Ali Zardari and
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif reaffirmed their
commitment to eradicating militancy, with Sharif
emphasizing the need to build a safer Pakistan and
ensure justice for victims. Zardari urged national unity
against terrorism, noting the tragedy’s role in
galvanizing the country's anti-terror efforts.

Authorities declared a holiday for schools and colleges
in Islamabad, Rawalpindi, and Lahore to honor the
victims. The APS attack, perpetrated by the banned
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), led Pakistan to
reinstate the death penalty and launch a military
campaign targeting militant sanctuaries.

The anniversary comes amid a renewed surge in TTP
attacks, particularly in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Balochistan. Pakistan continues to accuse Afghanistan
of providing safe havens to the group, while Afghan
officials reject these claims. [Arab News 1] [Arab News
2]
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Seychelles: Probe launched to investigate
deaths of two prisoners

(axc) A joint investigation by the Ombudsman and
Seychelles Human Rights Commission (SHRC) is
underway following the deaths of two prisoners during
a riot at Montagne Posée Prison in early December,
which also injured several police officers.

The SHRC emphasized that detainees’ dignity and
rights must always be upheld. The probe will examine
the riot's causes, administrative decisions, and use of
force by authorities, with plans to review prison
systems to prevent future incidents. [Seychelles News
Agency]

Seychelles: Public transport
modernization focuses on accessibility
and cashless payments

(axc) The Seychelles Public Transport Corporation
(SPTC) has introduced two key initiatives to enhance
the nation'’s transport infrastructure.

The first innovation involves a QR-code-based payment
system for buses, enabling cashless transactions
through the SPTC app. The second initiative includes
the acquisition of five low-floor buses designed to
enhance accessibility for wheelchair users and elderly
passengers. Future bus acquisitions are planned to be
electrically powered, aligning with Seychelles’
commitment to sustainable transportation. [Seychelles
News Agency]

Sri Lanka: Government rocked by
controversy over fake doctoral titles

(rss/Im) Sri Lanka's political landscape is embroiled in
controversy over false academic claims by top officials,
shaking public trust in the National People's Power
(NPP) government, just a month after the alliance’s
landslide victory in general elections, securing 159 out
of 225 seats in Parliament.

The scandal gained traction following Speaker Ashoka
Ranwala's resignation, who faced allegations of falsely
claiming a doctorate. In his resignation, Ranwala
admitted his inability to immediately provide
documentation for the degree he claimed and stepped
down to avoid undermining public confidence.
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake formally
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accepted his resignation. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror
2]

Ranwala’s resignation preempted no-confidence
motions initiated by both the Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP) and the main opposition Samagi Jana
Balawegaya (S)B), which cited his misleading claims as
damaging to Parliament's integrity. In response, the
opposition plans to nominate a candidate for the
upcoming Speaker election to provide a transparent
alternative for public evaluation. [Daily Mirror 3] [Daily
Mirror 4] [Daily Mirror 5]

The scandal also implicated other officials, including
Urban Development and Housing Minister Anura
Karunatilake and Justice Minister Harshana
Nanayakkara. Minister Karunatilake was mistakenly
referred to as "Dr." by his aides due to his academic
background; however, he has yet to complete his
doctorate in Computational Mathematics. Meanwhile,
Nanayakkara’'s name was listed with a “Dr.” title on the
parliamentary website, which was later removed. He
has filed a complaint with the Criminal Investigations
Department (CID), expressing concerns that the
misinformation may have been deliberate. [Daily
Mirror 6] [Daily Mirror 7] [Daily Mirror 8]

Against this backdrop, opposition MPs have urged all
Members of Parliament to publicly disclose their
educational qualifications. Meanwhile, the New
Democratic Front (NDF), a minor opposition party, has
proposed forming a select committee to review the
qualifications of all NPP MPs, intensifying scrutiny on
the government. [Daily Mirror 9] [Daily Mirror 10]
[Daily Mirror 11]

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake has addressed
the controversy, pledging strict accountability for any
misconduct within his administration or the broader
national framework. Speaking to state media heads, he
underscored his commitment to maintaining the public
trust and vowed to act decisively against wrongdoing.
[Daily Mirror 12]

Sri Lanka: Over 900 election candidates
fail to submit expense reports

(raa) More than 900 candidates who contested Sri
Lanka's recent General Elections have failed to submit
their income and expenditure reports, violating the
Regulation of Election Expenditure Act, according to
the Election Commission.
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Commission Chairman R. M. A. L. Rathnayake
confirmed that 949 of the 8,361 candidates missed the
December 6 deadline for submitting their expense
reports. Additionally, 93 of the 527 national list
candidates failed to comply with the reporting
requirement. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Laws to be amended to enable
young voters for local government
elections

(raa) The Sri Lankan Cabinet has directed the Legal
Draftsman's Department to amend election laws,
enabling the use of the 2024 voter register for
upcoming local government elections. Deputy Solicitor
General Nirmalan Vigneswaran, representing the
Attorney General, informed the Supreme Court of this
development during a hearing on a Fundamental
Rights petition. The petition seeks to mandate the use
of the 2024 voter list for the elections.

Additionally, the Cabinet has proposed legal
amendments to nullify previously submitted
nominations and to reopen the nomination process.
This measure is intended to accommodate the
updated voter register. Lanka News Web]

President’s Counsel Ali Sabry, representing the
petitioners, requested the court to order the
publication of advertisements in all three official
languages. This would inform the public and allow
interested parties to intervene in this significant case.
The Supreme Court granted this request and
scheduled the next hearing for January 29,

2025. [Island] [Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Five Acting Ministers appointed
during President's India visit

(Im) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake has
appointed five Acting Ministers to oversee key
ministries during his official visit to India. These
temporary appointments aim to maintain
administrative stability during the President's absence.

Engineer Eranga Weeraratne will serve as Acting
Minister of Digital Economy, while Aruna Jayasekara
will oversee the Ministry of Defence. Dr. Harshana
Suriyapperuma will take on the responsibilities for
Finance, Economic Stabilisation, and National Policies.
Arun Hemachandra will act as Minister for Foreign
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Affairs, Foreign Employment, and Tourism, and
Mahinda Jayasinghe has been designated as Acting
Minister of Labour. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: President Dissanayake appoints
members to Port City Economic
Commission

(sl) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake has named
Harsha Amarasekera, President's Counsel, as
Chairman of the Port City Economic Commission. The
other appointed members are Damien Amal Cabraal,
Mohan Ray Abeywardena, Sanjaya Kulatunga, and Dr.
Harsha Subasinghe. [Presidential Secretariat]

Sri Lanka: Supreme Court rules Sarath
Weerasekara, CID violated Azath Salley’'s
fundamental rights

(Im) The Supreme Court of Sri Lanka has ruled that the
arrest and detention of former Western Province
Governor Azath Salley in 2021 violated his
fundamental rights, guaranteed under Articles 12(1),
13(1), and 13(2) of the Constitution. The court found
former Minister of Public Security Sarath Weerasekara
and two CID officers culpable for these violations.

Salley was arrested under the Prevention of Terrorism
Act (PTA) and the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR) Act following a controversial
statement he made in March 2021, calling for Muslim
law to govern the affairs of Sri Lanka’'s Muslim
community. He denied any connection to the Easter
Sunday attacks, a series of coordinated suicide
bombings targeting churches and hotels in Sri Lanka
on April 21, 2019, which killed over 260 people and
injured hundreds. The attacks were attributed to
Islamist extremist groups.

The court declared the detention order invalid, as it
was improperly obtained, and ruled that detaining
Salley without presenting him before a magistrate
contravened Article 13(2). The State was ordered to
pay LKR 75,000 (USD 255) to Salley as compensation
for the actions of the former CID Director, Chief
Inspector, and former Minister Weerasekara. [Daily.
Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Alcohol-related health costs
reach USD 730 million annually

(Im) The Sri Lankan government allocates LKR 214
billion (USD 730 million) annually to address health
issues caused by alcohol consumption, leading to
20,000 deaths yearly—an average of 60 fatalities per
day.

Tobacco use also contributes significantly, with over
1.5 million adults affected. While tobacco use rates
have declined to 9.1 percent, the government still
incurs daily costs exceeding LKR 52 million (USD
177,000) due to tobacco-related health impacts.
Secondhand smoke poses significant health risks,
especially to children, alongside environmental harm
caused by discarded cigarette butts.

Despite these challenges, the government earns LKR
92.9 billion (USD 318 million) annually from tobacco
taxes. Collaboration with the WHO South Asian
Tobacco Control Programme aims to advocate for
effective policy changes to reduce tobacco use and its
related consequences. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Successful Sovereign Bond
exchange yields debt relief

(Im) Sri Lanka has completed its International
Sovereign Bonds (ISBs) exchange offer with a 98
percent participation rate from bondholders.
Launched on November 25, 2024, the initiative aimed
to restructure the nation's debt and issue new
securities. [Daily Mirror]

A sovereign bond exchange is a financial restructuring
process where a government replaces its existing debt
instruments (sovereign bonds) with new ones. The goal
is typically to reduce the debt burden, extend
repayment periods, lower interest rates, or align debt
servicing with the country's economic recovery plans.
This process helps improve fiscal stability and manage
debt sustainability, often involving negotiations with
bondholders to secure favorable terms. In cases of
financial distress, such exchanges are a key strategy to
avoid default while maintaining investor confidence.

Sri Lanka: President calls for measures to
strengthen financial system
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(Im) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake has
instructed the Ministry of Finance to implement
measures to enhance the efficiency and resilience of
Sri Lanka's financial system. During a meeting at the
Presidential Secretariat on December 12, the President
highlighted the Central Bank's critical role as an
independent institution and assured full government
support for stabilizing the country’s finances.

Discussions focused on creating mechanisms to
streamline banking operations, enforce macro-
prudential policies, and ensure financial stability. The
Central Bank emphasized its commitment to analyzing
economic developments and implementing policies
that foster safe asset growth, prudent risk
management, and capital building as the economy
stabilizes. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CPC denies fuel shortage
concerns

(Im) The Ceylon Petroleum Corporation (CPC) has
dismissed reports of an impending fuel shortage
following the return of a private shipment. CPC
Chairman Janaka Rajakaruna clarified during a press
briefing that a shipment of 15,000 metric tons each of
petrol 92 octane and diesel, imported by United
Petroleum, was sent back due to an internal issue but
would not impact the country's fuel supply.

Rajakaruna assured that the CPC has sufficient fuel
stocks and confirmed orders through April next year.
To avoid disruptions, the CPC has agreed to supply fuel
to United Petroleum stations upon request, ensuring
no shortages in their operations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Security for former presidents
to be periodically reviewed

(Im) Sri Lanka's government has initiated periodic
reviews of security arrangements for former
presidents, including Mahinda Rajapaksa, following a
policy decision to reduce privileges for retired leaders.
The review committee will assess whether the number
of security personnel assigned to former presidents
should be increased or further reduced based on
threat assessments.

The reduction, part of a broader policy to minimize
costs associated with VIP protection, lowered the
number of security personnel to 60 officers per former
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president. Despite these cuts, police emphasized that
Rajapaksa’s security remains intact, with military
personnel supplementing police officers for his
protection.

Providing security to former presidents costs
approximately LKR 1.1 billion (USD 3.74 million)
annually, with Rajapaksa’s security accounting for over
LKR 326 million (USD 1.11 million).

These adjustments come amidst a significant shortage
of 24,000 personnel for general police duties in Sri
Lanka. Over 2,000 personnel previously assigned to the
president’s and prime minister’s security divisions have
been reassigned to standard police duties, enabling
enhanced law enforcement capacity across the
country. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government mobilizes police
and Special Task Force to address surge in
shootings

(raa) Public Security Minister Ananda Wijepala has
directed the acting Inspector General of Police (IGP) to
take immediate measures to counter the recent wave
of underworld activity and shooting incidents across
Sri Lanka. This includes involving the Special Task Force
(STF) in investigations and law enforcement operations
as needed.

A series of violent shootings has raised alarm,
including a fatal attack on a 32-year-old man in
Meegoda and injuries to a woman in Maligakanda and
two individuals in Meetiyagoda. Investigations indicate
that assailants have commonly used motorcycles and
three-wheelers for their escape. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: SIU probes allegations against
Army Intelligence in police Injuries

(Im) The Special Investigation Unit (SIU) of Sri Lanka
Police has initiated an inquiry into allegations that an
Army Intelligence officer was involved in injuring police
officers during a December 2 protest in Battaramulla.
The protest, organized by School Development Officers
demanding permanent teacher appointments, resulted
in injuries to three police officers caused by a sharp
weapon.

Reports surfaced that the Thalangama Police informed
the Kaduwela Magistrate of the Army officer's
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involvement. However, police investigations have
found no evidence supporting these claims. The Acting
Inspector General of Police has directed the SIU to
determine whether the police statements to the court
included allegations against the Army Intelligence
officer. The investigation aims to resolve the
discrepancies in these reports. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Brigadier Medagoda assumes
role as Army Media Director

(Im) Brigadier M.J.R.S. Medagoda has been appointed
as the Director of Media and Psychological Operations
for the Sri Lanka Army, officially assuming his duties on
December 16.

Previously serving as the Senior Directing Staff (Army),
Brigadier Medagoda is an alumnus of Bandarawela
Central College and a graduate of the Defence Services
Command and Staff College, Sri Lanka, class of 2007.
[Daily Mirror]
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Brunei: Sultan’s foundation launches
construction of five new houses

(ga) The construction of five new houses under the
Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Foundation Housing
Assistance Scheme has officially commenced on
December 13. The project aims to provide safe and
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modern housing for underprivileged individuals and
families living in unsafe conditions.

Three houses will be built in the Temburong District,
while the two others will be constructed in the Belait
and Brunei-Muara districts. The project is scheduled
for completion by March 2025, with efforts underway
to ensure the houses are ready for occupancy before
Eid al-Fitr in March 2025. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Mixed economic developments in
third quarter recorded

(ga) Brunei saw mixed economic developments in the
third quarter of 2024.

Domestic demand for F&B and retail sales declines

Brunei's domestic demand for food and beverage
services, as well as retail sales, has declined in Q3
2024. According to the latest Retail Sales Index (RSI)
from the Department of Economic Planning and
Statistics (DEPS), food and beverage services saw a 2.4
percent drop in sales revenue, falling from BND 114.9
million (USD 83.88 million) to BND 112.2 million (USD
83.44 million)

This decrease in revenue was primarily driven by a
decline in fast-food outlets (11.2 percent), beverage-
serving activities (8.3 percent), and other food services
(6.4 percent). Despite this, food and beverage services
experienced a 1.7 percent improvement from Q2 2024,
mainly due to an 8.6 percent increase in catering
services and a 3.4 percent rise in restaurant sales.

Meanwhile, retail sales revenue fell by 5.6 percent
from BND 415.9 million (USD 303.61 million) to BND
392.4 million (USD 292.8 million), reflecting weaker
domestic demand. Notable drops in retail sales
included computer and telecommunications
equipment (-20.4 percent), household electrical
appliances and lighting equipment (-11.5%), and
department store sales (-4.7 percent).

When compared to Q2 2024, retail sales value
decreased by 3 percent, with significant declines in
apparel, watches, and electrical goods. These trends
underscore a decline in both food and beverage as
well as retail sectors in the country for Q3 2024.
[Department of Economic Planning and Statistics]

Export volume surges in Q3 2024, but value declines
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In terms of export volume, Brunei saw a 14.4 percent
increase in Q3 2024 compared to the same period in
the previous year. This growth was driven by higher
exports of inedible crude materials (up 26.9 percent),
machinery and transport equipment (up 16.9 percent),
and mineral fuels (up 15.4 percent).

Despite the rise in export volume, the export unit value
index dropped by 4.9 percent, leading to a decrease in
export value from BND 4,092.4 million (USD 2,987.8
million) to BND 3,600.9 million (USD 6,670 million). The
decline in export unit values was mainly due to an
18.5% drop in miscellaneous manufactured articles,
alongside decreases in the manufactured goods and
chemicals indices.

Similarly, imports also saw a decline, with the import
unit value index falling by 6.8 percent, reducing import
value from BND2,624.5 million (USD 1,917.5 million) to
BND 2,383.3 million (USD 1,765.2 million). This was
primarily due to decreases in manufactured goods
(down 22.5 percent), mineral fuels (down 9.8 percent),
and machinery and transport equipment (down 0.4
percent).

The import volume index also saw a 1.1 percent
decline, driven by a 10.1 percent drop in mineral fuels,
with corresponding reductions in chemicals and
manufactured goods. The International Merchandise
Trade Index (IMTI) tracks the changes in the unit values
and volumes of Brunei's imports and exports,
providing insights into market competitiveness and
inflation forecasting. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Police arrest 12 for renting
accounts and SIM cards to scammers

(ga) Between November 5 and December 13, the Royal
Brunei Police Force (RBPF) arrested twelve individuals,
including eight men and four women, for allegedly
renting bank accounts and SIM cards to a cybercrime
syndicate. The suspects, aged between 23 and 53, are
accused of renting accounts and SIM cards in exchange
for commission fees, which were used in scam
operations.

The SIM cards enabled scam activity, while the bank
accounts were used to move stolen funds, amounting
to more than BND 5,000 (USD 3,700). The suspects face
multiple charges, including abetment, criminal
conspiracy, and money laundering. [Borneo Bulletin]
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Brunei: Two foreign nationals fined, jailed,
and caned for immigration violations

(ga) Two Indonesian men were detained and received
punishments for violating Brunei's Immigration Act.
Imam Suwardini was fined BND 9,000 (USD 6,570) or
sentenced to three months in jail if he fails to pay, for
hiring immigration offenders. The other, Hanifuddin,
was given a five-month prison sentence and three
strokes of the cane for overstaying in the country after
his immigration pass expired.

Two other Indonesians, Sarjono and Nur Rohman, also
faced four-month prison terms and three strokes of
the cane after pleading guilty to similar violations. The
sentences are effective from their remand date on
November 28. The cases resulted from the
enforcement operation "Operasi Kabat" in Mukim Kota
Batu, and a follow-up operation in Mukim Gadong
where one foreign national was investigated for
working with a social visit pass. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia: Interior ministry enforces
strict rules on police uniform usage

(mfr) The Ministry of Interior has issued a directive
prohibiting police officers appointed to political roles
from wearing National Police uniforms during daily
work or meetings. Exceptions are limited to national
festivals, police anniversary events, ministry
assemblies, or other official ceremonies requiring the
uniform.

The directive, signed by Deputy Prime Minister Sar
Sokha on December 10 and publicly released on
December 12, comes as part of efforts to align with
Sub-Decree No. 14 of March 2000, which governs
uniform and insignia usage. It emphasizes preventing
improper use of uniforms, particularly by political
appointees operating outside their original law
enforcement framework.

Additionally, National Police Chief Sar Thet issued
specific guidelines on the use of police uniforms in
social media posts. Officers are prohibited from
wearing uniforms for entertainment or personal
content on platforms like Facebook, TikTok, or
Instagram, as such actions could harm public trust and
create confusion. Officers in civilian attire are also
restricted from being photographed with suspects or
operational forces. Permission must be obtained to
post operational content online. [The Phnom Penh
Post]
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The Ministry has tasked provincial police stations and
directorates with educating officers on proper uniform
protocols. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Journalist murdered while
reporting illegal logging

(sal) A gunshot killed journalist Chhoeung Chheng
while he was reporting on the problem of illegally cut
timber in Siem Reap. He worked for Kampuchea
Aphivath, also known as Cambodia Development
News. Chheng was shot at Boeung Wildlife Sanctuary
while traveling to Chi Kraeng province on a motorcycle.
After undergoing surgery at the Commune Health
Centre, he passed away two days later. The Siem Reap
Provincial Administration arrested an unidentified
suspect and informed them that the attack was related
to a personal dispute. [IFEX] [The Diplomat] [CPJ]

In Cambodia, journalists covering environmental issues
continue to face serious risks to their lives, drawing
criticism from groups supporting press freedom. In
2014, Taing Try, a freelance reporter, was killed by
shooting while reporting on the security forces’ alleged
involvement in the illegal timber trade. Audrey Azoulay,
UNESCO Director-General, demanded “a thorough
investigation to ensure that the perpetrators are
brought to justice.” [CPJ] [UNESCOQO]

Cambodia: MoU signed to preserve and
access Khmer Rouge trial documents

(mfr) The Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of
Cambodia (ECCC) and Stanford University's Center for
Human Rights and International Justice signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on preserving
and accessing trial monitoring documents from the
Khmer Rouge tribunal.

The agreement covers material compiled by Stanford
University, including 173 trial reports and several
appeals, as well as unique and final reports in English
and Khmer. The documents also encompass published
and social media content from the tribunal from 2011
to 2022. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: plan to advance gender
equality, end child labor in fisheries
sector unveiled
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(mfr) The Fisheries Administration of Cambodia, in
collaboration with the Food and Agriculture
Organization and supported by the EU’'s CAPFISH-
Capture Programme, has introduced the “Policy and
Strategic Framework for Gender Equality Promotion
and Elimination of Child Labour in the Fisheries Sector
(2024-2030)." The framework, launched on December
13, seeks to create an inclusive and sustainable
fisheries sector. [FiA]

This initiative outlines four key objectives: integrating
gender equality and child protection into institutional
policies, ensuring equal participation in decision-
making, improving equitable access to resources and
technology while safeguarding children, and enhancing
accountability through data and research. The policy
aligns with Cambodia’s Pentagonal Strategy-Phase |,
prioritising gender equality, women'’s leadership, and
social protection to drive economic growth.

Women, who constitute a significant portion of the fish
value chain, often face barriers such as limited access
to training and leadership opportunities. The
framework, informed by a 2021 Gender and Child
Labour Assessment, addresses these challenges while
aiming to eliminate child labor. It also aligns with the
Ministry of Agriculture’s Gender Mainstreaming Policy
(2022-2026). [Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and
Fisheries] [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Ex-governor sentenced in land
grabbing case

(mfr) Three men, including a former deputy district
governor, have been sentenced for illegally clearing
state-owned flooded forest land near Tonle Sap Lake.

The Kampong Chhnang provincial court sentenced
Pum Sophal, 59, former Kampong Leng deputy district
governor, to three years in prison. Lim Danin, 53, a
retired district human resources head, and Chuon
Tom, 53, an ice factory owner, received four-year
prison terms.

The charges stemmed from their roles in clearing
approximately nine hectares of flooded forest land in
the Ta Tum area, Chranouk commune, Kampong Leng
district, in March.

The arrests were part of a broader Anti-Corruption
Unit (ACU) investigation into land encroachment in
Tonle Sap's protected zones. In 2021, similar actions
were taken against other officials for encroachment in
the same district.
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Recently, the ACU revealed that 176 individuals had
occupied nearly 40,000 hectares of flooded forest land
in zones 2 and 3. While 152 have returned over 30,000
hectares to the state, 24 individuals holding areas as
large as 2,500 hectares continue to resist returning the
land. Investigations and enforcement are ongoing. [The
Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: President pushes for
bureaucratic reform to end graft

(mu) State Apparatus and Bureaucratic Reform
Minister Rini Widyantini has announced on December
11 that President Prabowo Subianto is pushing for
bureaucratic reforms aimed at eradicating corruption
and preventing budget leakage. These efforts focus on
tightening law enforcement related to corruption and
enhancing the supervision mechanisms. Rini stated
that the president has consistently emphasized the
importance of making the bureaucracy more
responsive and advancing technology-based services,
with the Integrity Zone program marking a key
milestone in accelerating these reforms in Indonesia.

The Integrity Zone program, which celebrates its first
decade, serves as a "miniature" model of bureaucratic
reform, focusing on changes in the mindset and
culture of bureaucrats, the establishment of pilot units
for corruption-free and clean areas, and fostering a
positive work culture.

Over 2,600 work units are actively working towards
achieving corruption-free (WBK) and clean and serving
bureaucratic areas (WBBM) status, with the goal of
promoting high integrity and excellent public service
across government units. [Antara] [Kompas, in
Indonesian]

Indonesia: President Prabowo Subianto to
pardon prisoners involved in narcotics
and other cases

(gk) President Prabowo Subianto will grant amnesty to
several prisoners to address overcapacity in
correctional institutions and on humanitarian grounds,
as confirmed by Justice Minister Supratman Andi Agtas
during a press conference. According to data from the
Ministry of Immigration and Corrections, around
44,000 prisoners meet the criteria for amnesty.
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Amnesty will be granted to prisoners suffering from
long-term illnesses such as HIV/AIDS and those with
mental disorders. In addition to individuals involved in
narcotics cases, several people imprisoned under the
Electronic Information and Transactions Law (ITE) will
also receive amnesty.

Moreover, prisoners linked to cases in Papua, who
were not involved in armed actions, will be granted
amnesty as part of reconciliation efforts with Papua.
[Cabinet Secretariat, Indonesia] [Antara]

Indonesia: Former President Jokowi
officially dismissed by PDI-P

(gk) Indonesia’s largest party, the Indonesian
Democratic Party of Struggle (PDI-P), has expelled
former President Joko “Jokowi” Widodo, his son Vice
President Gibran Rakabuming Raka and his son-in-law
Bobby Nasution, from the party. PDI-P chairwoman
Megawati Soekarnoputri signed the dismissal letters
for the three influential figures on December 14. More
than two dozen party members have also been
dismissed.

The rift began when present Vice President Gibran was
appointed as the running mate of then-presidential
candidate (now President) Prabowo Subianto in
October last year. Meanwhile, PDI-P's nominee was
Ganjar Pranowo. Jokowi's apparent backing of
Prabowo-Gibran pair was seen as a betrayal to PDI-P,
despite Jokowi having won his previous two terms as
the President with PDI-P's support. [Jakarta Globe] [The
Malaysian Reserve]

Indonesia: Setyo Budiyanto sworn in as
new anti-corruption agency chairman

(gk) In the presence of President Prabowo Subianto,
Setyo Budiyanto took oath of office as the newly
appointed leader of Corruption Eradication
Commission (KPK) for 2024-2029.

Prabowo also inaugurated four KPK Deputy Chairmen
as well as the KPK Supervisory Board members.
[Jakarta Globe]

In November the parliament selected Setyo as to lead
the KPK (see AIR No. 48, November/2024, 4).
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Indonesia: Oil storage facility to build
near Singapore

(mu) Minister of Energy and Mineral Resources Bahlil
Lahadalia has unveiled that Indonesia plans to set up
an oil storage facility on an island near Singapore to
meet the energy self-sufficiency target set by President
Prabowo Subianto. [Jakarta Globe]

He noted that the plan is driven by the fact that
Indonesia has been importing 60 percent of its fuel
from Singapore despite the latter not possessing any
oil fields. According to the minister, Indonesia's oil
reserves may last only 21 days at the current capacity.

Indonesia is home to nearly 45 thousand oil fields, of
which 16,600 are considered idle. [Antara] [Metroty, in
Indonesian]

Meanwhile, President Prabowo Subianto announced
that Indonesia, along with Brazil and Congo, is one of
the three countries globally capable of achieving
energy self-sufficiency. He made this statement at an
event on December 10, marking the 2025 Budget
Implementation and Transfer to Regions Allocation
List. The list is a government document that outlines
the allocation of funds from the national budget to
regional governments for various development
projects, programs, and activities.

The president emphasized that these countries can
reach this milestone due to their abundant plant
resources, which can be utilized for renewable energy
production. Specifically, Indonesia plans to achieve
energy independence by leveraging resources such as
palm oil, which can be converted into biodiesel - a
renewable fuel.

Additionally, the government is promoting the
development of new and renewable energy (NRE),
advancing the use of electric vehicles, and enhancing
energy efficiency. [detikNews, in Indonesian]
[Indonesia Business Post, in Indonesian]

Indonesia: Ministry of Agriculture to
revive national dairy sector

(gk) Director General of Livestock and Animal Health at
the Ministry of Agriculture, Agung Suganda, has
affirmed that the Ministry of Agriculture is focusing on
improving partnerships between the dairy industry
and farmers to increase production, quality, and
sustainability of dairy farming businesses.
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He also added that the government is drafting the
“Presidential Regulation on Accelerating National Milk
Production,” which will provide the basis for ensuring
the absorption of fresh milk from farmers, thereby
reducing the import of milk.

Thirty locations will be proposed as national strategic
projects with the aim of strengthening the dairy
ecosystem by providing cheaper rental costs, lower
infrastructure costs, and better logistics support.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Stimulus package of USD 51.65
billion announced for 2025

(gk) The Indonesian government has unveiled a series
of economic stimulus packages totaling USD 51.65
billion for 2025, designed to mitigate economic shocks
and address the weakening purchasing power of low-
and middle-income groups. The packages also intend
to soften the effect of increase in Value Added tax
(VAT) from 11 percent to 12 percent in 2025 for luxury
goods and services.

A significant portion of the packages, roughly USD 16.6
billion, will go toward VAT incentives that benefit a
range of sectors such as micro, small, and medium
enterprises (MSMEs), essential food staples, education,
healthcare, transportation, energy, low-cost housing,
and financial services. An allocation of USD 24.63
billion has been made for energy subsidies and
compensation, covering the costs of subsidized fuel,
electricity and Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG).
Additionally, USD 2.38 billion has been set aside as
interest subsidies for the government’s microloan
program. The government is also allocating USD 8.06
billion, for social aid programs, that include the Family
Hope Program (PKH), food aid, the Indonesia Smart
Program (PIP), subsidies for health insurance
premiums under the National Health Insurance
scheme (PBI JKN), and easier access to unemployment
benefits for laid-off workers.

In the automative sector, the government is intending
to provide tax incentives for electric and hybrid
vehicles. There is also a 3 per cent reduction in luxury
taxes for hybrid vehicles. For labor-intensive industries,
tax exemptions are provided along with financial
support and 50 percent subsidies for workplace
accident insurance to encourage job creation and
economic growth in this sector. The housing sector will
see an extended VAT exemption for house purchases.
[Jakarta Globe]
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Indonesia: Military involvement in food
security program

(Ip) Deputy Chief of Staff of the Indonesian Army,
Tandyo Budi Revita, informed at the Food Self-
Sufficiency Coordination Meeting held by the Ministry
of Agriculture on December 12 that Indonesia’s military
forces were ready to contribute to the food self-
sufficiency program set by President Prabowo
Subianto.

He stated that Indonesia is rich in natural resources
and has learned the importance of regaining national
independence in managing these resources for the
food, health, and industrial sectors. Additionally, he
explained that national independence in the food
sector is part of Indonesia’s national security and
defense strategy, making the military’s involvement in
this program relevant.

Indonesia’s military forces are expected to support the
development of infrastructure by creating rice fields
and building irrigation channels. [Antara News, in
Indonesian] [Indonesiadefense.com, in Indonesian]

Historically, Indonesian military engagement in
agriculture began in the 1960s when they participated
in the Green Revolution, a global agriculture
modernization effort led by the US government and
foreign donor agencies. [Central European Journal of
International and Security Studies, Vol 12 (4),.2018]

Laos: Government vows tighter measures
to tackle pressing economic challenges

(cc) The Lao National Assembly recently concluded its
eighth ordinary session, with a clear message from the
government: tougher actions are needed to address
urgent economic issues plaguing the nation.

The assembly instructed the government to prioritize
tackling public debt, rising inflation, currency
fluctuations, and high living costs.

To address these issues, the government plans a multi-
pronged approach. Public debt management will be a
key focus, while tighter regulations aim to curb
inflation and stabilize the exchange rate. Additionally,
measures will be implemented to regulate commodity
prices and ensure affordability for essential goods.
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Beyond immediate economic concerns, the
government also highlighted the importance of
investing in human capital. Increased state investment
in healthcare, education, and social programs is
intended to bolster the well-being of Lao citizens and
potentially improve future economic prospects.

Tourism, a significant revenue source for Laos, is also
slated for a boost. Upgrading infrastructure in key
tourist destinations is expected to attract more visitors
and generate additional income. [The Star] [Xinhua]

Malaysia: Najib Razak’s house arrest to be
decided by King

(oc) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim told parliament has
told parliament that the decision on whether
Malaysia's former Prime Minister Najib Razak can serve
the remainder of his prison sentence under house
arrest rests solely with the country’s king.

Najib, convicted in 2020 for his involvement in the
1MDB scandal and sentenced to 12 years in prison,
had his term halved in February by Sultan Abdullah,
Malaysia's previous king (see AR No. 6, February/2024,
1). Speculation has since emerged that Sultan Abdullah
issued a separate decree allowing Najib to serve the
rest of his sentence at home. While Najib's legal team
and family claim such a decree exists, this has sparked
public outrage, with many criticizing it as another
instance of elite impunity.

Prime Minister Anwar confirmed raising the matter
with Sultan Ibrahim of Johor, the current king, who will
discuss the issue at a pardons board meeting. Sultan
Ibrahim, who became king in February, requested an
update on the case and will ultimately decide on the
matter.

The debate intensified when Najib’s son, Nizar Najib,
submitted an affidavit alleging Sultan Abdullah
informed him of the house arrest decree in August.
The affidavit included what Nizar claims is a copy of the
document, signed days before Sultan Abdullah
stepped down. However, a previous court ruling
dismissed Najib's attempts to compel the government
to recognize the decree, citing hearsay.

The court is set to deliver its verdict on January 6.
[South China Morning Post]

The 1MDB scandal refers to one of Malaysia's largest
financial scandals, involving the misuse of billions of
dollars from the Malaysian state investment fund
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1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB) and
implicating high-ranking officials, financial institutions,
and prominent figures globally.

Established in 2009 by then-Prime Minister Najib to
promote economic development and attract foreign
investment in Malaysia, the fund became a vehicle for
large-scale corruption, embezzlement, and money
laundering.

Malaysia: People’'s Justice Party revises its
constitution amid talks about potential
membership of UMNO minister

(dqgl) The People's Justice Party - a key member of the
Pakatan Harapan (PH) coalition, which currently leads
the Malaysian government under Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim - PKR has held a special congress to
approve amendments to its constitution aimed at
improving its electoral process, according to Secretary-
General Fuziah Salleh.

Key changes include expanding the number of
delegates eligible to vote for top leadership positions
and introducing gender and ethnic quotas for
delegates. These amendments were passed with a
two-thirds majority.

Fuziah announced that the national congress dates for
2024 and 2025 will be set after a decision by the
central leadership council. The congress also
addressed electoral shortcomings by modifying the
voting system. While the “one member, one vote”
system will apply at the division level, voting for the top
six leadership positions and 20 central leadership
council members will remain delegate-based.

Fuziah explained that this hybrid system balances
grassroots participation with informed representation,
avoiding issues like bloc voting and name recognition
bias. Additional delegates will be allocated to divisions
with over 3,000 members, with quotas for women and
ethnic groups to ensure fairness and inclusivity. [Free
Malay Today 1]

Meanwhile, Prime Minister and PKR chairman Anwar
Ibrahim confirmed that discussions are taking place
regarding the possibility of International Trade and
Industry Minister Tengku Zafrul and Supreme Council
member of the United Malays National Organisation
(UMNO) joining PKR. UMNO is part of the Barisan
Nasional (BN) coalition in Malaysia, which is member of
Anwar’s unity government.
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Speaking at the PKR congress, Anwar noted that his
party maintains an open-door policy, encouraging
dialogue and inclusivity in its membership. He added
that while PKR is not actively recruiting members, it
welcomes discussions initiated by individuals who
express interest in joining the party.

Tengku Zafrul stated earlier that he would issue a
statement regarding the talks about his potential entry
into PKR. [The Star]

For a discussion on Tengku's motivations and political
calculations for his move to PKR, including enhancing
his influence within the current government by getting
closer to Anwar, see [Malysia Today].

In response, UMNO Youth chief Akmal Saleh stated
that his party should reassess its alliances with parties
in the unity government that accept its members. In a
Facebook post, Akmal emphasized the need for UMNO
to stand firm: “UMNO is not a party that can be pushed
around. We have dignity.”

This follows comments from UMNO President Ahmad
Zahid Hamidi, who urged the party’s allies in the unity
government to avoid accepting members from other
coalition partners. Zahid stressed that unity among the
partners must be maintained, and each party must
respect the other, particularly BN. [Free Malaysia
Today 2]

Malaysia: SAPP withdraws from Perikatan
Nasional over Sabah autonomy stance

(ga) The Sabah Progressive Party (SAPP) has officially
withdrawn from Perikatan Nasional (PN), the
opposition coalition in Malaysia, following a Supreme
Council decision on November 23.

SAPP President Yong Teck Lee cited PN's plan to
contest the Sabah State Election as conflicting with
SAPP's principle that all 73 state seats should be
reserved for local parties in accordance with the
Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63) and Sabah's
autonomy.

SAPP remains a member of the Sabah People's
Coalition (GRS) alliance, which includes several Sabah-
based parties. Yong proposed that GRS field
candidates in all 73 state seats to reinforce Sabah's
rights under MA63. He also urged GRS to clarify its
political alignment with Pakatan Harapan before year-
end, ensuring voters can make informed decisions
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ahead of the election scheduled in less than 10
months. [Malay Mail] [Bernama]

Malaysia: PBM confirms contesting in 17th
Sabah state election

(ga) Minor opposition Malaysian Nation Party (PBM)
has officially confirmed its participation in the
upcoming 17th Sabah State Election in December
2025. PBM president Larry Sng Wei Shien stated that
the party's election machinery, which was established
two years ago, is now prepared for deployment. While
the specific number of seats PBM will contest was not
disclosed, the party has given its Sabah leadership the
autonomy to determine the candidates and the
number of seats.

PBM vice president Jupri Lenson, along with Sabah
PBM Information Chief Richard Dompok, will oversee
these decisions. The election is expected to be held
before October 2025, as the current state
government's term ends then. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Human rights lawyer warns
against ban on discussion on “3Rs"”

(dgl) Human rights lawyer Edmund Bon has warned
that a blanket ban on discussing race, religion, and
royalty (3Rs) in Malaysia risks oversimplifying these
topics and inadvertently providing the opposition with
a powerful narrative to exploit.

During a panel discussion at the launch of a report by
the Centre for Independent Journalism (ClJ), Bon
expressed concern that the government's crackdown
on 3R discussions not only threatens free speech but
fails to effectively address extremism.

He argued that by treating these topics as taboo, the
government makes them seem more exclusive and
exceptional, thereby increasing their appeal to the
opposition. This creates an environment where
discussions around these sensitive issues become a
focal point for those seeking to challenge the status
quo.

Bon emphasized that only expressions inciting hate or
advocating violence should be prohibited, as broader
bans could embolden groups demanding stricter
censorship. He pointed out that freedom of expression
can be limited by law, provided it is necessary,
proportionate, and justified. [Free Malaysia Today]
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The ClJ's report, "State of Freedom of Expression in
Malaysia 2024," highlighted the shrinking civic space in
the country due to government censorship, such as
blocking news sites and launching investigations
against journalists. The report also noted an increased
police presence at peaceful gatherings and
inconsistent enforcement of the Peaceful Assembly Act
2012. Between January and November, Section 233 of
the Communications and Multimedia Act (CMA) was
invoked 99 times.

The ClJ called for the repeal or amendment of
oppressive laws, including the Sedition Act, the CMA,
the Official Secrets Act, and sections of the Penal Code
that limit free expression. It also recommended the
strengthening of independent oversight bodies, the
establishment of the Malaysian Media Council, and the
enactment of a Right to Information Act. [Centre for
Independent Journalism] [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Agreement on Sawarak State
gas distribution in Sarawak

(dqgl) Malaysian oil companies Petroliam Nasional
Berhad (Petronas) and Petroleum Sarawak Berhad
(Petros) are close to finalizing a long-delayed
agreement on gas distribution in Sarawak, as Prime
Minister Anwar Ibrahim disclosed on December 12.

The two firms have been in a months-long negotiation
over Sarawak's plan to transfer control of all gas
trading in the energy-rich state from Petronas - whose
sole shareholder is the Malaysian government - to
Petros which is owned by the government of Sarawak.

Sarawak Premier Abang Johari Openg announced
earlier last week that a resolution had been reached,
with an official announcement expected from Anwar
soon. Anwar stated that "clear decisions" had been
made, though the firms are still working on finer
details, including parameters and legal implications.

Sarawak, located on Borneo Island, has long sought
greater control over its natural resources. In February,
it appointed Petros to manage, distribute, supply, and
sell all natural gas produced in the state to
downstream buyers. Originally, Sarawak wanted Petros
to assume control of these activities from Petronas by
July, but the companies became mired in lengthy
negotiations.

An Oct. 1 deadline for reaching an agreement passed
without resolution, raising industry concerns about the
potential impact on Petronas - an essential contributor
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to the federal budget - and on energy activities in
Sarawak, which holds over 60 percent of Malaysia's gas
reserves. [Natural Gas World]

Malaysia: Commodity sector surges in
2024

(dqgl) In 2024, Malaysia's commodity sector has shown
resilience and growth despite global challenges,
buoyed by strong exports and favorable market
conditions.

The palm oil sector, a critical component of the
Malaysian economy, experienced robust growth, with a
notable increase in the yield of fresh fruit bunches
(FFB) by 8.1 percent to 13.94 tons per hectare,
compared to 12.89 tons per hectare in 2023.

Crude palm oil (CPO) prices also rose by 5.5 percent,
averaging MYR 4,047.50 (USD 909) per ton from
January to October 2024, up from MYR 3,835.50 (USD
861) in the same period last year. This increase was
driven by stronger export demand, a weaker ringgit
enhancing competitiveness, and reduced palm oil
stock levels below two million tons.

Exports of palm oil and palm-based products grew by
11.9 percent year-on-year (y-0-y) to 22.30 million tons
in the first ten months of 2024, generating MYR 89.39
billion (USD 20 billion) in revenue - an increase of 14.5
percent from RM 78.10 billion (USD 17.5 billion) in the
same period last year. Palm oil remained the largest
export item, accounting for 14.05 million tons, up 13.7
percent from the previous year. India remained the
leading market for Malaysian palm oil, importing 2.67
million tons, or 19.0 percent of total exports.

The palm oil sector’s outlook was positively impacted
by Malaysia’s successful challenge of the European
Union's restrictions on palm oil biofuels at the World
Trade Organisation (WTO). The Malaysian
government's efforts led to a significant win, ensuring
fair treatment for biodiesel traders and employees.
This was followed by the EU'’s decision to delay the
implementation of the EU Deforestation Regulation
(EUDR) by 12 months, providing temporary relief to
Malaysian producers who face challenges in meeting
the EUDR’s compliance requirements.

The rubber sector also performed well in 2024,
contributing MYR 24.47 billion (USD 5.5 billion) to
export revenue - a 19.9 percent year-on-year increase.
Exports of rubber products rose by 15.1 percent,
driven by a 24.1 percent increase in rubber glove
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exports, reaching MYR 11.0 billion (USD 2.4 billion). The
Malaysian Rubber Board (MRB) expects NR production
in 2024 to reach 350,000 tons, reflecting a slight
increase from the previous year. However, challenges
remain, including labor shortages, particularly in the
production of dry-rubber-based products. [Bernama]

Myanmar: Military junta and MNDAA
representatives hold talks in China

(dqgl) Representatives from Myanmar's military junta
and leaders of insurgent Myanmar National
Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) have reportedly
been holding talks in China’s Yunnan province as
Beijing pressures both sides to find a resolution to
Myanmar's ongoing civil war. The negotiations, which
started in Kunming on December 15 were attended by
Lieutenant Gen. Ko Ko Oo for the junta, along with a
brigadier general and office staff. No statements have
been made by either side regarding the talks.

These discussions come over a month after junta
leader Min Aung Hlaing visited Kunming for a meeting
with Chinese Premier Li Qiang on the sidelines of a
regional summit - his first trip to China since
Myanmar’s military seized power in February 2021. In
August, the MNDAA captured Lashio, northern Shan
State’s largest city and a key commercial gateway near
the Chinese border. Since then, Beijing has been
pressuring the MNDAA to withdraw from Lashio.

The MNDAA has also seized control of more than half a
dozen towns in the area, which serve as significant
border trading hubs. In October, the group’s leader,
Peng Daxun, traveled to Yunnan for medical treatment
and to meet with Deng Xijun, China’s special envoy for
Asian Affairs. Sources close to the MNDAA revealed last
month that Peng was prevented from returning to
Myanmar, possibly as a means of pressuring the group
to withdraw from Lashio. However, China’s foreign
ministry denied that Peng was under house arrest.

The MNDAA declared a ceasefire on December 3 and
announced plans to send a high-level delegation for
talks with the junta. Discussions are expected to focus
on extending the ceasefire and reopening border trade
gates. According to political analyst Phoe Wa, both
sides are likely to reinforce their current stronghold
positions rather than seeking to shift territorial control.
The minimum possible agreement may involve easing
trade restrictions. The junta could also request the
release of soldiers captured by the MNDAA during the
fight for Lashio, as the group’s limited resources make
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it difficult to provide adequate support for detained
troops. [Radio Free Asia]

Myanmar: Junta intensifies forced
conscription

(anl) Following a series of battlefield defeats,
Myanmar’s junta has intensified forcible conscription
to replenish its ranks. Severe setbacks, particularly in
the Rakhine and Kachin States, have resulted in
hundreds of regime troops being killed or captured,
including those press-ganged under the new
conscription law. This has fueled growing fears that
more young men will be forcibly recruited, hastily
trained, and sent to war zones where junta forces
continue to struggle.

Since the conscription process began in March, the
junta has enlisted eight batches of conscripts, totaling
around 30,000 men. Preparations for the 9th and 10th
batches are underway, with young people in junta-
controlled territories being rounded up. Major cities
like Yangon and Mandalay have become hotspots for
forcible recruitment.

On December 10, residents reported that soldiers and
police abducted eight men aged 25-27 from U San Pe
Ward in Thingangyun Township, Yangon. Junta snatch
squads also raided three homes in the area, arresting
four additional young men and informing their families
that they were being conscripted. Similarly, the Voice
of Mandalay, a group monitoring junta oppression,
reported that 41 young men were seized for
conscription across Mahar Aung Myay, Aung Myay
Tharzan, Pyi Gyi Takon, and Amarapura townships in
Mandalay City between December 1 and 9.

As of now, the widespread reports of forced
conscription have caused a sharp decline in nighttime
activities in cities like Yangon and Mandalay because of
fear of abduction by authorities, which leaves streets
nearly deserted by 8 p.m. as residents avoid going out
after dark. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: IFRC urges action to address
humanitarian crisis post-typhoon Yagi

(anl) The International Federation of Red Cross and
Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) has called for urgent
action to address Myanmar's escalating humanitarian
crisis following Typhoon Yagi. The typhoon, which
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struck in September, triggered severe flooding and
landslides, affecting over 1.1 million people across 70
townships. Additionally, it destroyed more than 2.3
million hectares of agricultural land, caused the loss of
176,000 livestock, and inflicted extensive damage to
infrastructure, leaving many families facing food
insecurity and prolonged economic hardships,
particularly those dependent on farming. The disaster
compounded an already dire situation, with 18 million
people requiring humanitarian assistance due to
ongoing conflict, widespread poverty, and economic
instability.

Field assessments by the Myanmar Red Cross Society
(MRCS) identified urgent needs, including food, cash
assistance, shelter, livelihood restoration, and mental
health and psychosocial support for displaced
communities.

In response, the IFRC has launched a CHF 2.5 million
(USD 2.8 million) emergency appeal to support MRCS
in assisting 25,000 affected individuals over the next
year. [IERC] [Mizzima]

Myanmar: UNOCHA reports 123 civilian
casualties in Rakhine, Chin State due to
landmines in 2024

(anl) The United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) reported that 123
civilians were killed or injured in 2024 so far due to
landmines and explosive remnants of war in Arakan
(Rakhine) State and Paletwa Township, Chin State.

The UN humanitarian agency's report UNOCHA also
highlighted at least 889 civilian casualties from
landmine and ordnance explosions in Myanmar
between January and September this year. Last year,
Myanmar recorded the highest number of landmine-
related incidents globally, with 1,052 casualties in 2023,
including 21 percent children.

Locals in Arakan State alleged that the military regime
has planted landmines as a defensive strategy after
losing significant territory to the Arakan Army (AA) over
the past 13 months. These landmines frequently cause
fatal or severe injuries. Arakanese social activist Wai
Hun Aung criticized junta soldiers for planting
landmines in former military camps and advised locals
to exercise caution in such areas. [DMG]
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Myanmar: Women forced into sex work
amid economic collapse

(anl) A New York Times article draws attention to the
precarious situation of women forced into sex work by
Myanmar’s economic crisis.

The February 2021 coup in Myanmar, compounded by
the economic devastation caused by the pandemic,
has forced many women into sex work. The military
takeover and ongoing civil conflict have severely
damaged the economy. According to the World Bank
(see article below), inflation surged to 26 percent,
factories shut down due to power shortages,
unseasonal floods ruined farms, and fighting disrupted
trade with neighboring countries. The value of the
Myanmar kyat plummeted, and nearly half of
Myanmar’s population now lives in poverty. This
economic collapse has pushed even women from
professions like medicine, education, and healthcare
into prostitution to survive.

May, a 26-year-old doctor, was earning USD 415 per
month before the coup but turned to sex work in
Mandalay after her father fell ill and prices soared. She
has been working in secrecy for over a year, with her
family unaware of how she earns money. Similarly, Zar,
a 25-year-old nurse, turned to sex work after her
hospital was shut down by the military.

Although prostitution is illegal in Myanmar, many
women, including those with higher education, have
turned to it as a means of survival. Detained women
often face bribery to secure their release, adding
further danger to their already precarious situation.
While it is difficult to determine how many women are
involved, the visible presence of women in the sex
trade, including those on the streets, has significantly
increased. [The New York Times]

Myanmar: World bank exposes escalating
economic crisis in military-controlled
Myanmar

(nf) Myanmar's economy is facing a deepening crisis as
the World Bank revised its forecast to a 1 percent
contraction of GDP for the fiscal year ending March
2025, compared with an earlier projection of modest
growth. This severe impact of the ongoing conflict,
natural disasters, and macroeconomic instability is
evident in the shrinkage of major sectors such as
agriculture, manufacturing, and services, which are
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hampered by raw material shortages, unreliable
electricity, and weak domestic demand. [World Bank]

The recent flooding brought about by Typhoon Yagi
and the heavy monsoon rains affected 2.4 million
people across 192 townships, furthering damage to
infrastructure and agriculture and worsening food
insecurity. For instance, the number of people facing
acute food insecurity has risen to 14.3 million, up 34
percent from the preceding year, as inflation and
supply shortages prevail.

It also continued to disrupt supply chains and border
trade, as more than half of townships in Myanmar saw
active fighting. The World Bank added that labor
shortages due to mass migration were also reported,
with many leaving the country to flee conflict and
mandatory conscription in search of better prospects
elsewhere. Remittances from these migrants have
since become a lifeline to many households.

Power cuts have made the factories in the industrial
zones operate intermittently, while farmers are
overwhelmed by the flooding and the conflict. The
World Bank has called for immediate humanitarian
efforts and coordinated strategies to rebuild
livelihoods, stabilize the economy, and meet the
growing needs of the population. [Irrawaddy News]
[Radio Free Asia] [The Diplomat]

Myanmar: Arakan Army claims full
control of Rakhine Shate

(tl/nf) The Arakan Army (AA) captured the last junta
base in Maungdaw Township, Rakhine State, near the
Bangladesh border on December 11. The base, Border
Guard Police Battalion No. 5, was heavily fortified and
manned by over 700 regime personnel, including
Rohingya militia. After 55 days of intense fighting,
including junta airstrikes, the AA seized the base, and
captured Brigadier General Thurein Tun, a key junta
commander known for brutal crackdowns during
Myanmar's 2021 coup. [The Irrawaddy 1]

Accused of executing his own troops to prevent
surrender, Thurein Tun has been implicated in forcibly
conscripting Rohingya individuals, spreading racial
hatred, and training armed groups to destabilize
northern Rakhine. [The Irrawaddy 2]

The AA said over 450 junta forces were killed and
during the fighting for the Border Guard Police
battalion HQ. The AA also detained around 80
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Rohingya insurgents and seized a large cache of
weapons and ammunition.

The AA now controls Myanmar's 270-km border with
Bangladesh and most of Rakhine State, including 12 of
its 17 townships. The junta has not commented on this
major defeat. This operation is part of the AA's broader
offensive, which has seen it secure significant territory
in Rakhine and northern Shan State since late 2023.
[The Diplomat] [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta faces backlash over troop
abandonment at border post

(sc) A viral video showing disheveled and abandoned
Myanmar junta troops trapped at a besieged border
post has sparked widespread anger toward junta chief
Min Aung Hlaing, even among his supporters. The
footage, filmed on November 8, depicts soldiers of the
No. 5 Border Guard Police Battalion barricaded in a
dark building near Maungdaw township, Rakhine state,
pleading for reinforcements after being trapped for
three months.

The post was overrun by the anti-junta Arakan Army
(AA), which claimed to have killed over 450 of the 700
junta troops stationed there and captured several
others, including Brigadier General Thurein Tun. The
fall of this battalion marks the junta’s complete loss of
Myanmar's 270-kilometer border with Bangladesh,
dealing a severe blow to the regime.

The video is said to have fueled rare frustration among
junta loyalists on platforms like Telegram, with many
questioning Min Aung Hlaing's leadership and
demanding his resignation. The AA announced that
prisoners of war are being treated in accordance with
the Geneva Convention, while those accused of war
crimes face justice.

Analysts suggest this incident could signal a turning
point, eroding support for the junta leader and
potentially accelerating his political decline. Experts
also warn that the fall of Maungdaw could lead to
further losses for the junta, with the AA targeting the
Western Command headquarters in Ann township,
potentially bringing all of Rakhine state under rebel
control. [Radio Free Asia]

Myanmar: DPLA reports heavy junta
losses, accuses junta of chemical bomb
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use in Shan State

(anl) Since November 30, intense fighting has erupted
between Myanmar Junta forces and the Danu People’s
Liberation Army (DPLA) in the Kyaukgu area of Yatsauk,
southern Shan State. On December 9, the DPLA, an
ethnic armed organization, reported over 50 junta
troop fatalities, along with the capture of weapons and
ammunition. Photos shared by the DPLA showed the
bodies of at least five junta soldiers and more than 20
confiscated firearms.

The DPLA also accused junta forces of using chemical
bombs during the clashes, causing nausea and
dizziness among seven of its members. The group has
advised civilians in the combat zone to relocate to
safer areas and avoid contact with junta troops.
[Mizzima] [Irrawaddy]

Philippines: Lawmakers justify budget
cuts to education and health, highlight
concerns over public work spendings

(rv/Im) The House of Representatives has stood firm in
justifying its decision to slash PHP 10 billion (USD 176
million) from the Department of Education’s (DepEd)
computerization budget for 2025. Lawmakers cited
DepEd's poor track record of fund utilization,
particularly its failure to spend PHP 9.3 billion of its ICT
allocation for 2023, as the primary reason for the cut.
DepEd Secretary Sonny Angara has expressed
concerns over the reduction, but lawmakers argue it
was necessary to ensure accountability and address
inefficiencies within the department, which was
headed by Vice President concomitantly Sarah Duterte
until her resignation this July.

Despite the cut, DepEd's overall budget for 2025
remains PHP 19 billion (USD 337 million) higher than
its 2024 allocation.

The controversy comes amid the Philippines'
continued struggle in global education rankings, with
the country ranking 76th out of 81 countries in the
2023 PISA assessment. The delay in delivering vital ICT
resources, such as laptops for teachers, is seen as a
contributing factor to the country’'s poor performance.
Still, the House asserts that the cut is not an attack on
education but a call for DepEd to prioritize effective
governance over increasing budgets. [Philstar 1]
[Philstar 2]
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President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has criticized the cuts,
emphasizing the importance of STEM (science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics) education
in his administration's policies. Although he has not
promised to veto the cuts, he pledged to engage with
Congress to restore the funding. [Philstar 3]

Health budget cuts spark legal debate

In addition to education funding, lawmakers have also
defended cuts to the Department of Health (DOH)
budget, which is facing significant reductions in 2025.
Senator Pia Cayetano has announced plans to
challenge the cuts before the Supreme Court,
particularly questioning the removal of government
subsidies for the Philippine Health Insurance
Corporation (PhilHealth). According to the Sin Tax Law,
a portion of tobacco and sugary beverage taxes is
earmarked for PhilHealth, but Congress’'s move to cut
the subsidy has raised legal concerns. [Rappler]

Cayetano argues that this decision violates the law,
which mandates that these funds be allocated to
PhilHealth. Despite this, Senate finance committee
chair Grace Poe defended the cuts, suggesting that
PhilHealth's unused reserves should address its
funding needs. The debate over PhilHealth's financial
management continues, with critics questioning the
adequacy of its funds to cover necessary health
programs. [ABS-CBN]

Public works spending under scrutiny

Meanwhile, former senator Panfilo Lacson has raised
concerns about the increase in the Department of
Public Works and Highways (DPWH) budget, which rose
from PHP 900 billion (USD 16 billion) to PHP 1.113
trillion (USD 19 billion) in the reconciled budget. Lacson
promised to scrutinize the allocation if reelected,
particularly questioning the effectiveness and
implementation of public infrastructure projects.
Senate finance committee chair Grace Poe has
defended the increase, attributing it to foreign-assisted
projects requiring government funding.

Philippines: University of the Philippines
faces largest budget cut in nine years

(Im) The University of the Philippines (UP) will
experience its largest budget reduction in nearly a
decade, with its 2025 allocation cut by PHP 2.08 billion
(USD 37 million). Lawmakers approved a budget of
PHP 22.70 billion (USD 406 million), down from the
current PHP 24.77 billion (USD 443 million) and lower
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than the proposed PHP 23.40 billion (USD 419 million)
under the National Expenditure Program.

This 8.4 percent decrease surpasses the previous
largest single-year cut of PHP 1.33 billion (USD 24
million) between 2015 and 2016. The cut will affect
UP's entire system, which operates eight universities
and serves over 64,000 students nationwide.

The reduction is part of an overall 4.7 percent drop in
funding for state universities and colleges (SUCs),
whose total allocation will decrease from PHP 128.23
billion (USD 2.29 billion) to PHP 122.16 billion (USD 2.18
billion) next year. The bicameral committee finalized
the figures, pending the president's approval for
enactment into law. [Philstar]

Philippines: More than 1,300 OVP fund
recipients found to have no birth records

(Im) Nearly two-thirds of individuals listed as recipients
of Vice President Sara Duterte’s PHP 500 million (USD
8.88 million) confidential funds in the Office of the Vice
President (OVP) have no birth records, raising concerns
that these recipients may be fictitious. According to
National Statistician Dennis Mapa, of the 1,992 names
verified by the House committee on good government
and public accountability, 1,322 were found to have no
birth records in the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA)
database. Only 670 names were identified as
potentially matching existing records.

Further investigations revealed additional
discrepancies: 1,456 names lacked marriage records,
and 1,593 had no death records. Only a small fraction
showed corresponding entries.

The names were listed on acknowledgment receipts
submitted by the OVP to the Commission on Audit to
justify confidential fund expenditures from late 2022 to
the third quarter of 2023. Rep. Joel Chua, chairman of
the committee, stated that these findings suggest the
acknowledgment receipts may have been fabricated to
justify the disbursement of confidential funds.

Chua emphasized that if the recipients do not exist, it
raises the critical question of where the funds went.
This issue is part of a broader investigation into the
alleged misuse of confidential funds, which also
includes similar discrepancies found in a separate PHP
112.5 million (USD 2 million) disbursed by the
Department of Education (DepEd) during Duterte’s
tenure as secretary in 2023. [Philstar]
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Philippines: Lawmaker accuses ex-
President Duterte of leading 'grand
criminal enterprise' under drug war

(alm) Former President Rodrigo Duterte is at the center
of a “grand criminal enterprise” that exploited the
Philippines' war on drugs to advance illegal drug
networks and eliminate competition, Antipolo City
Representative Romeo Acop alleged during a House
Quad Committee hearing.

Acop cited findings from 13 hearings linking Duterte’s
administration (2016-2022) to illegal drug proliferation,
extrajudicial killings, and Philippine offshore gaming
operators (POGOs). He referenced dismissed police
colonel Eduardo Acierto's testimony, which implicated
Duterte and his close allies, including Senators Bong
Go and Ronald dela Rosa, as protectors of the drug
trade. Dela Rosa served as national police chief, while
Go was Duterte's special assistant.

Acop criticized Duterte’'s campaign promise to
eradicate drugs, calling it deeply ironic. He argued that
those in power “brought and spread the drug
problem,” profiting at the expense of countless Filipino
lives. He accused the administration of using anti-drug
operations to enrich a select few while enabling large-
scale drug smuggling through Philippine borders.

The lawmaker further exposed a “perverse reward
system” that incentivized killings during Duterte's drug
war. Rewards reportedly ranged from PHP 20,000 (USD
360) to PHP 1 million (USD 18,000), as corroborated by
former officials Royina Garma and Edilberto Leonardo.
Acop claimed this system targeted local drug
manufacturers and operators to eliminate competition
for drug importers, underlining that every killing was
compensated.

Acop also highlighted the human toll of Duterte’s
campaign, estimating at least 30,000 deaths, with
victims' families often dismissed as "collateral
damage." He pledged to pursue legislative reforms and
ensure accountability, vowing that the investigation
would leave “no stone unturned.” [Philippine News
Agency]

Philippines: Government intensifies
efforts to enforce nationwide POGO ban
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(elr) The Philippine government has intensified efforts
to enforce a nationwide ban on Philippine Offshore
Gaming Operators (POGOs) by 2025. These companies,
based in the Philippines, primarily provide online
gambling services to customers abroad, often targeting
markets where such activities are restricted.

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has directed
government agencies to ensure strict compliance and
crack down on illegal operators who persist despite the
impending ban. “We have instructed PAGCOR
(Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corporation),
PAOCC (Presidential Anti-Organised Crime
Commission), PNP (Philippine National Police), and
CIDG (Criminal Investigation and Detection Group) to
intensify their operations against illegal POGO and IGL
operations in our country,” he stated. [Philippine News
Agency 1]

The Philippine Amusement and Gaming Corporation
(PAGCOR), which previously regulated POGOs,
admitted to difficulties in monitoring the industry, a
challenge that played a key role in the government's
decision to implement a complete ban. Interior
Secretary Jonvic Remulla warned of a potential rise in
“guerilla operations” as illegal operators attempt to
evade authorities. [Philstar] [Philippine News Agency 2]

The POGO industry once made significant
contributions to the Philippine economy, generating
billions in revenue and providing employment
opportunities. However, its rapid and largely
unchecked expansion resulted in severe negative
consequences, including a surge in criminal activities
such as human trafficking, prostitution, kidnapping,
and murder. [Philippine News Agency 2]

Beyond domestic concerns, POGO operations strained
diplomatic relations with neighboring countries.
Chinese authorities, in particular, had repeatedly urged
the Philippines to ban POGOs due to their adverse
effects on Chinese citizens, who were often targeted by
illegal gambling networks.

Philippines: President Marcos Jr. launches
4th Human Rights Plan

(elr) On December 10, President Marcos Jr. launched
the 4th Philippine Human Rights Plan (PHRP4) in
observance of International Human Rights Day. The
plan aims to foster inclusive growth, social justice, and
improve the quality of life for all Filipinos. Marcos,
represented by Executive Secretary Lucas Bersamin,
emphasized the government's commitment to
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protecting human lives, uplifting dignity, and advancing
people's progress.

The launch also highlighted the collaborative efforts of
various stakeholders, including the Presidential Human
Rights Committee, government agencies, lawmakers,
the Commission on Human Rights, and civil society
groups. Commission on Human Rights Chairperson
Richard Palpal-latoc called the PHRP4 a blueprint for
improving the human rights landscape and addressing
key human rights issues in the country.

Presidential Peace Adviser Carlito Galvez Jr. expressed
that the PHRP4 demonstrates the Marcos
administration's dedication to upholding human
dignity in a democratic society, particularly focusing on
vulnerable populations in conflict-prone areas. He
called for unity to create a society where peace,
equality, and progress are enjoyed by all Filipinos.
[Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: Children in Conflict with the
Law still held accountable for offenses

(rv) The Department of Social Welfare and
Development (DSWD), through the Juvenile Justice and
Welfare Council (JJWCQ), reaffirmed that children in
conflict with the law (CICLs) are held accountable
under the "Juvenile Justice and Welfare Act", despite
misconceptions to the contrary. JJWC Executive
Director Atty. Tricia Clare Oco emphasized that the law
ensures a child-sensitive process while holding
offenders accountable.

The law's Comprehensive National Juvenile
Intervention Program (CNJIP) supports CICLs through
rehabilitation under a restorative justice framework.
Facilities like Bahay Pag-Asa (BPA), managed by local
government units, provide intensive juvenile
intervention. Children aged 12 to 15 who commit
serious offenses are placed in BPAs, while cases
involving 15- to 18-year-olds are assessed for
discernment before proceeding to court or diversion,
an alternative to legal proceedings.

JJWC's "Support to Bahay Pag-Asa Project" improves
BPA capacity, with 115 operational facilities, 25 of
which are DSWD-accredited. [Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: OFW remittances rise by 2.7
percent in October 2024, total reaches
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USD 3.42 billion

(Im) Personal remittances from Overseas Filipino
Workers (OFWSs) grew by 2.7 percent in October 2024,
reaching USD 3.42 billion. This is an increase from
September’'s USD 3.34 billion and from October last
year, which was USD 3.33 billion. The central bank
attributed the higher remittances to contributions
from both land-based and sea-based workers.

For the first ten months of 2024, cumulative
remittances increased by 3.0 percent, reaching USD
31.49 billion, compared to USD 30.57 billion during the
same period in 2023. [Philstar]

Philippines: House committees order NBI
probe into alleged rice price manipulation

(elr) The Philippine House of Representatives has
flagged potential collusion among rice importers,
traders, and middlemen as a key factor behind high
rice prices despite an oversupply and reduced import
tariffs under Executive Order 62, which reduced rice
import tariffs from 35 percent to 15 percent. During
hearings of the "Murang Pagkain Supercommittee" and
the Quinta Committee, lawmakers highlighted
speculative practices, hoarding, and anti-competitive
behavior.

Top importers, controlling 36 percent of rice imports,
were identified as potential contributors to price
manipulation. Despite rice inventories reaching 2.5
million metric tons—25 percent higher year-on-year—
domestic prices rose from PHP51 to PHP55.30 per
kilogram, with the price gap between imported and
local rice widening from PHP3 to PHP20 per kilogram.
Marikina Rep. Stella Quimbo alleged that traders and
importers profited PHP13 billion by withholding stocks
and not passing tariff savings to consumers.

The committees also noted vulnerabilities in the supply
chain, including vertically integrated entities exploiting
their position. The National Bureau of Investigation
(NBI) was directed to probe middlemen and the supply
chain to identify individuals or organizations
responsible for price hikes. Legislators attributed some
issues to the 2019 Rice Tariffication Law, which limited
the National Food Authority's ability to stabilize prices
through direct intervention. [Philippine News Agency 1]
[Philippine News Agency 2]
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Philippines: Ex- Mandaluyong City Police
Chief Hector Grijaldo detained in House
for contempt

(Im) Ex-Mandaluyong City Police Chief Hector Grijaldo
has been detained in the House of Representatives
since December 14, following a contempt order issued
by the House Quad Committee. Grijaldo was cited for
repeatedly skipping four hearings without valid
excuses. He had missed the first two hearings due to
medical issues, and claimed temporary inability to walk
for the third. However, during the 13th hearing, a PNP
physician confirmed Grijaldo was ambulatory and able
to walk, leading to the denial of his request for hospital
arrest.

Grijaldo, who was the Mandaluyong City Police chiefin
2020, previously testified at the Senate about the
Duterte administration’s reward system for drug
suspects killed, only to later accuse two House
committee chairmen of coercing him to confirm
certain details. His statements regarding the
administration's practices were met with legal disputes
from involved parties, further escalating tensions.
[Philstar]

Singapore: Prime Minister Wong
celebrates 170 years of Hainanese clan
association’s contributions

(Im) The Singapore Hainan Hwee Kuan marked its
170th anniversary with a gala dinner attended by
Prime Minister Lawrence Wong, who highlighted the
association’s enduring role in uniting the Hainanese
community and preserving its culture.

Prime Minister Wong, himself of Hainanese descent,
reflected on the clan’s historical significance as a haven
for early migrants and its evolution into a cultural and
social hub. He noted the Hainanese community's
unique identity as part of Singapore’'s multiracial and
multi-religious society. Despite being one of the
smallest Chinese dialect groups, making up about 6
percent of Singapore’s population, the Hainanese have
made notable contributions, from founding schools
like Yuying Secondary School to engaging in charity
work, including fundraising during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Transport Minister Chee Hong Tat also attended,
presenting scholarships to young achievers,
underscoring the association’s commitment to
supporting education. The event celebrated the
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Hainanese community’s culinary legacy, such as
Hainanese curry rice, which reflects Singapore’s blend
of Chinese and Western influences. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Surge in secretive luxury
mansion deals raises transparency
concerns

(Im) Singapore's market for high-end Good Class
Bungalows (GCBs) saw over USD 1.1 billion in
transactions from January to December 2024, with
nearly half conducted without legal caveats that
disclose buyers' identities, Bloomberg reports. This
growing trend of secrecy includes the use of trusts and
shell companies to obscure ownership, reflecting
increasing demand among ultra-wealthy individuals
seeking privacy.

The rise in clandestine transactions follows concerns
sparked by a 2023 money-laundering scandal involving
luxury property rentals. Wealthy Chinese buyers have
significantly contributed to the surge in GCB
purchases, drawn by Singapore's freehold property
status and favorable investment environment
compared to Hong Kong.

Despite transparency issues, Singapore restricts GCB
ownership to citizens and a few approved foreigners.
The government has also imposed a 65 percent tax on
property purchases through trusts, with limited
refunds for citizens, to deter opaque transactions.
However, experts warn that a lack of mandatory
disclosure rules could harm public trust and erode
Singapore’s reputation for transparency.

Calls for stricter regulations come as concerns mount
over the potential misuse of such properties, with
some urging mandatory disclosure for all private
property deals. [The Edge Singapore]

Singapore: Ministers to take legal action
against Bloomberg over ‘libellous’ article

(Im) Singapore’s Home Affairs and Law Minister K.
Shanmugam and Manpower Minister Dr. Tan See Leng
have announced plans to issue Letters of Demand to
Bloomberg over a December 12 article they described
as “libellous.” The article, titled “Singapore Mansion
Deals Are Increasingly Shrouded in Secrecy,”
referenced property transactions involving the
ministers.
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In separate Facebook posts, the ministers stated that
they will also take action against others who have
published similar allegations, emphasizing the
seriousness of the claims. The Bloomberg article
discussed discreet mansion purchases by Singapore's
ultra-wealthy, sparking controversy over transparency
in property transactions. [The Sun]

Singapore: New Law Centre for migrant
workers to open in 2025

(Im) Singapore will open its first Migrant Workers’ Law
Centre in Little India in early 2025 to provide free legal
consultations on salary disputes, work injuries, and
employment issues. A collaboration between NTUC's
Migrant Workers' Centre (MWC) and Pro Bono SG, the
center will have an on-site lawyer and program
coordinator supported by volunteers.

Announced during the International Migrants Day
celebration, the center aims to engage over 1,000
workers and assist 120 cases in 2025. It expands Pro
Bono SG's existing legal services and will address
common issues like scams and workplace disputes.

Efforts to improve migrant workers’ welfare also
include upgrading recreation centers in Jurong and
upcoming tenders for new facilities in Kaki Bukit and
Woodlands. Celebrations for International Migrants
Day reached over 75,000 workers across various
events islandwide. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: PDPC to update guidelines on
NRIC numbers to align with new policy

(Im) Singapore’s Personal Data Protection Commission
(PDPC) will revise its guidelines on National
Registration Identity Card (NRIC) numbers to align with
the government's updated policy intent. The
announcement follows the Ministry of Digital
Development and Information's (MDDI) decision to end
the masking of NRIC numbers, prompted by concerns
over data visibility on the Bizfile portal.

MDDI and PDPC have advised against using NRIC
numbers as passwords or for authentication purposes
by organizations, citing security risks since NRIC
numbers are not confidential. Organizations must
phase out using NRIC numbers as default passwords
and ensure compliance with the Personal Data
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Protection Act, which mandates valid consent and
protection of collected data. [Channel News Asia]

Singapore: Construction workplace
fatalities triple in second half of 2024

(Im) The Ministry of Manpower has reported a
troubling rise in construction sector fatalities in
Singapore, with 15 workplace deaths recorded in the
second half of 2024, a threefold increase from the five
deaths in the first half. The ministry highlighted a lack
of adherence to basic safety measures and
complacency as key contributors to the incidents.

Amid concerns over potential safety shortcuts to meet
project deadlines during the festive season, the
ministry issued over 400 inspections in October and
November, resulting in fines exceeding SGD 300,000
(approximately USD 222,000) and 13 Stop Work
Orders. Authorities warned of stricter enforcement
against companies failing to improve safety practices.

Separately, Singapore’s labor market demonstrated
strong growth in the third quarter of 2024, with total
employment rising by 22,300, reaching 3,736,900. Both
resident and nonresident employment expanded, with
the latter driven by increased hiring in construction
and manufacturing.

Unemployment rates showed a slight decline, with the
overall rate at 1.9 percent in September, and job
vacancies reduced to 63,400 from 81,200 in June.
Despite the drop, jobs continued to outnumber
jobseekers, with 1.39 positions available per person
seeking work. [Social News XYZ]

Thailand: Pheu Thai MP withdraws anti-
coup and military reform bill amidst
opposition

(msz/Im) Pheu Thai party-list MP Prayut Siripanich has
withdrawn his controversial "anti-coup bill," which
sought to amend the Defence Ministry Administration
Act to curtail military autonomy and prevent coups.
The bill proposed empowering the prime minister-led
Cabinet to influence the appointment of generals and
suspend military officers involved in unconstitutional
activities, including staging coups [see AiR No. 50,
December/2024, 2]. Prayut's move to withdraw the bill
on December 10 came after intense opposition from
coalition partners, including Bhumjaithai and United
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Thai Nation (UTN), as well as from within his own party.
[Thai PBS World]

Despite withdrawing the proposal, Prayut announced
plans to seek further public feedback until the end of
December, after which the bill may be revised and
resubmitted. He defended the bill as a necessary
measure to strengthen civilian oversight of the military,
citing South Korea'’s legislative success in repealing
martial law imposed by its president as a model.
However, Prayut clarified that the bill was his personal
initiative, a sentiment echoed by Pheu Thai's
leadership, including Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra and her father, party patriarch and former
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, who distanced
themselves from the proposal.

The bill sparked controversy for its provisions,
including barring individuals with links to illicit activities
such as drug trafficking from becoming generals,
criminalizing military involvement in coups, and
making the prime minister the chairperson of the
Defence Council instead of the defense minister.
Critics, including UTN spokesperson Akaradej
Wongpitakroj, argued the bill risked politicizing the
military and compromising national security. Political
analysts also raised concerns that the proposed
measures could escalate tensions between the
government and the military, undermining political
stability.

Prayut's legislative efforts have drawn parallels to his
earlier role in spearheading a controversial 2013
amnesty bill under Yingluck Shinawatra’s
administration. That bill, criticized for allegedly
benefiting Thaksin, led to widespread protests and was
one of the catalysts for the 2014 military coup. Now 79,
Prayut remains a veteran political figure, having
started his career as a local administrator before
becoming an MP for the Social Action Party in 1979 and
later serving as Pheu Thai's deputy leader. [The Nation]

Observers note similarities between Prayut's proposal
and a separate anti-coup bill introduced by the
opposition People's Party, which also seeks to enhance
civilian authority over the military. However, political
scientists and former senators argue that no legislation
alone can prevent coups, emphasizing instead the
importance of government integrity and public trust as
effective safeguards. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Senators warn Prime Minister
Paetongtarn over absences, hint at
censure debate
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(Im) Senators have cautioned Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra that she risks facing a censure
debate if she continues to skip Senate meetings and
fails to respond to their interpellations. Senator
Premsak Piayura, alongside Senator Seranee Anilbon,
criticized the prime minister on December 16 for not
attending the meeting or delegating ministers to
address three pressing queries, including concerns
over Dr. Boon Vanasin, the former chairman of
Thonburi Healthcare Group.

Dr. Boon is accused of embezzlement and money
laundering, having allegedly defrauded investors of
over THB 20 billion (USD 573 million) before fleeing
overseas. The Senate seeks clarification on the
government's actions to address the issue and pursue
Boon's extradition.

Premsak expressed frustration, suggesting that the
Senate may need to approach the "spiritual leader" of
the Pheu Thai Party—implicitly referring to
Paetongtarn’s father, former Prime Minister and Pheu
Thai Party de facto leader Thaksin Shinawatra—if
answers remain elusive. He urged Paetongtarn to
prioritize Senate responsibilities instead of focusing
solely on publicizing the government’s achievements
during its first three months in office. [Thai PBS]

Thailand: Ex-Prime Minister Thaksin
reaffirms sovereignty over Koh Kut amid
MoU dispute with Cambodia

(acs/Im) Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra has
reaffirmed Thailand's sovereignty over Koh Kut in Trat
province, amid growing debate surrounding the 2001
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between
Thailand and Cambodia on maritime boundaries.
Addressing concerns at a Pheu Thai Party seminar,
Thaksin emphasized that the MoU serves as a
framework for negotiations over overlapping claims in
the Gulf of Thailand and is not legally binding.

Thaksin dismissed recent Cambodian media reports
claiming sovereignty over Koh Kut, calling them
possible "fake news," potentially created using artificial
intelligence. He underscored that Koh Kut's status as
Thai territory was firmly established under the 1907
French-Siamese Treaty, which ceded Trat and its
islands, including Koh Kut, to Siam. [Bangkok Post 1]

Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's
daughter, echoed Thaksin's remarks, stating that the
government will proceed cautiously in negotiations
under the Joint Technical Committee (JTC), which
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remains in its preliminary stages. Paetongtarn ruled
out organizing a public forum on the MoU but
welcomed feedback from the public and opposition
parties.

The issue has reignited political tensions, with former
protest leader Sondhi Limthongkul submitting a
petition demanding the MoU's revocation. Sondhi
argued that the agreement risks benefiting Cambodian
interests, particularly in resource-rich disputed waters,
where significant fossil fuel reserves are at stake. He
urged the government to seek a Constitutional Court
ruling on the MoU's validity and threatened protests if
action is not taken within 15 days.

Defence Minister Phumtham Wechayachai welcomed
Sondhi's input, stating that the government would
carefully review his critiques. Meanwhile, Thaksin
criticized coalition MPs for their poor attendance in
recent parliamentary sessions, calling for greater unity
and accountability as the government navigates the
contentious negotiations. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Senate backs two-tier
referendum, delaying constitutional
reform

(Im) Thailand’s Senate voted 153-24 to support a two-
tier referendum system for constitutional
amendments, despite strong opposition from
progressive senators and growing concerns over
delays. The contentious decision follows a
recommendation from a joint MP-Senate committee
that retained the double-majority requirement, which
mandates over 50 percent voter participation and a
majority of votes cast in favor during the first stage. A
second referendum would then require a simple
majority for final approval.

The House of Representatives, which previously
endorsed a simpler single-majority rule, is expected to
reject the Senate’s proposal in its upcoming December
18 vote. Critics, including Senators Angkhana
Neelapaijit and Nantana Nantavaropas, accused the
Senate majority of politicizing the process to delay
reforms. Nantana warned that disagreements between
the two chambers could push back progress until mid-
2025, while Joint Senate-House Committee Secretary
Nikorn Chamnong projected that a referendum might
not occur until January 2026, making constitutional
amendments unlikely before 2027.

People's Party MP Parit Wacharasindhu criticized the
two-tier system as a mechanism to suppress voter
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turnout, arguing that it introduces unnecessary
obstacles to reform. Despite these concerns, Senator
Pisit Apiwatthanapong defended the debate as a
reflection of senators' responsibilities, emphasizing the
need for transparency. [Bangkok Post] [Thai PBS]

Thailand: Thaksin joins Pheu Thai
seminar, sets sights on PAO campaigns
and 2027 general elections

(bk) Former Prime Minister and ruling Pheu Thai Party
supremo Thaksin Shinawatra joined Pheu Thai Party
MPs and leaders, including his daughter, Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, at a two-day party
seminar in Hua Hin on December 13. The seminar,
attended by prominent figures such as former Prime
Minister Srettha Thavisin and Deputy Prime Ministers
Phumtham Wechayachai and Suriya
Juangroongruangkit, highlighted Pheu Thai's strategies
for upcoming provincial administrative organization
(PAO) elections and the 2027 general election.

Thaksin set his sights on Thailand’s Northeast, the
country’s most populous region, as a critical electoral
battleground. Confidently drawing comparisons to his
Thai Rak Thai Party’'s 2001 success, Thaksin projected
Pheu Thai could win over 100 House seats in the
region, which currently holds 132 seats. He also
confirmed plans to personally campaign in Chiang Mai,
Chiang Rai, and Si Sa Ket for the PAO elections.
Addressing concerns over local strongmen influencing
these elections, Thaksin pointed to the recent arrest of
Prachinburi PAO president Soonthorn Vilawan,
suspected in a fatal shooting, as evidence of
authorities taking action to ensure fair contests.

Despite expressing confidence in Pheu Thai's chances
in Si Sa Ket, a Bhumijaithai stronghold, Thaksin
acknowledged the party would refrain from contesting
PAO elections in southern provinces due to its
historically weak support there. He also commented
on former Palang Pracharath MPs expelled for
supporting the Pheu Thai-led coalition, noting they
were "like staying with us already." [The Nation 1] [The
Nation 2]

The seminar also saw Thaksin criticize coalition party
ministers for their absence from a key cabinet meeting
on December 11. The session was convened to
deliberate executive decrees on juristic person tax
reform and measures to boost competitiveness.
Thaksin rebuked absentees, including members of the
United Thai Nation Party (UTN), Bhumjaithai Party, and
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Palang Pracharath breakaway factions, urging those
unwilling to fulfill their responsibilities to resign.

Bhumjaithai leader Anutin Charnvirakul, who attended
the meeting after cutting short another engagement,
dismissed suggestions that Thaksin's remarks were
aimed at his party. Anutin affirmed Bhumjaithai's
commitment to working under Paetongtarn’s
leadership. Meanwhile, Pheu Thai secretary-general
Sorawong Thienthong reiterated that coalition unity
remains intact, emphasizing that Thaksin's comments
were constructive and had not disrupted the
government's overall stability. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Anti-graft body investigates
officials over Thaksin’s prolonged hospital
stay

(Im) Thailand's National Anti-Corruption Commission
(NACC) has launched an investigation into 12 officials
from the Department of Corrections and Police
General Hospital over allegations of allowing former
Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra to stay in hospital
instead of serving his prison sentence.

NACC Secretary-General Sarote Phuengramphan
announced that the commission found sufficient
evidence to proceed with the case, following claims
that Thaksin was granted an extended 180-day stay at
Police General Hospital despite not being seriously ill.

Thaksin returned to Thailand on August 22, 2023, after
15 years in self-imposed exile. He was sentenced to
eight years in prison, later reduced to one year by royal
clemency. On his first night at Bangkok Remand Prison,
doctors transferred him to the hospital, citing chest
pain, hypertension, and low blood oxygen levels. While
Thai law allows for a 120-day hospital stay for medical
treatment, officials approved his prolonged stay
beyond December 22.

Thaksin was eventually paroled and discharged on
February 18, 2024, formally completing his one-year
sentence on August 31. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Election Commission eyes voter
turnout as local political tensions rise
ahead of PAO elections

(Im) The Election Commission (EC) has raised concerns
over potential low voter turnout for the upcoming
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Provincial Administrative Organization (PAO) elections
on February 1, 2025. EC Secretary-General Sawaeng
Boonmee highlighted the goal of achieving a
participation rate of 65-70 percent, urging media
assistance to encourage voter engagement. Despite
this aim, turnout is currently expected to hover slightly
above 50 percent.

This election marks the second half of the PAO process
in 29 provinces, triggered by the premature
resignations of PAO chiefs whose terms end on
December 19. Across Thailand's 76 provinces, new PAO
council members will be elected, while 47 provinces
will simultaneously vote for PAO chiefs. In provinces
such as Ubon Ratchathani, Uttaradit, Phetchabun, and
Tak, administrative complexities arise as PAO chiefs
will be elected before their council members, forcing
delays in assuming full responsibilities. [Bangkok Post

1]

The stakes for these local elections have heightened as
political parties view the polls as a critical test ahead of
Thailand’s next general election. The coalition-leading
Pheu Thai Party and the opposition People's Party (PP)
are fiercely competing, particularly in key strategic
provinces like Udon Thani. Analysts note that PAO
elections, historically focused on local governance, now
serve as a barometer of national political sentiment.

In Udon Thani, PP campaign assistant Chaithawat
Tulathon criticized former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra’s recent remarks on energy monopolies
and reforms, signaling the PP's efforts to distance itself
from Pheu Thai and consolidate its position as a viable
alternative. The growing rivalry underscores broader
national dynamics, with the PP, which emerged from
the dissolved Move Forward Party, seeking to capitalize
on dissatisfaction with the ruling coalition. [Bangkok
Post 2]

Thailand: Veteran politician charged in
adopted son’s murder as police intensify
investigation

(bk/Im) Soonthorn Vilawan, the 86-year-old president
of the Prachin Buri Provincial Administrative
Organisation (PAO) and a veteran politician, is at the
center of a high-profile murder investigation following
the shooting death of his adopted son, Chaimet "Sor
Jor Tong" Sitsanitphong, on December 11. The incident,
allegedly rooted in a political power struggle, has cast a
spotlight on the upcoming PAO election and shaken
Prachin Buri's political landscape.
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Chaimet, a provincial councilor and close associate of
Soonthorn, was found dead at a house owned by
Kanokwan Wilawan, Soonthorn's daughter and a
former deputy education minister. Police believe the
shooting stemmed from a heated discussion about
candidates for the PAO chairmanship, a position
Soonthorn had announced he would retire from.
Witnesses reported that the argument escalated,
leading to two of Soonthorn’s aides allegedly shooting
Chaimet. The suspects fled but were quickly
apprehended along with Soonthorn and five other
individuals. Several firearms were seized at the scene.

While Soonthorn denies involvement, claiming he was
resting in another room when the shooting occurred,
all seven suspects face charges of premeditated
murder and illegal firearm possession. The Prachin
Buri Provincial Court has denied bail due to the
severity of the charges. [Bangkok Post 1] [The Nation]

In connection with the case, over 100 law enforcement
officers raided five locations in Prachin Buri on
December 15 as part of a "mafia cleanup" operation.
The raids targeted properties linked to Soonthorn and
his associates, including a plantation in Sri Maha Phot
district where firearms were discovered. While a key
suspect, village head Kukiat Saengchan, was not found,
one individual was detained during the raids.

Authorities are intensifying their crackdown on political
figures suspected of criminal activities in the region.
Additional raids are planned, and a briefing on the
operation’s progress is scheduled for December 16.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Soonthorn, a former deputy public health minister and
eight-time MP, has long been a dominant figure in
Prachin Buri politics. His family has faced numerous
controversies, including allegations of forest
encroachment in Khao Yai National Park. Kanokwan,
his daughter, was banned from office for life in 2023
over similar charges.

Thailand: Opposition PPRP officially
expels 20 rebel MPs following internal row

(msz) The Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP), a military-
backed opposition party that controls 40 seats in
Parliament's lower house, has officially expelled 20
party MPs following internal disputes between former
party secretary-general Thamanat Prompow and party
leader Gen Prawit Wongsuwon. The decision was
finalized during a party meeting on December 11, with
their memberships ending the same day. PPRP
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secretary-general Paiboon Nititawan announced the
expulsion and clarified that the MPs were removed
due to political disagreements rather than unethical or
disciplinary issues.

The expelled MPs, led by Atthakorn Sirilatthayakorn,
have 30 days to join a new party. Rumors suggest they
may align with the Kla Dharma Party, led by Agriculture
Minister Narumon Pinyosinwat, who has expressed
openness to welcoming them. However, further
discussions are expected, with a decision likely to be
announced after the New Year.

The dispute highlights ongoing factional tensions
within the PPRP. Despite rumors of leadership
changes, Gen Prawit Wongsuwon has reaffirmed his
commitment to leading the party into the next election
and increasing its parliamentary presence. Earlier this
year, Thamanat and his allies broke away from the
PPRP and secured roles in the Paetongtarn Shinawatra
cabinet, including Narumon as Agriculture Minister.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Graft probe into ex-police chief
deepens as new leader pledges reforms

(Im) Thailand's National Anti-Corruption Commission
(NACC) has launched an investigation into allegations
that former national police chief Pol Gen Torsak
Sukvimol received illicit funds from online gambling
networks and other illegal businesses. The inquiry
targets Torsak and seven other suspects following
mounting evidence of financial misconduct.
Meanwhile, similar allegations against former deputy
police chief Pol Gen Surachate Hakparn remain under
review pending further investigation. [Bangkok Post 1]

Amid these controversies, newly appointed national
police chief Pol Gen Kittharath Punpetch has pledged
to restore public trust and reform the Royal Thai Police
(RTP). Kittharath, who succeeded Torsak after serving
as acting police chief, aims to enhance
professionalism, suppress crime, and combat
cybercrime while addressing the force's tarnished
reputation.

Kittharath outlined 15 urgent policies, including
tackling illegal migration, improving narcotics
suppression, and modernizing cybercrime prevention.
He emphasized strengthening cooperation with
international police forces, developing the Central
Investigation Bureau to handle complex cases, and
improving relations with the public through initiatives
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like creating "police influencers" to address online
scams and legal complaints directly.

Determined to prioritize non-commissioned officers,
whom he described as the backbone of the RTP,
Kittharath underscored his commitment to
transparency and effectiveness. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Draft bill and crackdowns target
online scams and criminal networks

(Im) Thailand's Digital Economy and Society Ministry
has introduced a draft bill to combat rising online
scams and tighten digital security regulations. The
proposed amendments to the Cyber Crime Decree,
currently under review by the Council of State, aim to
hold mobile phone service providers and banks
accountable for negligence while implementing stricter
measures on SIM card ownership and digital
communication.

Key provisions include capping SIM card ownership at
five per person, requiring providers to monitor users
making over 100 calls daily, and mandating registration
for senders of text messages containing links to curb
phishing. Penalties for selling personal data without
consent will also increase from one year to five years in
prison. The bill comes amid surging online fraud, with
over 739,000 complaints filed between March and
November 2024, resulting in losses of THB 77 billion
(USD 2.2 billion). [Thai PBS]

In parallel, Thai authorities have intensified
crackdowns on criminal operations, including call
center scams and predatory loan sharking schemes. In
Pattaya, police arrested 13 Chinese and Korean
nationals operating a call center scam from two luxury
villas. The suspects targeted victims in their home
countries with fraudulent services, including fake tour
packages. Authorities confiscated 30 laptops, mobile
phones, and telephones. Investigations revealed that
stolen funds were converted into digital currency,
complicating efforts to recover the money. [Bangkok
Post 1]

Separately, a raid in Chon Buri's Bang Lamung district
led to the arrest of five individuals, including three
Chinese nationals and two Thais. Authorities seized
assets worth approximately THB 152 million (USD 4.35
million), including luxury homes, high-end vehicles, and
other valuables. These arrests followed an earlier
operation in August that detained 21 suspects in Si
Racha district, with several members of the network
still at large. [Bangkok Post 2]
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In southern Thailand, six suspects linked to call center
scams and illegal arms trading were arrested in
Songkhla and Yala provinces. The operation uncovered
firearms, drugs, cash worth THB 40,000 (USD 1,140),
and gold jewelry. Authorities are probing potential
links between the scam profits and funding for
insurgency activities in the Deep South. [Bangkok Post
3]

Meanwhile, in Chaiyaphum province, a woman was
arrested for aiding a Cambodia-based scam network
that defrauded Thai-British beauty queen Charlotte
Austin of THB 4 million (USD 114,000). The suspect
opened a mule account for the gang, which used fake
Thai authority offices in Cambodia to coerce victims.
Austin was targeted by a scammer impersonating an
official from the Department of Special Investigation
and falsely accused of money laundering. [Bangkok
Post 4]

In Bangkok's Huai Khwang district, two suspects were
arrested at the Ministry of Culture’s office for running a
loan sharking operation targeting food vendors. The
gang charged exorbitant interest rates of 20 percent
and harassed vendors during lunch breaks. [Bangkok
Post 5]

Thailand: Government pushes for alcohol
control laws to align with global norms

(acs/hrs) The Ministry of Public Health has announced
progress on the revised Alcoholic Beverage Control
Act, which will be submitted to Parliament in January
for its second and third readings. The proposed
legislation aims to align Thailand's alcohol control
policies with international standards while addressing
public health and safety concerns.

The bill will regulate alcohol sales hours, potentially
revising the current 2-5 p.m. sales ban. It also includes
the establishment of provincial alcohol control
committees to curb underage drinking and prevent
harmful practices such as alcohol-drinking contests.

Anti-alcohol advocacy groups recently petitioned the
ministry, urging stricter measures against "drinking
games" and emphasizing risks such as alcohol
poisoning and accidents. Despite a slight decline in
overall alcohol consumption, with drinking rates
dropping from 28.4 percent in 2017 to 28 percentin
2021, binge drinking remains a major concern. More
than 5.7 million adults in Thailand have reported
engaging in heavy drinking over the past year.
[Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Financial and operational strain
mounts on universal healthcare and
Cancer Anywhere program

(Im) Thailand's universal healthcare scheme, known as
the gold card system, and its Cancer Anywhere (CA)
program are under growing financial pressure as
hospitals face mounting debts, delayed
reimbursements, and operational strain.

Mongkutwattana Hospital announced it would stop
accepting outpatient referrals under the gold card
scheme due to unpaid debts totaling THB 44 million
(USD 1.32 million) since March. Hospital director Maj
Gen Dr. Riengthong Nanna highlighted similar
unresolved issues dating back to 2020, including a THB
13.2 million (USD 0.4 million) debt. The National Health
Security Office (NHSO) denied the claims, attributing
the delays to legal complexities and investigations into
broader payment irregularities worth over THB 3
billion (USD 90 million). To ease liquidity issues, the
NHSO approved a THB 60 million (USD 1.8 million)
advance payment and arranged for other hospitals to
handle referrals if Mongkutwattana ends its NHSO
contract next year. [Bangkok Post 1]

Meanwhile, the Cancer Anywhere program, launched
in 2021, faces scrutiny as major hospitals report
overwhelming patient numbers and financial strain.
Institutions like Siriraj, Ramathibodi, and
Chulalongkorn have seen significant increases in
cancer cases, with Khon Kaen University's Srinagarind
Hospital reporting an 830 percent surge. Hospital
directors criticized the NHSO for delayed
reimbursements and financial burdens, arguing that
service quality is compromised. [Bangkok Post 2]

In response, the NHSO defended the program but
revised its reimbursement guidelines, effective January
1, 2025. Coverage will be limited to essential cancer
treatments like chemotherapy, radiotherapy, and
cancer-specific medications, excluding general
medicines, accommodations, and non-essential
services. A joint working panel will address financial
concerns within three months, with a first meeting set
for January 15.

Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin reaffirmed
the government's commitment to universal healthcare,
aiming to expand full coverage across all 77 provinces
by year-end. However, experts propose reverting to a
referral-based system, arguing that provincial cancer
centers can manage most cases, reserving large
hospitals for advanced treatment. [Bangkok Post 3]
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Thailand: Payment default by consortium
in Thai Oil's clean fuel project sparks
worker protests

(bk) Around 500 employees from over 20
subcontractors involved in Thai Oil's clean fuel project
(CFP) rallied outside the South Korean embassy in
Bangkok on December 12 to protest over unpaid
wages. The project, initiated in 2018 with an
investment of USD 4.82 billion by Thai Oil, a subsidiary
of PTT Plc, was aimed at reducing pollution and
improving the country's fuel production capacity. The
contract for the project was awarded to the UJV
Consortium, consisting of Petrofac International (UAE),
Samsung Engineering (South Korea), and Saipem SPA
(Italy).

Subcontractors claim that the UJV Consortium has
defaulted on payments, amounting to over THB 6
billion (USD 176 million), for the past eight months,
leaving them unable to pay their workers. As a result,
some subcontracting companies have had to shut
down due to heavy financial losses. The protest
highlighted the impact of this payment default on over
5,000 workers.

In response, Thai Oil issued a statement saying it has
paid the UJV Consortium as per the contract and has
repeatedly urged the consortium to pay the
subcontractors. The company also acknowledged the
challenges caused by the consortium's failure to fulfill
the contract, reiterating its commitment to completing
the CFP project as soon as possible.

The project, which had already been delayed due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, saw an amendment to the
contract in 2021, which extended the delivery deadline
and increased the budget by USD 550 million. Despite
these adjustments, the ongoing payment issues
remain a significant concern for the subcontractors.
[The Nation]

Thailand: Chinese and Myanmar migrants
arrested for illegal activities

(hrs) Authorities in Bangkok arrested five Chinese men,
aged 34 to 61, working illegally at a building renovation
site in Huay Khwang district, known as "Little China,"
on December 14. The individuals, who entered
Thailand on tourist visas, were earning a daily wage of
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THB 2,200 (USD 60) and were caught operating heavy
machinery at the site.

Earlier that day, soldiers in Kanchanaburi province
detained nine Myanmar nationals attempting to cross
Vajiralongkorn reservoir illegally aboard a motorboat.
Two Thai nationals, who facilitated their transport for
THB 700 (USD 20) per person, were also arrested.
Some migrants admitted to paying traffickers THB
10,000-13,000 (USD 300-390) to reach provinces
further inland, while others disclosed paying as much
as THB 139,000 (USD 4,000) for passage to Malaysia.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Opposition People’s Party
presses government to clarify tax reforms
proposals

(hrs) The opposition People's Party has called on the
government to clarify its proposed tax reforms
following remarks from Finance Minister Pichai
Chunhavajira, which included the possibility of
reducing corporate tax from 20 percent to 15 percent,
introducing a flat 15 percent personal income tax rate,
and raising value-added tax (VAT) from 7 percent to 15
percent.

People's Party MP Sirikanya Tansakun raised concerns
about the potential economic impacts, estimating a
revenue loss of approximately THB 190 billion (USD 5.3
billion) from corporate tax reductions. She questioned
whether salary earners making less than THB 300,000
(USD 8,352) monthly would face higher tax burdens
under the proposed changes.

Finance Minister Pichai clarified that the flat 15 percent
personal income tax rate would apply selectively to
attract skilled foreign professionals rather than
replacing the progressive tax system. He also
emphasized that the proposed VAT increase and other
reforms are still under study and not finalized. The
Prime Minister, Paetongtarn Shinawatra, echoed these
assurances, dismissing speculation about an imminent
VAT hike.

The government's tax reform proposals aim to align
Thailand's corporate tax rates with the global minimum
of 15 percent recommended by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for
multinational corporations earning over EUR 750
million (USD 817 million) annually. Deputy Finance
Minister Julapun Amornvivat explained that reforms
are necessary to increase Thailand's tax-to-GDP ratio,
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which currently stands at 14 percent, below the global
average of 18 percent. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Wage hike talks stalled due to
lack of quorum

(Im) The tripartite wage committee in Thailand
postponed discussions on raising the nationwide daily
minimum wage to THB 400 (USD 12) after a meeting on
December 12 failed to meet the quorum. Labour
Minister Phiphat Ratchakitprakarn emphasized the
urgency of the matter, framing the wage hike as a
potential "New Year's gift" for workers. However, the
absence of two government representatives delayed
the talks, now rescheduled for December 23.

Minister Phiphat noted that the committee would
evaluate the possibility of excluding certain industries
and regions from the wage hike to mitigate adverse
effects on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).
A phased implementation is also under consideration,
starting with affluent districts like Koh Samui, Phuket,
and Bangkok's commercial zones, followed by other
areas and SMEs.

The Joint Standing Committee on Commerce, Industry,
and Banking (JSCCIB) expressed opposition to a
nationwide increase, citing concerns over the impact
on Thailand's fragile economy, employment, and
competitiveness. The JSCCIB suggested region-specific
adjustments based on economic conditions, opposing
a blanket policy.

Currently, some tourism-centric districts have already
adopted the THB 400 (USD 12) daily wage, and the
government aims to expand this incrementally, taking
economic disparities into account. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Cabinet launches debt relief,
power subsidies, and free SIM card
initiatives

(hrs/msz) Thailand's Cabinet has rolled out a series of
relief measures to address economic challenges faced
by vulnerable groups and debt-burdened households.
The initiatives include household debt relief, power bill
subsidies, and free SIM card distributions to low-
income and disabled citizens.

Under the 'You Fight, We Help' debt relief program, the
government aims to assist 1.9 million borrowers
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managing debts totaling THB 890 billion (USD 25.5
billion). Developed by the Finance Ministry and Bank of
Thailand, the initiative targets homeowners, car
owners, and small businesses. Eligible borrowers can
benefit from a three-year interest moratorium and
phased principal reductions—50 percent in the first
year, 70 percent in the second, and 90 percent in the
third. Additionally, small debts under THB 5,000 can be
restructured and marked as “debt closed.”

Central Bank Governor Sethaput Suthiwartnarueput
emphasized that the program combines immediate
debt relief with sustainable solutions, supported by
financial institutions such as the Thai Bankers
Association and the Government Savings Bank. The
program will be funded through reduced contributions
to the Financial Institutions Development Fund,
government loans, and soft loans from state agencies.
[Nation Thailand]

Alongside debt relief, the Cabinet approved a THB 1.9
billion (USD 54 million) subsidy to assist vulnerable
households with power bills from September to
December 2024. The measure retroactively covers
September expenses and is expected to benefit 2.31
million residents in metropolitan areas and 16.55
million in provincial regions. Funds will be managed by
the Metropolitan Electricity Authority and the
Provincial Electricity Authority. [Thai PBS World]

Separately, the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission (NBTC) and the
Department of Empowerment of Persons with
Disabilities (DEP) will provide 1.1 million free SIM cards
with unlimited mobile internet for six months. The
initiative, designed to ease digital access for low-
income and disabled citizens, will be open for
registration until December 31, with SIM cards
distributed starting in January. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Transport Ministry to allocate
around USD 9 billion for six double-track
railway projects

(msz) The Thai government plans to invest
approximately THB 300 billion (USD 9 billion) in six
double-track railway projects in 2025, part of a broader
strategy to enhance the country's rail infrastructure.
The Transport Ministry announced that these projects,
covering 1,312 kilometers, have received Budget
Bureau approval and are under review by the Finance
Ministry and the National Economic and Social
Development Council, with cabinet approval expected
by January.
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The six routes include Pak Nam Pho-Den Chai, Chira
Junction-Ubon Ratchathani, Hat Yai-Padang Besar,
Chumphon-Surat Thani, Surat Thani-Hat Yai-Songkhla,
and Den Chai-Chiang Mai, with individual project
budgets ranging from THB 7.9 billion to THB 81.14
billion. The initiative aligns with Thailand's logistics
development strategy, focusing on improving transport
efficiency and strengthening connectivity with
neighboring countries, including Laos and China.

In addition to these projects, a second-phase high-
speed railway connecting Bangkok to Nong Khai,
valued at THB 341 billion (USD 10.3 billion), is also
under review, with bidding expected next year.
Meanwhile, progress is reported on the Khon Kaen-
Nong Khai double-track railway in the northeast, a 167-
kilometer project with a budget of THB 28.7 billion
(USD 868 million). Completion is anticipated by 2028,
further enhancing the country's rail infrastructure and
regional trade connectivity. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Prime Minister highlights
‘Housing for Thais’ project; registrations
to start in January 2025

(msz) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra has
announced the launch of the "Housing for Thais"
project, a government initiative to provide affordable,
fully-furnished housing with 99-year leases.
Registration for the program begins in January 2025,
targeting the construction of one million units. Monthly
instalments for homes will start at THB 4,000 (USD
120), making homeownership accessible for low and
middle-income earners.

Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, father of
incumbent premier Paetongtarn and de facto leader of
the ruling Pheu Thai Party, elaborated on the project,
emphasizing the use of unused state-owned land and
no down payment requirements. The project is
expected to deliver 300,000 units during the
government's current tenure. Developed on State
Railway of Thailand (SRT) land, the initiative will focus
on locations near railway stations and economic
centers, with model houses set to be unveiled on
January 20.

Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit confirmed
the plan includes 30-year instalment terms and
restrictions on ownership transfers within the first five
years. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Prime Minister Paetongtarn to
lead new anti-drug task force, builds on
Thaksin-era policies

(Im) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra will chair a
newly established task force to combat illicit drugs,
according to former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra. The announcement was made during a
ruling Pheu Thai Party seminar aimed at enhancing
political strategies. Thaksin, father of the current prime
minister and de facto leader of the Pheu Thai Party,
revealed that the task force will coordinate with
Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, police, and
provincial authorities to address the escalating drug
crisis.

Thaksin acknowledged that the task force's approach
builds on drug suppression strategies implemented
during his tenure. These policies, which gained
notoriety for their forceful tactics, resulted in
thousands of arrests and fatalities during crackdowns
in 2003 and 2005. Despite criticism from human rights
groups over the use of force, Thaksin argued that such
measures were effective in curbing narcotics during his
administration.

The current initiative, led by Paetongtarn, aims to
replicate past successes while adapting to the present
drug landscape. Thaksin emphasized the importance
of accountability, stating that officials who fail to
enforce drug control measures may face reassignment.
The government hopes this approach will bring about
significant reductions in drug activity, aligning with
broader efforts to strengthen public safety and
governance. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: IED blast at Red Cross fair in Tak
province kills at least four, injures 48

(bk) A grenade attack at the annual Red Cross Doi
Loyfa fair in Umphang district, Tak province, on
December 14, left four dead and 48 injured, including a
14-year-old. The explosion, caused by a military-grade
improvised explosive device (IED), occurred near a
dance stage, sending thousands of attendees fleeing in
panic.

Authorities arrested two suspects, including a member
of the Karen National Union (KNU), an armed ethnic
organization advocating for autonomy for the Karen
people in Myanmar. Tak province, which borders
Myanmar, has long been a site of cross-border
movement and occasional conflict involving Karen
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groups. The arrested suspect reportedly confessed to
targeting a rival gang. [The Nation] [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Southern separatist group BRN
urges government to accelerate peace
talks

(msz) On December 11, the Barisan Revolusi Nasional
(BRN), a separatist group in Thailand's southernmost
provinces, issued a statement urging Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra’s government to hasten the
establishment of a peace dialogue team.

The statement was issued in Jakarta, Indonesia,
following the end of discussions between BRN and a
Malaysian think tank of the Humanitarian Dialogue
(HD) organisation, which is reportedly close to
Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim. The HD
wants Anwar to urge Paetongtarn for the acceleration
of peace talks during the latter’s visit to Malaysia.

According to the BRN, the people of Patani (the rebel-
controlled southern area) want the restoration of
peace and normality after a prolonged violent conflict.
The BRN also expressed its sincerity in the search for a
political solution. However, the separatist group
pointed to the government's lack of continuity and
clear policy for peace alleging that the incumbent
government does not attach much importance to the
southern conflict.

The peace talks between the government and the
rebels have been put on hold since the ousting of
former prime minister Srettha Thavisin and his
appointee, Chatchai Bangchuad, who led the peace
dialogue team. The peace process started with the
signing of the General Consensus in 1993, followed up
by the Berlin Initiative in 2019 and the General
Principles in 2022. [Thai PBS World]

Thailand: DSI combats illegal surrogacy
network

(bk) The Department of Special Investigation (DSI)
arrested a Thai woman, identified as Amonya (last
name withheld), at a condominium in Bangkok on
December 13 as part of a crackdown on an illegal
surrogacy network. Amonya is suspected of acting as
an agent responsible for recruiting young women to
serve as surrogates for couples unable to conceive,
offering financial compensation in return.
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This arrest follows a prior operation by the DSI Human
Trafficking Division, during which three women—a
doctor and two nurses—were apprehended at a
hospital in the Bang Kapi district. The trio were
allegedly involved in injecting human embryos into
surrogate candidates without proper permits,
providing illegal surrogacy services for financial gain.
Investigations revealed that the three were in
cooperation with Amonya, who had been furnishing
them with surrogacy candidates.

All four individuals have been charged with illegally
using assisted reproductive technology and offering
surrogacy services without permits, violating Thailand's
regulations on assisted reproduction. The case
highlights growing concerns over illegal surrogacy
operations and human trafficking, with the DSI
continuing its efforts to dismantle such networks. [The
Nation] [Dailynews, in Thai]

Thailand: Foreigners, Thais arrested in
Bangkok beggar crackdown

(bk) Twelve beggars - eight Thai nationals and four
foreigners (two Cambodians, one Lao, and one
Myanmar national) - were arrested on December 12 in
Bangkok during an operation conducted jointly by local
police, immigration officers, and social welfare officials.

Among those arrested, one Thai beggar was found in
possession of over THB 300,000 (USD 8,786) in cash
and had a bank account containing nearly THB 1
million (USD 29,288), which she claimed to have
earned from begging. The foreign beggars also faced
charges of illegal entry. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Southern floods persist in six
provinces; death toll rises to at least 35

(Im) Severe flooding continues to devastate southern
Thailand, affecting 11 provinces and causing 35
fatalities, according to the Department of Disaster
Prevention and Mitigation. The hardest-hit provinces—
Nakhon Si Thammarat, Surat Thani, Chumphon,
Phatthalung, and Ranong—remain inundated, with
over 737,000 households impacted.

In Nakhon Si Thammarat, persistent heavy rainfall has
submerged roads, disrupted transportation, and
caused widespread blackouts, with water levels in low-
lying areas reaching up to 1.2 meters. Highway 401, a
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key route linking Nakhon Si Thammarat and Surat
Thani, has been closed to small vehicles. Floodwaters
in Tha Sala and Muang districts have forced residents
to rely on boats for transportation.

In Surat Thani, significant flooding was reported in Koh
Samui, where heavy runoff paralyzed villages and
commercial zones. Schools were closed, and a
landslide in tambon Maret claimed the lives of two
Myanmar workers. Rising waters in Muang,
Kanchanadit, and Don Sak districts prompted further
evacuation efforts, with rescue teams assisting
stranded residents.

Elsewhere, Chumphon and Phatthalung have seen
flash floods and inundation, though water levels are
beginning to recede in some areas. Ranong reported
improving conditions, but ongoing monitoring
continues. The Meteorological Department has warned
of further heavy rainfall across the region, including
Prachuap Khiri Khan, Songkhla, Yala, Pattani, and
Narathiwat.

Despite the crisis, airports in Chumphon, Nakhon Si
Thammarat, Ranong, and Surat Thani remain
operational.

Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin confirmed
that six hospitals in Chumphon, Nakhon Si Thammarat,
and Surat Thani have been affected. Phra Phrom
Hospital in Nakhon Si Thammarat was forced to close,
with patients relocated to Thungsong Hospital. Five
other hospitals remain operational but face significant
strain.

The government has deployed military engineers,
allocated emergency funds, and directed disaster
response teams to prioritize life-saving efforts, relief
operations, and infrastructure repairs. Deputy Prime
Minister Phumtham Wechayachai emphasized the
importance of a collective response to the crisis, while
Deputy Interior Minister Sabeeda Thaiset and Interior
Minister Anutin Charnvirakul are visiting affected
provinces to assess damage and provide additional
support. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok
Post 3] [Bangkok Post 4]

Timor-Leste negotiates USD 43 million
financing with Asian Development Bank
to provide clean water

(mu) The Timor-Leste government has authorized
Finance Minister Santina Cardoso and Public Works
Minister Samuel Marcal to negotiate a USD 43 million
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financing agreement with the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) to improve access to clean water.

The proposed financing will fund the construction of
drinking water supply systems in Lospalos and Same
municipalities, with estimated costs of USD 22.48
million and USD 20.59 million, respectively. The three-
year project aims to benefit over 3,000 residents in
each municipality, enhancing access to safe water and
supporting local communities. [Tatoli]

Vietnam: Public security must foster
growth while ensuring national security,
says party chief

(Im) Vietnam's Communist Party General Secretary To
Lam has called on public security forces to play a
pivotal role in advancing national development while
maintaining security and order. Speaking at the Central
Public Security Party Committee's year-end review,
Lam emphasized the importance of creating favorable
conditions for investment, business activities, and
societal growth within the framework of the law.

Lam highlighted the need for public security to lead in
areas such as digital transformation, streamlining
governance, and addressing resource wastefulness
and environmental pollution. He stressed innovative
thinking to turn challenges into opportunities,
safeguarding both traditional and non-traditional
security, while contributing to regional and global
peace efforts.

The Party leader also urged preparations for upcoming
local Party Congresses and the 14th National Party
Congress, underscoring that Vietnam stands at a
crossroads of opportunities and risks, requiring high
political determination and strategic action.

Reports from the Ministry of Public Security noted
achievements in 2024, including crime reduction,
grassroots-level issue resolution, and significant
contributions to legal reforms, such as the draft Data
Law. The ministry has also led poverty alleviation
initiatives and supported Vietnam's digital
transformation goals by strengthening e-governance
systems and administrative reforms.

Lam expressed confidence that public security forces,
with their tradition of unity and responsibility, will
meet their 2025 targets, further strengthening
Vietnam'’s security and socio-economic development in
the years to come. [Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam: Deputy Prime Minister
emphasizes preventing brain drain in
ministry merger process

(Im) Deputy Prime Minister Tran Hong Ha has stressed
the importance of retaining talent and preventing
brain drain during the proposed mergers of key
ministries, urging a scientific and streamlined
approach to integration.

At a government meeting on December 17, Ha
addressed the merger of the Ministry of Construction
and the Ministry of Transport, emphasizing that the
process should "combine strengths for greater
efficiency" rather than be conducted mechanically. He
directed both ministries to clarify their functions,
eliminate overlapping roles, and ensure a
consolidated, high-performing organizational
structure.

The Deputy Prime Minister also instructed the
ministries to collaborate with the Ministry of Home
Affairs to establish clear policies for evaluating and
retraining staff, ensuring the new entity aligns with
Vietnam's infrastructure and socio-economic priorities.

Earlier in the day, Ha chaired discussions on merging
the Ministry of Natural Resources and Environment
with the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural
Development. He underscored the need for unified
management, particularly in rural infrastructure, water
resources, and disaster prevention, while calling for
prompt finalization of plans to submit to relevant
authorities. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: New decree tightens state
control over associations

(Im) Vietnam has enacted Decree 126, increasing
restrictions on associations to ensure they remain
under the control of the ruling Communist Party.
Effective since November 26, the decree replaces
Decree 45, making it harder to establish associations
and granting the government expanded powers to
monitor, suspend, or dissolve them.

The government justifies the new decree as necessary
to “prevent foreign influence” and “clarify the role of
associations” while strengthening party control.
Human rights group Project 88 criticized Decree 126 as
part of a broader repression wave targeting civil
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society, arguing it violates Vietnam'’s constitutional and
international commitments to free association.

The decree imposes strict conditions, limiting
associations to policy advocacy only upon state
request and forbidding activities deemed harmful to
“national security, social order, or cultural identity.”
Additionally, it establishes a database to track
members and activities, giving authorities unlimited
access to information.

Decree 126 follows the Communist Party's Directive 24
from July 2023, which labeled foreign influence a
national security threat. Combined with earlier policies
imposing tight controls on foreign funding and
conferences, Project 88 sees the new measures as part
of efforts to suppress independent civil society and
maintain absolute state control. [Radio Free Asial

Vietnam: Five Communist Party officials
jailed for providing information to
abducted blogger

(Im) Vietnam has jailed five Communist Party members
and two others for providing information to blogger
Duong Van Thai, who disappeared in Thailand in April
2023 and later reappeared in Vietnamese custody.
According to the human rights group 88 Project, the
individuals were convicted in a closed-door trial
alongside Thai in October 2023, where Thai was
sentenced to 12 years for "disseminating information
harmful to the state."

The five convicted party members include former
officials from Bac Giang province and private sector
leaders. Their sentences range from 30 months to 5.5
years. Two other individuals, including a former
company director and a freelance engineer, were also
found guilty of assisting Thai.

Duong Van Thai, who fled Vietham in 2019 to avoid
persecution, used YouTube and Facebook to expose
corruption and criticize government policies. Rights
advocates believe his disappearance in Thailand was
an abduction orchestrated by Vietnamese authorities,
a method previously seen in similar cases. [Radio Free
Asia]

Vietnham: New law to regulate digital
assets
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(cc) Vietnam is making a significant shift toward
formalizing its digital economy with the introduction of
a comprehensive "digital law" to regulate
cryptocurrencies and digital assets. This move
transitions Vietnam from its previously ambiguous
stance—where the State Bank of Vietnam prohibited
cryptocurrencies as legal tender but lacked clear
regulations on ownership or transactions—towards
formal recognition and oversight of digital assets.

The new law aims to provide precise definitions for
digital and encrypted assets, establish a regulatory
framework for ownership and trading, and create
oversight bodies. Officials from the Ministry of
Information and Communications (MIC) emphasize
that the framework will align with international
standards, addressing global challenges like money
laundering and terrorism financing.

Experts highlight the potential of the law to unlock USD
105 billion in annual capital inflows, positioning
Vietnam as a leader in blockchain technology and
digital innovation. Vietnam’s growing number of
cryptocurrency holders, currently ranked seventh
globally, underscores the urgency for regulation to
support the safe expansion of the digital asset market.
[Bdo VietNamNet] [Theinvestor.vn] [Viet Nam News]

Vietham: Strong economic growth driven
by agriculture, seafood, and exports in
2024

(Im) Vietnam's economy is expected to surpass its 7
percent GDP growth target for 2024, fueled by robust
performance in the agriculture and seafood sectors,
coordinated government efforts, and favorable
macroeconomic conditions. Deputy Minister of
Planning and Investment Tran Quoc Phuong
highlighted the country’s resilience and potential,
supported by sectoral collaboration and policies
promoting stability. [The Star]

The agriculture sector has recorded a historic trade
surplus of nearly USD 19 billion, with export values
projected to reach USD 62.4 billion—an 18 percent
year-on-year increase. Significant growth in key
products such as coffee (up 56.9 percent), pepper (53.3
percent), rubber (24.6 percent), and rice (10.6 percent)
has driven this success. Seafood exports are also on
track to exceed the ambitious target of USD 9.5 billion,
having reached USD 9.17 billion by November, an 11.5
percent increase compared to 2023. Shrimp exports
alone reached USD 3.55 billion, with strong demand


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tdl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tdr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tdy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tdj/

from the United States (up 16.4 percent) and China (up
26.4 percent). [Viet Nam News] [SeafoodSource]

These gains come as the Asian Development Bank
revised Vietnam’s 2024 growth forecast upward to 6.4
percent, reflecting confidence in its trade performance,
resilient manufacturing sector, and stable fiscal
policies. Potential U.S. Federal Reserve interest rate
reductions and a favorable economic landscape are
expected to further stabilize growth, albeit with a time
lag. [The Star]

Vietnam: Nearly USD 12 billion from
global semiconductor companies
attracted; Prime Minister calls for
incentive mechanisms

(Im) Vietnam has attracted nearly USD 12 billion in
foreign investment for its semiconductor industry, with
174 foreign-invested projects currently active. The first
meeting of the National Steering Board for
Semiconductor Development, led by Prime Minister
Pham Minh Chinh, highlighted the country's expanding
role in the semiconductor value chain. Global
companies such as Amkor, Samsung, Foxconn, and
Intel are investing in chip testing, packaging, and
design sectors.

Prime Minister Chinh emphasized the need for
substantial support to develop the semiconductor
industry, calling for incentive mechanisms like an
investment support fund, tax incentives, and policies
to promote scientific and technological growth, digital
transformation, and workforce development. The
government plans to build a skilled workforce to
support expansion, especially in research and
development.

Despite progress in chip design, testing, and
packaging, challenges remain, including infrastructure
limitations, a shortage of skilled workers, and access to
advanced technologies. Chinh tasked various
ministries with addressing these issues and pushing
forward policies to foster the sector's growth, including
urging the United States to lift high-tech export
restrictions on Vietnam. [tuoi tre news] [Viet Nam
News]

Vietnham: E-Commerce exports set to
reach USD 5.8 billion by 2028
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(Im) Vietnam's business-to-consumer (B2C) e-
commerce exports are projected to hit USD 5.8 billion
by 2028, with micro, small, and medium-sized
enterprises (MSMEs) contributing 25 percent.

Platforms like Amazon, Alibaba, and eBay are crucial
for cross-border sales, which accounted for over half of
revenue generated by micro, small, and medium-sized
enterprises in 2023.

Despite a 25 percent sector growth in 2023, challenges
such as high logistics costs and limited knowledge of
foreign markets persist. The government is drafting a
2026-2030 e-commerce development plan to boost
online exports and support micro, small, and medium-
sized enterprises. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: USD 14 billion needed to develop
EV charging stations

(Im) Vietnam requires nearly USD 14 billion to build a
network of electric vehicle (EV) charging stations as
part of its green transport initiative, aimed at reducing
greenhouse gas emissions and supporting the EV
market. According to World Bank estimates, Vietnam
will need USD 2.2 billion by 2030 and USD 13.9 billion
by 2040 to meet growing EV demand.

The expansion of EV technology and green transport is
seen as key to reducing oil imports and boosting the
economy, creating jobs. Industry leaders, such as
VinFast, are leading the way by investing in the
charging infrastructure and implementing a franchise
model to involve businesses and the pubilic.

Public-private partnerships are considered essential to
attract investment, with the government needing clear
policies and incentives to accelerate development.
International studies show that subsidies for charging
infrastructure are significantly more effective than
those for purchasing EVs, highlighting the importance
of this initiative for Vietnam's transition to EVs and
reduced dependence on fossil fuels. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Hanoi plans rail expansion, low
emission zones to tackle congestion and
pollution

(cc/hn) Hanoi, Vietnam'’s capital and second-most
populous city, is pursuing a dual strategy to address its
transportation and environmental challenges through
an ambitious urban railway network and the
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introduction of low emission zones (LEZs). Together,
these initiatives aim to improve mobility, reduce
pollution, and promote sustainable urban
development.

The city plans to develop a massive rail network
spanning nearly 600 kilometers by 2045, consisting of
metro lines, light rail, and suburban railways. This
extensive system will connect districts, suburbs, and
key areas, providing residents with efficient public
transportation. By reducing reliance on private
vehicles, the project is expected to alleviate traffic
congestion, improve air quality, and stimulate
economic opportunities by enhancing connectivity to
workplaces and educational institutions. [The Star]

Complementing this effort, Hanoi will pilot LEZs in
Hoan Kiem and Ba Dinh districts between 2025 and
2030, before expanding citywide by 2031. These zones
will restrict high-pollution vehicles, promote clean
energy transportation, and introduce fees for non-
compliant vehicles. Targeting areas with poor air
quality and heavy traffic congestion, the LEZs align with
international practices seen in cities like Beijing and
Seoul. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: EVN signs contract for national
grid power supply project for Con Dao

(Im) Vietnam Electricity (EVN, the state-owned power
utility in Vietnam, has signed a contract with PC1
Group and Power Engineering Consulting Joint Stock
Company 4 (PC1-PECC4) to supply power from the
national grid to Con Dao in Ba Ria-Vung Tau Province.
The VND 4.923 trillion (approximately USD 204 million)
project will start construction in December 2024, with
power expected to reach Con Dao by the fourth
quarter of 2025 and full operation by 2026.

The project involves a 77.7-kilometer 110kV submarine
cable, underground cable, and overhead transmission
lines. [Viet Nam News]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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European Union sanctions Chinese
individuals and companies

(wy/alk) The European Union (EU) has imposed travel
bans and asset freezes on seven Chinese individuals
and companies for supporting Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. Approved by foreign ministers from the EU's
27 member states on December 16, the sanctions
mark the first time such measures have been applied
to Chinese entities over their ties with Russia.
[European Commission]

Previously, Chinese and Hong Kong-registered entities
were restricted from purchasing sensitive EU goods
but were not included in the sanctions register. The
EU’'s new top diplomat, Kaja Kallas, signaled the
possibility of further sanctions, emphasizing the need
to hold China accountable for aiding Russia.

During her recent visit to Ukraine, Kyiv officials accused
China of supplying Russia with satellite data used for
“killer drones.”

The sanctions are part of the EU’s 15th round of
sanctions since Russia's invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, aimed at weakening Russia's economy
and its ability to wage war.

The new package also includes sanctions on two senior
North Korean officials - Defence Minister No Kwang-
chol and Kim Yong-buk, deputy chief of the army's
general staff - over Pyongyang's involvement in the
conflict.

Additionally, it includes Russia's “shadow fleet” of oil
tankers, which transport illicit Russian oil to covert
buyers, generating billions for Moscow. Fifty-two
vessels were added to the sanctions list, banning them
from key ports and services due to their involvement in
risky shipping practices, arms deliveries, and grain
theft. [Reuters]
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Ministers are also set to discuss a drone factory in
China’s Xinjiang region allegedly producing military-
grade aircraft for Russia, with the issue expected to
feature at Thursday's European Council summit. While
leaders will outline actions on key concerns, diplomatic
sources indicate divisions remain over directly
addressing China’s support for Russia. [South China
Morning Post] [VoA]

Ahead of the EU's move, China's Foreign Minister Wang
Yi cautioned that a trade war between China and the
European Union would result in a "lose-lose" situation
and urged continued dialogue to resolve disputes.

Speaking at the 26th China-France Strategic Dialogue
in Beijing on December 14 with Emmanuel Bonne,
adviser to French President Emmanuel Macron, Wang
stressed that China opposes the politicization of trade
and remains committed to defending the free trade
system.

The remarks come amid ongoing tensions after the EU
imposed tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles, citing
unfair state subsidies. In response, Beijing launched
investigations into European pork and dairy imports.
Wang called on Brussels to adopt a constructive
approach and work toward mutually acceptable
solutions through dialogue.

Wang also highlighted growing ties between China and
France, particularly in addressing global challenges
such as artificial intelligence, ocean governance, and
Middle East issues. He expressed hope for deeper
cooperation next year in sectors like nuclear energy,
aerospace, Al, high-end equipment, environmental
protection, and healthcare technology. [South China
Morning Post] [Global Times]

UN nuclear agency confirms safety of
treated water discharge from Japan’s
Fukushima power station

(dqgl) The ALPS (Advanced Liquid Processing System)
treated water discharge from Japan's Fukushima
Daiichi Nuclear Power Station (FDNPS) is proceeding in
line with international safety standards, the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) Task Force
has confirmed. This came after its latest mission to
Japan from December 9 to 12 to evaluate the technical
aspects of the ALPS treated water release, including an
on-site inspection of facilities at FDNPS.

The visit was the third mission by the Task Force to
Japan since the start of the ALPS treated water releases
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on August 24, 2023. The release prompted China’s
year-long ban of Japanese seafood imports (see AR
No. 35, August/2023, 5) that was lifted in September
(see AIR No. 39, September/2024, 4).

Since initiating its multiyear review two years prior, the
Task Force has conducted eight missions. [IAEA]

Japan urges more G7 security cooperation

(dql) Japanese Prime Minister Ishiba Shigeru is
emphasizing the need for closer cooperation among
the Group of Seven (G7) nations, noting that the
security situations in Europe and the Indo-Pacific are
increasingly interconnected.

During a video call with G7 leaders late on December
13, Ishiba expressed serious concerns about Russia's
deepening military ties with North Korea, which he
argued directly affect security in the Indo-Pacific. To
address this, Japan is considering additional sanctions
on entities that facilitate circumvention of existing
measures against Russia, particularly in relation to the
supply of items with military applications.

Ishiba also highlighted Japan's continued support for
Ukraine's reconstruction and assistance in getting
through the winter, while stressing that achieving fair
and lasting peace in Ukraine requires a united G7
front.

In response to China's growing assertiveness in the
region, Ishiba emphasized that Japan will enhance
cooperation with like-minded partners and that the G7
plays a crucial role in maintaining and strengthening
the rules-based international order. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan] [NHK]

Japan, Caribbean nations to deepen
cooperation

(dqgl) During the 8th Japan-Caribbean Community
(CARICOM) Ministerial-Level Conference, held in Tokyo
on December 14, Japanese and Caribbean top
diplomats and representatives agreed to enhance
cooperation across various sectors. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan]

Japanese Foreign Minister Iwaya Takeshi reaffirmed his
country’s ongoing support for CARICOM in multiple
areas, including disaster risk reduction, maritime
issues, fisheries, and aquaculture since 2014. He


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tky/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tkt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tki/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-tki/

emphasized Japan’'s commitment to deepening
cooperation, particularly in fields like climate change,
human security, and sustainable development.

CARICOM member states expressed their appreciation
for this strengthening relationship and voiced concerns
about the severe impacts of climate change, including
rising sea levels and frequent natural disasters. They
committed to continued collaboration with Japan to
address these challenges. [AA]

Japan, Philippines and U.S. officials meet
to discuss South China Sea situation

(fcl) Ryo Nakamura, Director General of the Southeast
and Southwest Asian Affairs Department, Japan's
Foreign Ministry, Mira Rapp-Hooper, Senior Director of
the U.S. National Security Council and Teresa Lazaro,
Undersecretary of the Philippine Department of
Foreign Affairs met in Tokyo on December 10 to
reaffirm their opposition to any unilateral actions that
could change the status quo in the South China Sea
during the Japan-U.S.-Philippines Maritime Dialogue.

They also agreed to strengthen maritime cooperation
among their three countries. Nakamura emphasized
the importance of maintaining a free and open
international order based on the rule of law, while
Japan and the U.S. expressed support for the
Philippines’ stance on resolving disputes peacefully. A
second round of talks is scheduled for next year in the
Philippines. [The Japan Times] [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Japan]

Japanese, British and Italian companies
form joint venture to build fighter jets

(dqgl) Japan Aircraft Industrial Enhancement Company,
Britain's BAE Systems and Italy’s Leonardo - the three
companies building a next-generation fighter jet for
Japan, the U.K., and Italy have announced their
agreement they are forming a joint venture to deliver
the aircraft.

Under the agreement, the three companies will each
own a third of the new joint venture, pending
regulatory approvals.

GCAP (Global Combat Air Program) is a joint venture
among the U.K,, Italy, and Japan to develop a next-
generation fighter jet. The program aims to create a
cutting-edge combat aircraft featuring advanced
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technologies, including supersonic capability, a digital
cockpit with virtual reality integration, and enhanced

connectivity. The jets are scheduled to be operational
by 2035. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Mongolian officials visit UN peacekeepers
in South Sudan

(fs) Mongolia's Permanent Representative to the
United Nations H.E. N. Ankhbayar and Military Adviser
of the Permanent Mission of Mongolia to the UN G.
Bolor conducted a visit to the United Nations Mission
in South Sudan (UNMISS) from December 3 to 7.

The visit aimed to assess Mongolian peacekeepers’
performance, review living conditions, and discuss
their contributions to operational management and
personnel welfare.

They held meetings in Juba, capital city of South Sudan,
with some UNMISS leaders, including Special
Representative of the Secretary-General Nicholas
Haysom and Force Commander Lt. Gen. Mohan
Subramanian.

The delegation visited the XIV Motorized Rifle Battalion
in Bentiu, receiving briefings on their operations,
including IDP camp protection and water patrols amid
challenging flood conditions.

In addition to the battalion, around 20 Mongolian
defence officers, one police officer, and one civilian
woman are actively serving in the UNMISS
peacekeeping operations. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Mongolia]

South Korea-U.S.-Japan women's
empowerment forum postponed

(mc) The US State Department announced on
December 12 that the Trilateral Conference on
Women's Economic Empowerment, a joint initiative of
South Korea, the United States and Japan, has been
postponed to an undetermined future date due to
'unforeseen circumstances'.

The forum was initially scheduled for December 12-13
in Washington, D.C., bringing together government
officials, private sector representatives, and members
of civil society. It was postponed due to the political
turmoil in South Korea following the declaration of
martial law by South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol
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on December 3, which disrupted numerous diplomatic
and security engagements.

No new date was announced for the women's
empowerment forum. [Yonhap News Agency]

Region to benefit if SAARC revived, says
Bangladesh’s interim leader Yunus

(Im) Bangladesh's interm leader, Chief Advisor
Muhammad Yunus, has reiterated his call for South
Asian leaders to activate the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) to benefit the entire
region. Speaking via videoconference at a conference
of the SAARC Federation of Oncologists (SFO), Yunus
emphasized the importance of SAARC and stated that
the forum's dysfunction, largely due to tensions
between India and Pakistan, should not hinder
progress for other countries in South Asia.

He argued that regular meetings of South Asian
leaders would project unity and send a positive
message to the world, helping the region advance.
Yunus also praised SAARC's role in supporting cancer
treatment, though he noted that people in the region
still lack sufficient access to care. [The Daily Star]

UN vows support for Bangladesh interim
government's reform commissions

(Im) The United Nations has expressed its readiness to
support the Bangladesh interim government's reform
commissions, assisting in accessing innovative
financing mechanisms and strengthening data systems
to ensure long-term sustainable development. UN
Resident Coordinator Gwyn Lewis emphasized that
efforts will focus on creating a sustainable economic
transformation, providing inclusive services, improving
climate resilience, and driving gender equality.

At a joint steering committee meeting, attended by
representatives from 28 line ministries and 18 UN
agencies, the UN reviewed progress on the UN
Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework and
discussed priorities for 2025. The meeting addressed
Bangladesh’s graduation from Least Developed
Country (LDC) status and the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The UN reaffirmed its support for the interim
government's reform priorities, particularly in areas
such as elections, policing, anti-corruption, and human
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rights. Looking ahead, the committee identified key
interventions and policies to accelerate SDG progress,
with an emphasis on integrated policy, financing, and
programming, ensuring that no one is left behind. [The
Daily Star]

World Bank approves USD 40 million for
Bhutan’s climate and disaster resilience

(Im) The World Bank has approved a USD 40 million
grant to enhance Bhutan's capacity to manage climate
change and natural disaster risks. The funding, part of
the Climate and Disaster Resilience Development
Policy Financing initiative, includes a Catastrophe
Deferred Drawdown Option for immediate liquidity in
disaster scenarios.

The grant aims to safeguard Bhutan’s critical
infrastructure, particularly hydropower projects, and
enhance disaster preparedness through improved
early warning systems and geohazard management.
Bhutan has updated its hydropower development and
dam safety guidelines, as well as its Bhutan Building
Regulation 2023, to ensure climate-resilient and low-
carbon construction.

The initiative also mandates adherence to the Thimphu
Design Code and resilience measures in hazard-prone
areas, addressing vulnerabilities in Bhutan's most
densely populated city. Technical assistance from
international climate funds supports these efforts,
providing financial and structural resilience against
disasters such as floods, earthquakes, and health
emergencies. [Kuensel]

SAARC Development Fund launches USD
9.7 million regional projects

(Im) The SAARC Development Fund (SDF), the financial
arm of the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC), has launched three major
regional initiatives under its social window, committing
over USD 9.7 million to projects in aquaculture, early
childhood education, and biogas production. The
announcement coincided with SAARC Charter Day on
December 9, marking the association's 40th
anniversary.

The aquaculture project, supported by six SAARC
member states, aims to enhance small-scale fish
farming, improve nutrition security, and empower
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rural farmers, with Bhutan's National Research and
Development Centre for Aquaculture leading local
implementation. The project has a budget of USD 3.97
million, including co-financing contributions.

A second project, focused on inclusive early childhood
education, will create accessible learning environments
for children, including those with disabilities, in Bhutan
and Nepal. Managed by Save the Children and
Bhutan’s Department of School Education, the initiative
has a budget of USD 4.79 million.

The third initiative addresses Bhutan's urban energy
transition through the establishment of a biogas plant
in Thimphu. Led by the Bhutan Ecological Society, this
USD 948,616 project aims to produce biogas and
biofertilizers from household waste, reducing reliance
on liquefied petroleum gas. [Kuensel]

1,600 Indians brought back from
Cambodia, Myanmar after job scams, says
External Affairs Minister Jaishankar

(Im) India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
informed the parliamentary lower house that the
government had successfully brought back 1,664
Indians who were victims of online job frauds in
Cambodia and Myanmar. He explained that, in
addition to canceling the licenses of the recruiting
agencies involved, India had recommended
prosecuting those responsible for these scams.

Jaishankar emphasized that the government was in
contact with the governments of Cambodia, Myanmar,
and Laos, and had taken steps to block websites
promoting fraudulent job offers. He also highlighted
issues faced by Indian workers in West Asia, such as
underpayment and maltreatment, and said Indian
embassies were actively working to protect their
interests abroad. The government has also tasked
embassies with ensuring the welfare of Indian workers
globally. [The Indian Express]

New artwork in Indian Army Chief’s
lounge signals strategic shift

(ah) The replacement of a historic 1971 Bangladesh
War painting in the Indian Army Chief's lounge with a
new artwork titled Karam Kshetra (Field of Deeds)
marks a significant shift in the Indian Army’s focus. The
new painting, which features Pangong Lake along the
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India-China border and showcases modern military
assets like boats, tanks, all-terrain vehicles, Apache
helicopters, also incorporates figures from Indian
mythology such as Chanakya and Lord Krishna. These
mythological figures symbolize leadership, strategy,
and dharma, emphasizing the Army’s mission to
uphold justice and duty, aligning with India’s ancient
philosophical heritage.

This change reflects a strategic shift from traditional
warfare with Pakistan to addressing the growing
challenges posed by China. Defence experts suggest
that the new artwork, blending India’s advanced
military capabilities with ancient wisdom, serves as a
subtle message to China, highlighting the Indian Army’s
readiness for future challenges. The presence of
modern weaponry and the integration of land, sea,
and air forces depict a future-ready force committed to
self-reliance and technological progress. [India Today]

World Bank approves USD 100 million to
support Nepal's sustainable development

(Im) The World Bank’s Board of Executive Directors has
approved a USD 100 million development policy
operation (DPO) to help Nepal enhance its efforts
toward green, resilient, and inclusive development.
This is the second in a series of three DPOs aimed at
strengthening Nepal's sustainability pathway. The
funding will support policies in areas such as green
fiscal instruments, water security, irrigation,
sustainable forest management, and climate disaster
information systems.

Since 2021, Nepal has undertaken an ambitious
program focusing on environmental sustainability and
inclusive development to address issues such as
joblessness, economic opportunities for vulnerable
groups, and environmental risks. The World Bank's
support aims to improve air quality, expand disaster
risk reduction services, and enhance land use and
water management, ultimately strengthening Nepal's
resilience and fostering long-term growth. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal’s foreign minister discusses trade,
development cooperation with EU official
in Brussels

(rs) Nepal's Foreign Minister Dr. Arzu Rana Deuba held
talks with European Commission Commissioner for
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International Partnerships Jozef Sikela in Brussels on
December 12, focusing on economic cooperation,
trade, and aviation safety. Rana sought EU support for
Nepal's smooth graduation from least developed
country (LDC) status in 2026, including extended trade
concessions and Nepal's inclusion in the EU's
Generalized Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+). Rana
also requested the EU to lift its ban on Nepali airlines,
which remains in place due to persistent aviation
safety concerns. [The Rising Nepal]

The European Commission recently decided to retain
the ban on Nepali carriers under the “EU Air Safety
List,” citing non-compliance with international safety
standards set by the International Civil Aviation
Organization (ICAO). Nepal has been on the list since
December 2013, with its aviation safety record marred
by eight crashes, including six fatal incidents, in the
past three years, resulting in over 100 deaths.

Global watchdogs, including ICAO, have repeatedly
urged Nepal to split its Civil Aviation Authority into
separate regulatory and service provider entities to
address systemic safety issues. While legislative
progress on this front remains slow, Nepal's aviation
industry continues to suffer, impacting tourism and
global connectivity. [The Kathmandu Post]

Despite the challenges, Nepal and the EU marked 50
years of diplomatic ties this year, with the EU
reaffirming its role as a key development partner.
Commissioner Sikela expressed willingness to continue
cooperation in addressing Nepal's aviation concerns,
aligning with broader efforts to promote economic
resilience and reform. [The Rising Nepal]

UNICEF urges Pakistan, Afghanistan to
accelerate birth registration efforts

(Im) South Asia has seen birth registration rates rise
from 39 percent in 2008 to 76 percent in 2024, but
over 42 million children under five remain
unregistered, according to UNICEF's latest report.
Afghanistan and Pakistan, in particular, must expedite
efforts to achieve universal registration by 2030,
UNICEF said.

While countries like India, Nepal, and Bangladesh have
made significant progress, and Maldives, Bhutan, and
Sri Lanka have near-total coverage, challenges persist
in Pakistan and Afghanistan. Unregistered children lack
access to essential services like healthcare and
education, with South Asia accounting for one-fourth
of the world's unregistered children under five.
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UNICEF called for streamlined registration processes,
integration with health and education systems, and fee
elimination to ensure no child is left behind. [Arab
News]

Pakistan warns of TTP’s global threat,
reaffirms commitment to dialogue with
Afghanistan

(Im/an) Pakistan has warned that the Tehreek-e-
Taliban Pakistan (TTP), also known as Pakistan Taliban,
is emerging as an arm of Al-Qaeda, posing significant
regional and global security threats. Acting UN envoy
Usman Jadoon, speaking at the UN Security Council,
emphasized that the TTP's association with Al-Qaeda
has allowed it to pursue a broader terrorist agenda,
destabilizing Afghanistan’s neighbors and beyond.

Jadoon underscored that the TTP, operating from safe
havens in Afghanistan, has been involved in cross-
border attacks on Pakistan, exacerbating tensions
between Islamabad and Kabul. While the Afghan
Taliban administration denies harboring militants,
Pakistan accuses it of enabling the TTP to operate with
impunity. The TTP, reportedly consisting of around
6,000 fighters, collaborates with groups such as the
separatist Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), particularly its
Majeed Brigade, which targets Chinese interests in
Pakistan, including the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor.

Pakistan further alleged that external actors, including
India, provide support to the TTP to destabilize the
region. Jadoon urged the international community to
take decisive steps to address the evolving threat from
groups like the TTP and Al-Qaeda, stressing that
Afghanistan’s government must act against these
militants to prevent further destabilization. [Arab
News]

Amid growing concerns, Pakistan has reiterated its
commitment to dialogue with Afghanistan to resolve
outstanding issues, particularly counterterrorism.
Earlier this month, Afghan chargé d'affaires Sardar
Ahmad Shakeeb met with Deputy Prime Minister and
Foreign Minister Ishaq Dar in Islamabad, followed by
discussions between Pakistan’'s envoy to Kabul, Obaid
Nizamani, and Taliban Defence Minister Mullah
Yaqoob. [Dawn 1]

While Pakistan makes diplomatic efforts to address
these challenges, a U.S. State Department report
praised its progress in combating terror financing,
particularly after its removal from the Financial Action
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Task Force (FATF) Grey List in 2022. Pakistan’s updated
National Risk Assessment identified donations and
extortion as key funding sources for 41 active militant
groups, including the TTP. Despite these gains, terrorist
attacks rose by over 50 percent in 2023, with provinces
like Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan witnessing
concentrated violence.

The report commended Pakistan’s enhanced border
management, biometric monitoring, and collaboration
with international counterterrorism initiatives.
However, concerns remain over madrassahs failing to
comply with funding regulations, potentially fueling
extremist ideologies. [Dawn 2]

One Pakistani dead, 47 rescued in Greece
migrant boat tragedy

(Im) Pakistan confirmed one death and 47 rescues
after a migrant boat sank off Greece’s Gavdos Island
on December 13. Many Pakistanis undertake perilous
sea journeys to Europe seeking better prospects.

The Pakistani Embassy in Athens is assisting the
rescued and coordinating with Greek authorities.
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif condemned human
traffickers, calling for strict action and preventative
measures.

This follows a June 2023 tragedy where hundreds of
Pakistanis perished in a similar incident, highlighting
ongoing risks and the need for stronger anti-trafficking
efforts. [Arab News]

World Bank cancels USD 500 million loan
to Pakistan, halts new budget support
amid energy reform delays

(tf) The World Bank has canceled a USD 500-600 million
budget support loan to Pakistan under the Affordable
and Clean Energy (PACE-Il) program due to Islamabad's
failure to meet key conditions, including renegotiating
power purchase agreements for China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) projects. The decision comes
amid stalled energy sector reforms and Pakistan's
inability to address the inefficiencies of its power
distribution companies and rising circular debt.

The PACE-II program, initially approved in 2021,
required Pakistan to resolve issues such as
renegotiating independent power producer (IPP)


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-ili/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-ild/

contracts, addressing circular debt, and improving
power distribution. While the government
renegotiated 22 energy contracts, major cost savings
have yet to materialize, with electricity prices
remaining as high as PKR 65-70 per unit (USD 0.23-
0.25) due to taxes and cross-subsidies. Chinese firms
under CPEC have consistently refused to revise
agreements, contributing to stalled reforms.

The World Bank confirmed its shift in strategy, citing
"slower-than-expected progress." While it continues to
fund low-cost hydropower projects, including USD 1
billion for the Dasu Hydropower Project, the Bank
ruled out any new budget support loans for the
current fiscal year, ending in June 2025. This poses a
challenge for Pakistan, which had budgeted USD 2
billion in World Bank loans to bridge an external
financing gap of USD 2.5 billion identified by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The circular debt crisis, exacerbated by inefficiencies in
power distribution companies, climbed to PKR 2.39
trillion (USD 8.43 billion) in the last fiscal year, far
exceeding targets agreed with both the IMF and World
Bank. Power sector losses alone amounted to PKR 660
billion (USD 2.33 billion).

Despite these setbacks, Finance Minister Muhammad
Aurangzeb remains optimistic, claiming the external
financing gap is covered and expressing confidence in
securing loans at competitive rates. Pakistan had also
planned to raise USD 1 billion through Eurobonds but
has been unable to access international markets due
to its low CCC+ credit rating. [The Express Tribune]

Asian Development Bank approves USD
330 million loan for social protection in
Pakistan

(Im) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has approved
a USD 330 million loan to support Pakistan's Integrated
Social Protection Development Program (ISPDP),
focusing on poverty reduction, inclusive growth, and
improved access to education and healthcare for
vulnerable populations.

The program, implemented through the Benazir
Income Support Programme (BISP), aims to strengthen
social safety nets, particularly for women, adolescent
girls, and low-income families. The loan agreement was
signed by Pakistan’s Economic Affairs Secretary, Dr.
Kazim Niaz, and ADB Country Director Emma Fan, who
emphasized the bank's commitment to advancing
social protection in Pakistan.
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Since 1966, ADB has provided over USD 52 billion in
loans and grants to Pakistan, a founding member,
supporting initiatives across public and private sectors.
Last month, the ADB also approved a USD 500 million
loan to enhance Pakistan's resilience to climate change
and natural disasters. [Arab News]

Pakistan hosts Islamic Capital Markets
Conference, highlights progress in
Shariah-compliant financial system

(Im) Pakistan underscored its commitment to
transitioning its financial ecosystem to align with
Shariah principles as it hosted the second International
Islamic Capital Markets Conference & Expo in Karachi.
Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb emphasized
the vital role Islamic finance can play in fostering
economic stability and attracting investment,
particularly through instruments such as sukuk, equity
funds, and Shariah-compliant investment vehicles.

Addressing the inaugural session, Aurangzeb revealed
that as of June 30, 2024, 56 percent of the Pakistan
Stock Exchange's market capitalization comprises
Shariah-compliant securities. Additionally, significant
segments of collective investment assets adhere to
Shariah principles, with 48 percent of mutual funds, 66
percent of voluntary pension funds, and 95 percent of
REITs already compliant.

Aurangzeb noted that the rising global interest in
Shariah-compliant investments reflects a broader shift
toward value-based financial systems. However, he
emphasized that realizing the full potential of Islamic
finance requires collaboration among scholars,
financial institutions, regulators, and industry
practitioners to address challenges and build public
trust.

Other notable participants included Dr. Sami Al-
Suwailem of the Islamic Development Bank Institute,
Akif Saeed of the Securities Exchange Commission of
Pakistan, and Saleemullah, Deputy Governor of the
State Bank of Pakistan. [Arab News]

Pakistan proposes OIC cybersecurity
center to strengthen digital security

(Im) Pakistan has proposed establishing a center of
excellence for cybersecurity within the Organization of
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) to address emerging digital
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challenges and ensure a secure future for member
states. The proposal was presented by Pakistan
Telecommunication Authority (PTA) Chairman Major
General (R) Hafeez Ur Rehman at a two-day
international workshop on cybersecurity, jointly hosted
by COMSTECH and Huawei Technologies in Islamabad.
[Arab News]

Pakistan, European Union reaffirm
commitments to strengthen cooperation
during Joint Commission talks

(an) The 14th Pakistan-European Union (EU) Joint
Commission convened on November 21 in Islamabad,
focusing on key areas of bilateral cooperation,
including trade, migration, human rights, political
engagement, and development. The meeting reviewed
recent political developments, including Pakistan's
February elections and the EU parliamentary elections
held in June, underscoring the importance of sustained
engagement to address mutual challenges such as
food and energy security and climate change.

Preceding the Joint Commission, three sub-group
meetings were held on November 19 and 20. The Sub-
Group on Democracy, Governance, Rule of Law, and
Human Rights highlighted shared commitments to
human rights, including the protection of women,
children, labor, and migrant rights. Both sides
reaffirmed the importance of independent media, civil
society, and judicial autonomy, with Pakistan
presenting its reform agenda, including progress on
the National Action Plan on Human Rights and
implementation of GSP+ conventions. The EU
reiterated its opposition to the death penalty and
urged reforms to the mercy petition process.

The Sub-Group on Trade emphasized the significance
of the Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+),
which has bolstered Pakistan-EU bilateral trade since
2014. Both sides discussed market access challenges
and the need to align Pakistan with EU regulatory
frameworks. The EU committed to providing updates
on upcoming legislative developments to facilitate
Pakistan's compliance and promote sustainable
growth.

The Sub-Group on Development Cooperation
reaffirmed priorities under the Multi-annual Indicative
Programme (MIP), focusing on green inclusive growth,
human capital development, and governance. Pakistan
welcomed the EU’s continued support for its Resilient
Recovery, Rehabilitation, and Reconstruction
Framework (4RF) and explored opportunities for new
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investments under the Global Gateway strategy,
including clean energy projects.

The meeting also addressed regional security and
migration concerns. Pakistan highlighted its efforts
under the Pakistan-EU Joint Readmission Agreement
and Talent Partnership while reaffirming its
commitment to hosting Afghan refugees, extending
the validity of their registration cards until June 2025.
Discussions also covered counterterrorism, counter-
narcotics, and regional collaboration. Pakistan
expressed deep concerns over the human rights
situation in Jammu and Kashmir and called for a
ceasefire in Gaza. The EU reiterated its calls for
humanitarian access in Gaza, hostages' release, and
adherence to UN resolutions, while restating its
position on Russia’s war in Ukraine. [MOFA Pakistan]

Pakistan set to resume flights to the US,
UK after aviation ban lifted

(mra) Following the lifting of the European Union
Aviation Safety Agency (EASA) ban, Pakistani airlines
are preparing to resume flights to the United States
and United Kingdom. Private carrier Airblue plans to
restart operations from Lahore and Islamabad to the
UK, with a British aviation team scheduled to visit
Lahore in January to assess facilities and security
measures.

Progress is also being made with the US Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA), as Pakistan finalizes
payments under a new memorandum of
understanding (MoU). An FAA delegation is expected to
visit by March, paving the way for the possible
restoration of Category 1 status, which would allow
direct flights to the US.

Meanwhile, Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) will
resume European operations in January, starting with
flights to Paris after a three-year suspension. [Pakistan
Today]

Sri Lanka’s diplomatic missteps strain
relations with key partners

(Im) Sri Lanka faced significant diplomatic
embarrassments last week, with missteps at high-
profile events involving key international partners,
including China and Iraq, drawing criticism.
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At a ceremony to hand over school uniforms donated
by the People's Republic of China (PRC), Prime Minister
Dr. Harini Amarasuriya mistakenly thanked the
"Republic of China" (Taiwan), which is claimed by the
PRC as part of its territory. The diplomatic error,
compounded by the Prime Minister's late arrival,
occurred in the presence of Chinese Ambassador Qi
Zhenhong, who reportedly left the venue before
eventually returning. Sri Lanka, which does not
recognize Taiwan, risks straining its critical relations
with China—a major investor and donor.

In another incident, no government representative
attended a gala event hosted by the Iragi embassy to
mark 100 years of Iraq’'s diplomacy. The absence of
Industries and Entrepreneurship Development
Minister Sunil Handunnetti, or a substitute, left the
event without official Sri Lankan representation.
Opposition Leader Sajith Premadasa was the sole
notable Sri Lankan attendee. This lapse is particularly
damaging, as Iraq is Sri Lanka's largest tea buyer,
accounting for over 27 million kilograms of tea exports
in 2024. [Daily Mirror]

Russian ambassador accuses Latvia of
blocking fertilizer shipment to Sri Lanka

(Im) The Russian ambassador to Sri Lanka, Levan S.
Dzhagaryan, alleged that Latvia obstructed the delivery
of 55,000 metric tons of Potassium Chloride fertilizer
destined for Sri Lankan farmers for over two years. The
shipment, part of a Russian grant through the World
Food Programme (WFP), arrived in Colombo on
December 12, after being held at Latvia's Riga port
since 2022 due to Western sanctions on Russia.

The fertilizer, distributed among paddy and coconut
farmers, is a segment of a larger 260,000 metric ton
consignment. The ambassador criticized the sanctions
as "illegal" and credited Sri Lanka, UN agencies, and
Uralchem Group - one of Russia's leading producers of
fertilizers - for enabling the shipment's eventual
release. [Daily Mirror]

19th ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting
Plus Experts' Group focuses on
peacekeeping operations

(ga) The 19th ASEAN Defence Ministers' Meeting Plus
Experts’ Working Group on Peacekeeping Operations
(ADMM-Plus EWG on PKO) took place from December
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9to 12 in Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei. Co-chaired by
the Royal Brunei Armed Forces and the People’s
Liberation Army of China, the meeting discussed the
theme "Current Challenges and Future Development of
United Nations Peace-Keeping Operations" as part of
the 5th cycle (2024-2027).

The event was attended by 67 participants from
ASEAN-Plus countries, the ASEAN Secretariat, the
United Nations Department of Peacekeeping
Operations, and Timor-Leste as an observer. The
meeting covered key activities for the first quarter of
the 5th cycle and addressed ongoing challenges in
peacekeeping operations. [Ministry of Defence Brunei
Darussalam]

Indonesia: Defense ministry promotes
Pacific engagement through ADMM Plus
and humanitarian missions

(mu) The Indonesian Defense Ministry has emphasized
that involving Pacific nations in the ASEAN Defense
Ministers' Meeting (ADMM) Plus is a crucial aspect of
Indonesia's diplomatic strategy to safeguard its
national interests in Papua. Brigadier General
Mohamad Nafis, Director for Mobilizing Defense
Components at the Ministry's Defense Strategic
Directorate General, highlighted that the ASEAN
Outlook on the Indo-Pacific (AOIP) has been
instrumental in facilitating this engagement. By
aligning defense strategies within the AOIP framework,
Indonesia successfully secured ASEAN nations'’
agreement on its implementation during the ADMM
and ADMM Plus meetings in January.

This agreement has opened avenues for deeper
cooperation with Pacific nations through joint
exercises and working groups in the region. As part of
these efforts, Indonesia's Defense Ministry launched a
goodwill mission to four South Pacific countries,
utilizing the Indonesian warship KRI Dr. Wahidin
Sudirohusodo (WSH)-991.

The 48-day mission, which began on October 9, 2024,
included humanitarian visits to the Solomon Islands,
Fiji, Vanuatu, and Papua New Guinea, where the ship
provided health services. This initiative is part of
Indonesia's broader diplomatic efforts to strengthen
ties with Pacific nations, enhance regional cooperation,
and foster closer relationships between Pacific nations
and ASEAN. [Antara]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-iri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-iri/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-ird/

Indonesian foreign ministry affirms
ASEAN to prioritize dialogue over
sanctions in Myanmar crisis

(gk) Indonesia’s foreign ministry has stated that ASEAN
will prioritize resolving the Myanmar crisis through
dialogue and persuasive measures, rather than
imposing sanctions on member states. The ministry
emphasized that sanctions are not part of ASEAN's
culture and would only be considered as a last resort if
other approaches, such as dialogue and mediation,
prove ineffective.

The ministry further clarified that only sanctions
imposed by the United Nations Security Council are
recognized and enforceable. ASEAN's decision to
exclude Myanmar from its organizational activities is
not a sanction but a strategy aimed at resolving the
country’s conflict. ASEAN remains committed to
encouraging all stakeholders in the Myanmar crisis to
engage in dialogue and to implement the Five-Point
Consensus.

Moreover, ASEAN has decided to suspend Myanmar
from assuming its rotating chairmanship in 2026,
designating the Philippines as the replacement.
[Antara]

14th meeting of the ASEAN airport
interdiction task force (AAITF) held
virtually

(gk) Indonesia participated in the 14™ meeting of the
ASEAN airport interdiction task force (AAITF),
conducted online on December 12. At the meeting,
Indonesia emphasized the importance of exchanging
information between countries to tackle drug
smuggling. Indonesia expressed hopes that regular
meetings held by the AAITF will strengthen supervision
and cooperation in handling cross-border drug
smuggling.

The AAITF focuses on prohibition and intercepting
activities at airports. It discusses technical matters
related to implementing operations to break up
national and international drug syndicate networks
that carry out smuggling using air transportation.
[Antara]
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Laos secures USD 150 million
development boost from ADB

(cc) The Lao government and the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) signed loan and grant agreements worth
USD 150 million on December 12.

While specific project details remain undisclosed, the
Lao government has indicated these funds will be
directed towards infrastructure development,
education and skills development, rural development,
and climate resilience. [Lao News Agency] [Vientiane
Times]

UN Rapporteur calls for action on ICC
arrest warrant against Myanmar junta
leader

(anl) The UN Special Rapporteur on Myanmar's human
rights, Tom Andrews, has called on international
governments to support the arrest warrant for
Myanmar's junta leader, Min Aung Hlaing.

On December 16 in The Hague, Andrews met with
International Criminal Court (ICC) prosecutor Karim
Khan, who recently requested an arrest warrant for
Min Aung Hlaing for alleged crimes against humanity
related to the 2017 Rohingya crisis in Rakhine State.
Andrews described the prosecutor’s decision as a
significant step toward accountability but emphasized
the need for further action. He urged ICC member
states to reconsider their relationships with Myanmar's
regime in light of the warrant. Andrews pointed out
that Min Aung Hlaing is not only implicated in crimes
against the Rohingya but is also responsible for
ongoing war crimes and crimes against humanity
across Myanmar.

He criticized the ICC's jurisdictional limitations, which
prevent the court from addressing atrocities
committed after the 2021 military coup. Since the
coup, the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners
(AAPP) estimates that the regime has killed
approximately 6,056 people and detained around
27,888 individuals. [Irrawaddy]

UN Secretary-General calls for immediate
halt to violence and avoidance of ethnic
tension incitement
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(nf) UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called for
an immediate end to the violence in Myanmar and
urged all parties to take all measures to protect
civilians and respect international law. Conveying deep
concern over spiraling violence and widespread
displacement of civilians, he has condemned the
continuous civilian causalities due to airstrikes around
the area since February of 2021.

He also called on all concerned "to avoid actions and
rhetoric that could further inflame ethnic tensions,"
calling it urgent to have peace in this region, according
to a press note on December 12th. [Narinjara News]
[UN News]

Myanmar remains world’s largest
producer of opium and heroin

(nf) Opium production in Myanmar has slightly
declined, according to the UN Office on Drugs and
Crime, with cultivation dropping 4 percent to 45,200
hectares in 2024. Even with this reduction, Myanmar is
the leading producer of opium and heroin in the world,
a position it took over from Afghanistan after its 2022
opium ban under Taliban rule.

Shan State remains the most important opium-
producing area in the country, accounting for 88
percent of the total yield. Regional trends show an
increase in Chin and Kayah States, while Kachin and
parts of Shan State have witnessed a decline. The ban
imposed by Afghanistan has raised uncertainties for
the opium economy of Myanmar, with potential risks
for its future expansion, as global supply chains get
readjusted.

UNODC officials say that a jump in conflict in
traditional poppy-farming areas is strongly linked to
the reduced harvest. They emphasize the role of the
ongoing political and economic crisis since the military
coup in 2021. Turmoil in Myanmar has displaced
thousands, worsened poverty, and caused civilian
casualties, making it even more difficult for the nation
to address its opium trade. [UN News] [Myanmar Now]
[BBC News] [Channel News Asia]

Philippine Senate ratifies military access
agreement with Japan as tension in South
China Sea persist
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(Im) On December 16, the Philippine Senate ratified a
historic reciprocal access agreement (RAA) with Japan,
enabling both countries' militaries to deploy on each
other's territories for combat training and disaster
response. This agreement, the first of its kind in Asia
for Japan, aims to strengthen military cooperation
between the two nations, particularly in response to
concerns over China's growing influence in regional
waters. The agreement was approved with 19 senators
voting in favor and was signed by the defense and
foreign ministers of both countries in July 2024.
Japanese Ambassador Kazuya Endo attended the
session in Manila.

The RAA is part of broader efforts by Japan and the
Philippines, both strong United States allies, to counter
China's dominance in the East and South China Seas.
China claims most of the South China Sea, a region
contested by several Southeast Asian nations,
including the Philippines. Japan has its own maritime
disputes with China in the East China Sea. The
Philippines already has Visiting Forces Agreements
with the US and Australia, and similar military access
agreements are in place with other US allies, such as
Australia and Britain. [Bangkok Post]

The military relationship between the Philippines and
Japan is expected to expand further with the
Philippines' likely future participation in the annual
Yama Sakura military drills, which involve US, Japanese,
and Australian forces. Philippine marines visited Japan
from December 7-8 to observe the weeklong exercise,
which began on December 6. The exercise included
1,500 US personnel, 5,000 Japanese troops, and 300
Australian soldiers, conducting training activities such
as simulated missile strikes across Japan, Alaska,
Hawaii, and Australia.

Experts, including retired Marine Col. Grant Newsham,
predict that the Philippines will soon join these
exercises as full participants. [Stars and Stripes]

Meanwhile, tensions in the South China Sea remain
high. On December 13, China’s Ministry of National
Defense accused the Philippines, with US support, of
provoking disputes near territories such as Ren'ai Jiao,
Xianbin Jiao, and Houteng Jiao. The accusations
followed claims by the Philippine Coast Guard of
Chinese aggression against fishing boats and
government vessels near disputed areas like Huangyan
Dao.

China reiterated its firm stance, asserting that
Philippine activities in these areas lack legitimacy and
threaten regional stability. Beijing warned that
continued provocations would lead to stronger
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countermeasures, as China remains resolute in
defending its claims over the South China Sea. [Global
Times]

IFC predicts record-level funding
commitments to Singapore amid strong
regional outlook

(fi) The International Finance Corporation (IFC), a
member of the World Bank Group that focuses on
private sector development in emerging markets,
expects its annual funding commitments to Singapore
to remain near record levels. This follows USD 2.15
billion in funding across 11 deals during the financial
year ending June 30. Riccardo Puliti, IFC's regional vice-
president for Asia and the Pacific, emphasized
Singapore’s ongoing appeal as a global hub for
commodities and financing, projecting a similarly
strong performance this year.

The IFC also anticipates a robust year across the Asia
Pacific, driven by demand for trade financing, energy
transition, and gender-focused SME funding. In the
past fiscal year, the IFC supported 123 projects in the
region, totaling a record USD 12.2 billion, marking an
11 percent increase. [BNN Bloomberg]

Thailand to host regional meetings
addressing Myanmar crisis; fishermen to
be released in January

(Im) Thailand will host two regional meetings this week
focusing on Myanmar, including discussions on border
security, transnational crime, and ASEAN's peace
initiatives in response to Myanmar’s ongoing crisis.

The first meeting, scheduled for December 19, will
involve representatives from Myanmar’s junta -
including Foreign Minister Than Swe - and neighboring
countries, including China, India, Bangladesh, Laos,
and Thailand. The agenda centers on informal
consultations to address border and security issues.
[Thai PBS]

The second meeting on December 20 will bring
together ASEAN foreign ministers to discuss the
implementation of the bloc's "Five Point Consensus"
peace plan. It remains uncertain whether Myanmar will
have representation at this session. Indonesia’s foreign
minister has confirmed attendance.
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These meetings come amid ongoing civil unrest in
Myanmar following the 2021 military coup, which has
led to widespread rebellion and a civil war. ASEAN has
previously restricted Myanmar's political leaders from
its high-level meetings, inviting only non-political
representatives. Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim emphasized efforts to reintegrate Myanmar
into ASEAN discussions during his tenure as chair in
2025. [Bangkok Post 1]

Concurrently, Thailand's Foreign Minister Maris
Sangiampongsa will meet Myanmar officials on
December 19 to expedite the release of the detained
Thai fishermen, who are currently in a Kawthaung
detention facility. Myanmar authorities have indicated
the fishermen are in the deportation process, with
January 4, Myanmar's Independence Day, set as a
tentative release date. [Bangkok Post 2] [Bangkok Post
3]

The fishermen, along with 27 Myanmar crew members,
were apprehended following a confrontation on
November 30 when Myanmar navy vessels reportedly
opened fire on the trawler Sor Charoenchai 8 and
several other boats near Koh Phayam. The incident,
which occurred about 22 kilometers offshore, led to
the seizure of the vessels and one crew member's
death.

Thai officials have faced criticism for their handling of
the incident, with main opposition People's Party MP
Julapong Yuket calling for an independent investigation
into whether the boats intruded into Myanmar waters.
Rangsiman Rome, chair of the House committee on
national security, stressed the need for Thailand to
take decisive action to ensure the crew's safety.
[Bangkok Post ]

Notably, ahead of the December 19 talks, Thai
authorities have confiscated a Myanmar fishing vessel
and arrested six crew members in Ranong Province for
smuggling 40,000 kilograms of salt-fermented shrimp
into the country without the necessary permits. The
seizure occurred on December 13 following a tip-off.
[Bangkok Post ]

Asian Development Bank maintains
Southeast Asia’s 2024 growth forecast at
4.7 percent

(hn) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) projects
Southeast Asia’s GDP growth to remain steady at 4.7
percent in 2024, supported by robust manufacturing
exports, public investment, and domestic demand. The
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region's manufacturing and trade sectors continue to
benefit from the global electronics upturn and supply
chain shifts, with high-income tech exporters gaining
from rising semiconductor sales.

Economic growth has picked up in countries like
Malaysia, Thailand, Singapore, and Vietnam, driven by
lower inflation and sustained public investment.
However, geopolitical tensions, trade fragmentation,
and severe weather events pose risks, particularly for
agriculture and infrastructure development.

The ADB also noted potential challenges from policy
changes under the incoming U.S. administration of
President-elect Donald Trump, which could impact
trade, fiscal policies, and inflation in developing Asia.
[Viet Nam News]

Vietnam seeks re-election to UN Human
Rights Council for 2026-2028 tenure

(hn) Vietnam has officially announced its candidacy for
re-election to the United Nations Human Rights
Council (UNHRC) for the 2026-2028 term. The
announcement was made during a ceremony held by
Vietnam'’s Permanent Mission to the UN in New York
on December 12, coinciding with International Human
Rights Day.

Vietnam has been elected to the United Nations
Human Rights Council (UNHRC) for two terms: 2014-
2016 and 2023-2025. During its first term, Vietnam
emphasized its commitment to promoting and
protecting human rights, aligning with its policies of
independence and multilateralism.

However, international human rights organizations
have expressed concerns regarding Vietnam's
suitability for UNHRC membership. Prior to its ongoing
2023-2025 term, groups such as Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch highlighted Vietnam's
restrictions on freedom of expression, association, and
peaceful assembly. They urged Vietnam to take
concrete steps to improve its human rights record,
including releasing arbitrarily detained activists and
ensuring cooperation with international human rights
mechanisms. [Viet Nam News]

European Union supports renewable
energy transition in Vietnam’s Can Tho
and Tra Vinh
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(hn) The European Union (EU) is advancing Vietnam's
renewable energy transition with projects in Can Tho
City and Tra Vinh Province under the Vietham-EU
Sustainable Energy Transition Program (SETP). The
program has allocated EUR 142 million in grants (2022-
2027) to develop clean energy projects and promote
cross-border energy connections, positioning Vietnam
as a regional renewable energy leader.

In Can Tho, EU-backed initiatives have delivered
electricity to over 99.97 percent of households and
encouraged rooftop solar adoption, with over 2,000
systems generating 80 MW. Tra Vinh has connected
more than 40,000 households to the national grid over
the past decade and developed 505 MW of renewable
energy capacity, with plans to expand offshore wind
power to 800 MW by 2030.

While Vietnam's renewable energy potential is
significant, challenges remain, including the need for
legal frameworks for offshore wind and more funding
for solar and biomass projects. Both regions stress the
importance of cohesive policies to attract private
investment and integrate renewables into the national
grid. [Viet Nam News]

Bangladesh-India relations remain
strained over tweet by Prime Minister
Modi

(Im) Relations between Bangladesh and India,
increasingly tense since the ouster of Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina in August - most recently due to
concerns regarding the treatment of minority
communities in Bangladesh - were further strained by
remarks from Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi on
Victory Day, December 16, which commemorates
Bangladesh’s independence from Pakistan in 1971.
Modi's post on X (formerly Twitter) paid tribute to
Indian soldiers for their decisive role in the war,
sparking backlash in Bangladesh.

Adviser Asif Nazrul criticized Modi's remarks, asserting
that Victory Day belongs to Bangladesh, with India
serving as an ally rather than the central figure in the
victory. His comments, shared widely on social media,
highlighted growing sensitivities over the portrayal of
Bangladesh's independence narrative. [The Daily Star]

Echoeing these sentiments, Bangladesh Nationalist
Party’s Ruhul Kabir Rizvi also criticized Modi's Victory
Day comments, calling them disrespectful to
Bangladesh’s Liberation War martyrs and freedom
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fighters, adding that “We will never bow our heads to
Delhi.” [The Business Standard]

Prior to this, Indian External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar had again voiced concerns over the
treatment of minorities in Bangladesh, highlighting it
as a priority for India. Speaking in India’s Parliament,
he referred to multiple attacks on minority
communities and called for Bangladesh to take
necessary actions to ensure their safety. While
acknowledging Bangladesh'’s efforts to address the
violence, Jaishankar noted India’s role in supporting
development in the region. [The Daily Star]

Meanwhile, Indian Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri
reiterated India’s neutral stance regarding
Bangladesh's interim government, distancing New
Delhi from ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's
criticism of the current administration. Misri
emphasized that India’s relationship with Bangladesh
transcends political parties and highlighted the
significant visa issuance to Bangladesh as a reflection
of goodwill.

Misri also expressed concern over the release of
convicted individuals in Bangladesh who engage in
anti-India rhetoric, as well as attacks on minority
communities, temples, and Indian cultural centers. He
stressed the need for Bangladesh to address these
issues to ensure peaceful and stable bilateral relations.
[The Daily Star]

In related updates, Bangladesh's International Crimes
Tribunal (ICT) is preparing to formally request India to
extradite ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina for trial.
Toby Cadman, the ICT's Special Prosecutor Advisor,
announced that Bangladesh would invoke its
extradition treaty with India to facilitate the process.
He emphasized that the ICT is coordinating with its
chief prosecutor to ensure compliance with
international and domestic legal standards.

Cadman acknowledged the possibility of trying Hasina
in absentia or seeking the International Court of
Justice's assistance if India rejects the extradition
request. Highlighting global implications, he urged
international organizations like the UN, EU, and U.S. to
support the tribunal’s efforts. However, Cadman noted
that the use of the death penalty in the tribunal could
impact international backing and called for
transparency to ensure fair trials. [Bss News]

Bangladesh considers shifting Rohingya
policy as Myanmar’s situation evolves
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(Im) Bangladesh is closely monitoring the volatile
situation in neighboring Myanmar, with a focus on
addressing the Rohingya crisis. Amid the changing
political dynamics in Myanmar, particularly the rise of
the Arakan Army (AA), which now controls over 80
percent of Rakhine State and the Myanmar-
Bangladesh border, Bangladesh is reassessing its
Rohingya policy.

Bangladesh is considering engaging with the AA,
recognizing its pivotal role in the region’s future and its
potential influence on repatriation efforts. The interim
government, led by Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, is
also working to improve conditions for Rohingyas
within the camps by enhancing education and skills
training to address long-term security concerns.

Additionally, Bangladesh has proposed the
establishment of a UN-backed "safe zone" in Rakhine
State as a potential starting point for repatriation. This
initiative is part of broader international efforts, with
the United Nations planning an all-stakeholder
conference in early 2025 to explore new strategies for
addressing the crisis. The conference aims to secure
funding, mobilize support, and engage key regional
actors, including Myanmar, China, and India, in
negotiations for a sustainable solution. [The Daily Star
1] [The Daily Star 2]

Japan will continue support to
Bangladesh’s reform

(vk) Japanese ambassador to Bangladesh lwama
Kiminori paid a call to Chief Adviser Professor
Muhammad Yunus at the State Guest House Jamuna
on December 12. Japan will support Bangladesh's
ongoing reform, and its investors will resume staying
at the side of Bangladesh to strengthen its economy.

Chief advisor calling for more Japanese investment in
Bangladesh as his government was carrying out
essential reforms to attract more foreign direct
investment, Professor Yunus added, “Presence of
Japanese investors in Bangladesh sends a good
message for us."

The Japanese representative said, “No Japanese
company withdrew their business from Bangladesh
after the Jully-August mass uprising, and they are
willing to stay in Bangladesh." The envoy invited the
Chief Adviser to join the annual conference in Japan
where the Japanese Prime Minister is expected to
speak. [Bss News]
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Timor-Leste President Ramos-Horta on
historic visit in Bangladesh

(vk/Im) Timor-Leste President José Ramos-Horta on
December 14 began a four-day state visit to
Bangladesh, marking a significant milestone in
relations between the two nations. This is the first
official visit by a Timor-Leste head of state to
Bangladesh since the country recognized Timor-Leste's
independence in 2002. Accompanied by an 18-member
delegation, including the Foreign Minister and senior
officials, President Ramos-Horta’s visit centers on
enhancing bilateral ties and fostering regional
cooperation.

On December 15, President Ramos-Horta commenced
his engagements by meeting with Foreign Adviser Md
Touhid Hossain and Environment Adviser Syeda
Rizwana Hasan at Hotel Sonogram. His schedule
included a one-on-one meeting with Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus, followed by delegation-level
discussions at the Chief Adviser’s Office. The meetings
culminated in a joint press briefing, where agreements
on visa exemptions and a memorandum of
understanding for future foreign office consultations
were announced.

The Timor-Leste President paid respects to the heroes
of Bangladesh’s Liberation War by visiting the National
Martyrs' Memorial in Savar on December 16. Later that
day, he met with Bangladeshi President Mohammed
Shahabuddin at Bangabhaban, where the two leaders
discussed expanding bilateral relations and
strengthening cooperation on regional and multilateral
platforms. Ramos-Horta also graced the Victory Day
reception as the guest of honor.

In addition to high-level meetings, Ramos-Horta
delivered a lecture titled "The Challenges of Peace in
the Contemporary World" at the Bangladesh Institute
of International and Strategic Studies (BIISS). He also
engaged with Bangladeshi students and young leaders,
sharing insights on Timor-Leste's independence
movement and post-independence development. [Bss
News] [Dhaka Tribune]

United States lauds Bangladesh’s interim
government for qualitative changes in
labor rights
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(Im) The United States has praised the interim
government for visible improvements in labor rights,
investment climate, and the business environment.
The appreciation came during a meeting between a US
Trade Representative (USTR) delegation, led by
Brendan Lynch, and Bangladesh's Foreign Secretary
Md Jashim Uddin last week.

The delegation expressed hope for the next United
States-Bangladesh Trade and Investment Cooperation
Forum Agreement (TICFA) meeting to be held in
Washington, early next year, where both sides will
discuss enhancing collaboration in trade, investment,
and development. Lynch emphasized the USTR’s
commitment to working with the interim government
to create a transparent and stable business
environment in Bangladesh.

The foreign secretary expressed optimism about
regaining the Generalized System of Preferences (GSP)
facility and financing from the Development Finance
Corporation (DFC). The USTR team also reiterated its
support for labour reforms, intellectual property
regulations, and customs modernization. Lynch
stressed the importance of implementing the 11-point
Labour Action Plan as a key factor in restoring the GSP
facility and obtaining DFC finance.

Foreign Secretary Jashim Uddin highlighted progress in
labour sector reforms, including a 9 percent annual
wage increase, an 18-point labour agreement, and
plans to revise the Bangladesh Labour Act by the first
quarter of 2025. He also noted regulatory reforms
aimed at improving the ease of doing business in
Bangladesh. [The Daily Star]

JICA allocates USD 1.44 million to mitigate
human-wildlife conflict in Bhutan

(Im) The Japan International Co-operation Agency (JICA)
and Bhutan's Ministry of Agriculture and Livestock
(MoAL) have launched a USD 1.44 million pilot project
to address crop damage caused by wildlife, particularly
monkeys, wild pigs, and deer. Farmers lose
approximately 8,250 metric tons of crops annually,
valued at USD 2.06 million, due to wildlife incursions.

Aligned with Bhutan's 13th Five-Year Plan, which
earmarked BTN 5.1 billion (USD 61.2 million) for
fencing initiatives, the project seeks to boost
agricultural productivity, reduce fallow land, and
support farmer incomes. JICA, which has collaborated
with Bhutan since 1964, also focuses on
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mechanization, irrigation, and market-oriented
agriculture to sustain rural livelihoods. [Kuensel]

Indian firms explore investment
opportunities in Brunei

(ga) A delegation of over 20 Indian companies visited
Brunei to explore foreign direct investment (FDI)
opportunities following the Brunei Economic
Development Board's (BEDB) Investment Seminar in
Chennai, India. The visit centered around an
investment forum hosted by BEDB, highlighting
Brunei's diversification agenda across five priority
sectors: downstream oil and gas, food, services,
tourism, and information and communication
technology.

The delegation, primarily consisting of small and
medium enterprises (SMEs), is preparing proposals for
establishing businesses in Brunei and plans further
exchanges to deepen economic ties. The BEDB
exchange initiative demonstrates Brunei's commitment
to attracting foreign investment and supporting
economic diversification. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei and Japan introduce 30-day visa-
free travel agreement

(ga) Brunei and Japan have introduced a visa waiver
agreement, allowing citizens of both nations to stay in
each other's country for up to 30 days without a visa.
This reciprocal arrangement, effective December 10,
follows a note verbale exchange in March.

To mark the occasion, a welcoming event featuring a
traditional performance was held at Brunei
International Airport for arriving Japanese passengers.
Attending the event, Japanese Ambassador to Brunei
Maeda Toru highlighted that the visa waiver aims to
boost travel and enhance bilateral relations, coinciding
with the 40th anniversary of diplomatic ties between
the two nations. [Borneo Bulletin]

India grants USD 50,000 for mine
clearance in Cambodia

(mfr) The Indian government has provided a USD
50,000 grant for mine clearance in Koh Por village, Bak
Khlang commune, Koh Kong province, under the Quick
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Impact Projects initiative. A memorandum of
understanding was signed on December 13 by
Cambodian Mine Action Authority (CMAA) Senior
Minister Ly Thuch and Indian Ambassador to
Cambodia Devyani Uttam Khobragade. The project will
clear 196,810 square meters of land, benefiting local
communities.

India has collaborated with Cambodia on humanitarian
mine clearance since 2022, with efforts in Koh Kong
province clearing approximately 2.2 square kilometers
of land. This work is executed by the National Center
for Peacekeeping Forces and the CMAA. In addition,
the Indian Embassy has supported over 700 survivors
of landmines and explosive remnants of war in
Banteay Meanchey province by providing prosthetic
limbs. [Khmer Times] [The Phnom Penh Post]

Japan provides maritime patrol boats to
Cambodia

(mfr) Japan has provided four maritime patrol boats
worth over USD 7 million to Cambodia’s Maritime
Police Department under the Free and Open Indo-
Pacific (FOIP) initiative. The agreement, part of the USD
7.2 million "Economic and Social Development
Programme," was formalized on December 10 through
an exchange of notes between Cambodian Foreign
Minister Prak Sokhonn and Japanese Ambassador
Ueno Atsushi.

The grant includes two large and two medium-sized
patrol boats aimed at improving Cambodia’s maritime
law enforcement, addressing illegal fishing and
maritime crimes, and enhancing rescue and salvage
capabilities along the country's 400-kilometer
coastline.

This marks Cambodia as the first ASEAN country to
receive such aid under the FOIP initiative, further
solidifying bilateral cooperation between the two
nations. [The Phnom Penh Post]

US warship USS Savannah to dock in
Cambodia for first visit in eight years

(mfr) The US Navy destroyer USS Savannah has docked
at Cambodia’s Sihanoukville Autonomous Port with a
crew of 103 that will participate in cultural exchanges,
friendly sports matches with the Cambodian Navy, and
meetings with local officials, including the commander


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-iih/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-iik/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-iiu/

of the Ream Naval Base.The five-day visit which began
on December 16 marks the first visit by an American
warship to the country in eight years. [CBS News] [The
Phnom Penh Post]

The visit follows recent high-level discussions between
Cambodian Foreign Minister Prak Sokhonn and US
Embassy Chargé d'Affaires Bridgette Walker during
which both sides underscored the importance of
strengthening Cambodia-US relations through trade,
education, cultural preservation, and humanitarian aid
initiatives. This year, the US provided USD 12 million
for demining operations in Cambodia and returned
150 Khmer antiquities, signaling ongoing efforts to
deepen cooperation. [Military.com]

The docking occurs against broader U.S. concerns
about Cambodia’s close ties with China, particularly at
the Chinese-funded Ream Naval Base, located 30
kilometers from Sihanoukville. The base has drawn
scrutiny from the US, which fears its potential use by
Chinese military forces. Cambodia has denied allowing
foreign military bases on its soil, reaffirming its
constitutional stance, despite continued renovations at
the site. [New Straits Times]

In June, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin visited
Cambodia to reset bilateral ties and met with
Cambodian alumni of US military training programs.
This visit, alongside the USS Savannah’s docking,
reflects efforts by both countries to revitalize their
military cooperation and cultural exchange. [Defense
News]

Cambodia explores stronger ties with
Qatar through parliamentary and
economic cooperation

(mfr) Senate President Hun Sen recently visited Qatar
to strengthen bilateral ties, discuss investment
opportunities, and promote parliamentary
collaboration. During the visit, he met with key Qatari
leaders, including Speaker of the Shura Council,
Qatar's legislature, Hassan bin Abdullah Al Ghanim and
Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman
bin Jassim Al-Thani.

Hun Sen proposed establishing an Asian Parliamentary
Forum to address regional and global challenges, a
concept welcomed by Al Ghanim, who highlighted
Qatar’s role in mediating international conflicts such as
those in Palestine and Afghanistan. Both leaders noted
the importance of enhanced parliamentary relations,
with Al Ghanim proposing a summit to strengthen ties
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between Qatar and Asian nations. [The Phnom Penh
Post]

Hun Sen also urged Qatar to explore investment
opportunities in Cambodia, particularly in agro-
processing and other sectors. He emphasized the need
for bilateral agreements on investment protection,
trade cooperation, and consultations between their
foreign ministries. Discussions included the progress of
a Double Taxation Agreement, which both nations aim
to finalize soon. [Khmer Times 1]

Qatar agreed to support Cambodia’s agricultural
sector, with the Prime Minister pledging to send
officials from the Qatar Investment Authority for
further discussions. Hun Sen acknowledged Qatar’s
global influence, including its contributions to the
Doha Round of World Trade Negotiations and ASEAN
connectivity, supported by Qatar Airways’ daily flights
to Cambodia.

Hun Sen's visit, part of a regional tour, underscores
Cambodia’'s commitment to fostering stronger ties with
Middle Eastern nations and diversifying its foreign
policy to engage beyond traditional allies. The
delegation will continue visits to Turkiye and other Gulf
countries. [Khmer Times 2]

Cambodia and Turkiye strengthen ties

(mfr) Cambodia and Turkiye have committed to
enhancing bilateral relations with a focus on increasing
trade, improving regional cooperation, and supporting
mutual global goals. In a meeting on December 12,
Cambodian Senate President Hun Sen and Turkish
National Assembly Speaker Numan Kurtulmus
discussed various issues. [Khmer Times 1]

Both leaders underscored the importance of boosting
trade, aiming to reach USD 1 billion, a target initially
setin 2018. The current trade volume between the
countries stands at around USD 350 million. Kurtulmus
highlighted Turkiye's initiatives, such as opening a
cultural center in Phnom Penh and offering
educational opportunities, with 25 Cambodian
students currently studying in Turkiye. [Cambodian
People's Party]

Hun Sen supported Turkiye's bid to gain full dialogue
partner status within ASEAN, emphasizing Cambodia's
role in this effort. He also reiterated Cambodia’s stance
against unilateral sanctions, stressing that dialogue,
not military action, is key to resolving conflicts like the
Russia-Ukraine war. [The Phnom Penh Post]
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Both leaders discussed the evolving global landscape
and agreed to continue working together on regional
and international issues. The visit significantly
strengthened ties between Cambodia, Turkiye, and
ASEAN, with both sides committed to advancing
economic and diplomatic cooperation. [Khmer Times
2]

China defends military drills near Taiwan,
citing fight against separatism

(alk) China's defense ministry broke its silence on
recent military activity around Taiwan, stating on
December 13 that it alone decides when to conduct
drills and emphasizing its resolve to counter separatist
forces.

Taiwan's defense ministry had activated its emergency
response center earlier following a surge in Chinese
military movements in the East and South China Seas
that coincided with Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te's
Pacific tour to the Marshall Islands, Tuvalu and Palau,
with stopover in Hawaii and Guam (see AiR No. 50,
December/2024, 2). China did not initially confirm or
announce any exercises.

Responding to Lai's stopovers in Hawaii and Guam,
China’s defense ministry quoted Sun Tzu, saying, "In
warfare, there are no constant conditions." It added
that the People's Liberation Army (PLA) will remain
steadfast in opposing Taiwan independence and
punishing reliance on “foreign forces,” a veiled warning
to the United States.

China has conducted two rounds of war games around
Taiwan this year, most recently in October, to deter
what it calls "separatist acts." Taiwan's defense
ministry noted China’s evolving strategy since 2022,
shifting focus from deterring Taiwan to “impacting the
First Island Chain” - a key maritime zone stretching
from Japan to Taiwan and the South China Sea.

While security sources anticipated drills during Lai's US
trip, the de facto US embassy in Taiwan downplayed
the activity, saying it did not appear directly linked. On
December 12, Taiwan ended its emergency response
operations as Chinese activity eased, reporting 12
Chinese aircraft near the island in the past 24 hours,
down from 34 the previous day.

Additionally, Taiwan's coast guard reported that nine
Chinese ships had withdrawn after “undue activities”
near its southeast and southwest coasts. The coast
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guard shared images of its ships shadowing Chinese
vessels under rough seas and cloudy skies.

Taiwan maintains that China's escalating actions
undermine regional stability, warning that Beijing's
efforts to disrupt the rules-based international order
lack global support. [Reuters] [Ministry of National
Defence, China]

Japanese delegation of young military
officers visits China

(wy) According to the Chinese Ministry of Defense, a
Japanese delegation of young military officers recently
concluded a nine-day visit to China. Hosted by the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA), the delegation toured
several cities, including Beijing, Chengdu, and
Guangzhou.

During their stay, the Japanese officers visited the
Beijing Garrison's Guard Division, a naval base, and the
Air Force aerobatic team. They also held discussions
with Chinese military officers at the PLA Academy of
Military Sciences.

In May, China also sent a delegation of 20 military
officers to Japan. This exchange program, originally
launched in 2001, was suspended in 2012 and later
resumed in 2018. However, it faced another
interruption due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The program restarted in July 2023, marking the first
Japanese delegation visit to China since the pandemic.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China, in Chinese][South
China Morning Post]

China sells fastest 60kW laser cutter
exported to US

(Ib) China has exported its advanced 60kW laser cutter
to the United States. The system, developed by Penta
Laser - a joint venture between Chutian Laser Group
and an Italian partner - was delivered to a
multinational client in November ahead of China's new
export restrictions on laser technology, which took
effect on December 1. The buyer, established in 1903,
is a leading name in the global steel structure industry.

Capable of cutting 20mm-thick carbon steel at speeds
up to 39 feet per minute, the laser cutter sets new
benchmarks in efficiency and precision. It features a
cutting area of 3x13 meters, precision of 0.03mm, and
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automated capabilities for loading, unloading, and
bevel cutting. Penta Laser introduced the 60kW cutter
in March 2023, achieving four times the speed of its
20kW predecessor.

This export underscores China's growing
competitiveness in fiber laser technology, traditionally
dominated by U.S. companies.

Penta Laser has been expanding its international
footprint, with exports to Britain, Japan, and the
Netherlands. The 60kW machine is part of a series of
innovations from the company, which has introduced
groundbreaking laser systems since 2017. These
advancements highlight China’s rising prominence in
high-tech manufacturing and its growing influence in
global markets. [Interesting Engineering]

CNOOC divests U.S. assets to Britain's
INEOS

(Ib) China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC),
China's third-largest national oil company, has sold its
U.S. subsidiary and upstream oil and gas assets in the
Gulf of Mexico to British chemicals group INEOS. The
sale involves non-operating stakes in key oil and gas
projects, including the Appomattox and Stampede
fields.

INEOS paid just under USD 2 billion for the assets, a
source familiar with the matter revealed. CNOOC
declined to disclose the transaction price, stating only
that it aligns with market conditions, while INEOS
declined to comment.

CNOOC has been exploring potential buyers for its U.S.
interests since 2022. The move follows concerns about
potential sanctions on Chinese firms, as Western
nations scrutinize China's stance on Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine. The Chinese company had also been
considering withdrawing from operations in Britain
and Canada. [Reuters]

China, U.S. extend and amend agreement
on science and technology cooperation

(wy) China and the U.S. have signed a protocol to
amend the bilateral, government-to-government
Science and Technology Agreement (STA). Both sides
also agreed to extend the agreement for five years.
[State Council China] [Department of State, USA]
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The first STA was signed in 1979 by then-US President
Jimmy Carter and Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping,
aiming to further collaboration in various areas such as
agriculture, energy, space, health, environment, earth
sciences, engineering, and educational and scholarly
exchanges. Under the latest protocol, both sides
agreed to focus on research in weather, oceanography,
and geology.

While China welcomed the agreement but did not
disclose details, the U.S. State Department described
the agreement as “one way in which the United States
is responsibly managing strategic competition with the
PRC.” It added that intellectual property protections
are sustained, new guardrails to protect the safety and
security of researchers established in the agreement,
which also “advances U.S. interests through newly
established and strengthened provisions on
transparency and data reciprocity.”

According to officials of the U.S. State Department, the
agreement will enable US scientists to conduct
research related to tsunami warnings, influenza data,
air quality monitoring, agriculture, and pest
management. However, it does not include critical or
emerging technologies. [Global Times] [AP_ News]

Coming shortly before President-elect Donald Trump’s
inauguration, Republicans protested the agreement’s
amendment and extension. In a letter to Secretary of
State Antony Blinken, Representative John Moolenaar,
chair of the House Select Committee on China, urged
the immediate suspension of efforts to renew the deal.
He criticized the renewal as an attempt to constrain
the incoming administration and argued for
negotiating a better deal. Republicans on the
committee opposed any new arrangement, claiming
China could exploit the agreement to advance its
military capabilities. [Reuters]

Chinese cybersecurity company
sanctioned by U.S.

(wy) The U.S. has sanctioned a Chinese cybersecurity
company, Sichuan Silence Information Technology
Company, and one of its researchers. [Department of
the Treasury, USA]

According to the U.S. Treasury Department, the
sanctioned researcher, Guan Tianfeng, attempted to
exploit vulnerabilities in company firewall software in
2020, potentially causing system malfunctions. It
further stated that Guan deployed 23,000 instances of
malicious software in the U.S.
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The US Department of Justice has already issued an
indictment against Guan, while the US Department of
State has offered a USD 10 million reward for
information regarding Sichuan Silence or Guan. [Al
Jazeeral]

China releases electronic warfare 'kill list'
for US carrier groups

(wy) According to the latest issue of Defence Industry
Conversion in China, a magazine supervised by the
State Administration of Science, Technology, and
Industry for National Defence, the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) electronic warfare unit has compiled a list
of targets for coordinated attacks against U.S. aircraft
carrier strike groups.

Aresearcher involved in the project revealed that U.S.
military radars, sensors, and communication systems
will be primary targets of concentrated strikes by
China's electronic warfare weapons. The researcher
further noted that the findings provide valuable
references for equipping China's future naval
battlefields and advancing the development of
electronic countermeasure technologies.

The report also analyzed the operation and advantages
of the U.S. Navy's Cooperative Engagement Capability
(CEC) system. This system allows aircraft carrier fleets
to share air defense resources, enabling ships to
launch missiles for interception even when an
incoming target is not directly detected by their own
sensors. [South China Morning Post]

China, US hold economic, finance working-
groups meetings

(alk) The US and China held what could be their final
working-group meetings on economics and finance,
just a month before Donald Trump's potential return
to the White House amid a likely escalation of their
trade war.

The US Treasury announced that senior officials from
both nations discussed economic and financial matters
in two recent meetings. The economic working group
met during the G20 deputies' meeting in Johannesburg
on December 12, co-led by US Treasury
Undersecretary Jay Shambaugh and Chinese Vice-
Minister of Finance Liao Min.
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The US raised concerns over China’s “nonmarket
practices and industrial overcapacity,” and their impact
on American workers and businesses, as well as
Chinese support for Russia’'s defense sector during the
Ukraine war. China, in turn, clarified its position on
trade issues and raised concerns about US trade
restrictions. [South China Morning Post]

TikTok turns to US supreme court in
efforts to block ban

(alk) TikTok made a last-ditch effort on December 16 to
continue operating in the US, asking the Supreme
Court to temporarily block a law requiring its China-
based parent company, ByteDance, to divest TikTok by
January 19 or face a ban.

TikTok and ByteDance filed an emergency request for
an injunction to halt the ban while they appeal a lower
court ruling that upheld the law. A group of US users
also filed a similar request.

The law, passed in April, was justified by the Justice
Department’s claim that TikTok poses a national
security threat due to its access to American user data
and potential to manipulate content. On December 6,
the US Court of Appeals rejected TikTok's argument
that the law violates First Amendment protections.

TikTok and ByteDance argued that banning the app
would infringe on free speech, saying Americans
should have the right to choose whether to use TikTok
despite concerns about content manipulation. They
also warned that shutting down the app for even one
month could cause a loss of a third of its US users.

TikTok argued there is no immediate national security
threat and urged the Supreme Court to delay
enforcement so it could review the law and give the
incoming Trump administration time to assess it.
Trump, who previously sought to ban TikTok, has
expressed support for saving the app.

The companies requested a decision by January 6 to
allow time for TikTok's potential shutdown if the
request is rejected. The dispute highlights escalating
tensions between China and the US.

TikTok has denied sharing user data with China, calling
the concerns speculative. The law would prevent
services like TikTok from being offered on app stores
unless ByteDance divests the app, potentially opening
the door for future crackdowns on foreign-owned
apps. [The Guardian]
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U.S. successfully conducted first test of
missile interception from Guam

(wy) The United States successfully conducted its first
test of a ballistic missile interception from Guam on
December 10, marking a significant development in
the competitive missile race with China in the Indo-
Pacific. Military officials described the success as a
"critical milestone" in efforts to "defend against
evolving adversary threats."

The experiment, known as Flight Experiment
Mission-02 (FEM-02), involved the
interception of a ballistic missile by the Aegis
Guam system’s Standard Missile-3 Block IIA.
The system, equipped with the advanced
AN/TPY-6 radar and a vertical launching
mechanism, tracked the target shortly after
launch using end-to-end radar, enabling a
successful interception. [South China
Morning Post]

Canada imposes sanctions on Chinese
officials

(wy) Canada’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Mélanie Joly,
announced on December 10 - Human Rights Day -
sanctions against eight current or former senior
Chinese officials accused of involvement in the
oppression of ethnic and religious minorities in China,
including Uyghurs, Tibetans, and Falun Gong
practitioners. [Cassels] [Government of Canada]

In response, China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs strongly
rejected and condemned the Canadian government's
actions. The Ministry emphasized that human rights
are a core value of the Chinese government, which it
claims to consistently uphold and protect.
Furthermore, China urged Canada to refrain from
interfering in its internal affairs and to focus instead on
addressing its own domestic issues. [Embassy of the
People’s Republic of China in the Commonwealth of
Australia, in Chinese]

Former Russian president Dmitry
Medvedev visits China
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(wy) Dmitry Medvedev, former Russian president and
current deputy head of the Russian security council
visited China last week and met with Chinese President
Xi Jinping and Wang Huning, fourth-ranking member of
the Politburo Standing Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party and chairman of the National
Committee of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference. [China Review News Agency
11 [China Review News Agency 2] [Global Times]

During the meeting, Xi expressed China’s willingness to
reinforce the strategic ties with Moscow and
highlighted the importance of collaboration within
international organizations such as the United Nations,
BRICS, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO). He also expressed confidence that the
longstanding partnership between the CPC and Russia
would help steer global development in a “correct
direction.”

Noticeably, Xi urged the Russian government to ease
its conflict with Ukraine with the principles that “no
expansion of the battlefields, no escalation of
hostilities, and no fanning flames”. He reiterated
China’s willingness to facilitate opportunities for
resolving political conflicts. [South China Morning Post]

China, which Beijing has never condemned the war in
Ukraine, has sought to present itself as a neutral party
in the conflict, but remains a close political and
economic partner of Russia, prompting some NATO
members to brand Beijing an "enabler" of the war.

Medvedey, for his part, conveyed a personal letter
from Russian President Vladimir Putin to Xi and
expressed satisfaction with the harmonious relations
between China and Russia. He affirmed Russia’s
commitment to implementing the agreements reached
by the two countries’ leaders and strengthening
bilateral cooperation.

Regarding the Ukraine crisis, Medvedev expressed a
willingness to work toward a resolution. However, in a
subsequent article reflecting on his visit, Medvedev
aggressively asserted that Ukraine had only two paths:
assimilation into Russia or disappearance from the
world map. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China 1, in
Chinese] [The International Affairs 1, in Russian]

The meeting between Xi and Medvedev followed an
October 15 meeting between Russian Defense Minister
Andrey Belousov and Zhang Youxia, Vice Chairman of
the Central Military Commission of and China’s China's
most senior general, in Beijing. During the talks, both
sides reaffirmed the importance of their military
cooperation for maintaining global and regional
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stability (see AiR No. 42, October/2024, 3) [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, China 2, in Chinese]

French President Macron plans China visit
amid efforts to end Ukraine war

(alk) French President Emmanuel Macron is planning a
visit to China next year, as speculation grows about
Beijing's potential role in ending the Ukraine war.

Macron'’s top adviser, Emmanuel Bonne, traveled to
Beijing last week (see article in this edition) with a team
of aides to prepare for the trip, following Macron's
recent visit to Poland. In Poland, Macron and Prime
Minister Donald Tusk reportedly discussed deploying
EU troops to Ukraine to monitor a future ceasefire.

Macron, US President-elect Donald Trump, and
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky met in Paris
earlier this month to discuss leveraging China’s
influence over Russia for a ceasefire. Trump reportedly
urged Europe to push China to pressure the Kremlin,
even suggesting tariffs on China as a bargaining tool if
Beijing fails to cooperate.

While European leaders have long sought China’s help
since Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, their efforts
have so far yielded limited results. [South China
Morning Post]

Defendants in U.K. espionage case deny
charges

(alk) Two men have pleaded not guilty to charges
under the National Security Act for allegedly assisting
the Hong Kong intelligence service, amid heightened
tensions between the UK and China over national
security concerns.

Executive Manager of the Hong Kong Economic and
Trade Office (HKETO) in London Chung Biu Yuen and
U.K. Border Enforcement Officer Peter Wai Chi-leung
are accused of assisting a foreign intelligence service -
believed to be linked to Hong Kong - between
December 2023 and May 2024. The charge alleges they
gathered information, conducted surveillance, and
performed acts of deception on behalf of the
intelligence service.

The charges stem from an investigation by the
Metropolitan Police Counter Terrorism Command.
Originally, the pair were charged alongside former
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Royal Marine Matthew Trickett, who also worked as an
immigration enforcement officer and private
investigator. Trickett's case was discontinued after he
was found dead in Grenfell Park, Maidenhead, on May
19.

The trial for Wai and Yuen is scheduled for March 10,
2025, with a pre-trial hearing set for February 14, 2025.
The case come amid growing scrutiny of China’s
international activities, particularly regarding
espionage and foreign interference. The UK
government has previously expressed concerns about
China's influence operations, including those
conducted through Hong Kong's intelligence services.
These developments align with broader geopolitical
tensions, as Western nations take a harder stance
against potential Chinese espionage and interference
in domestic affairs. [The Independent]

In separate developments, U.K. security services are
investigating Chinese donations to Prince Andrew’s
business venture due to links with an alleged Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) spy known as H6.

H6, banned from the U.K. in 2023 for covert CCP
influence activities, attended royal events and was
authorized to act on the Duke's behalf with Chinese
investors through the Pitch@Palace initiative. The
investigation raises concerns over Andrew's finances,
including funding for Royal Lodge and private security.

King Charles was informed of the MI5 probe before
ending financial support for Andrew earlier this year.
The Duke's office stated he cut ties with H6 following
government advice and denied any sensitive
discussions.

Critics, including former security minister Tom
Tugendhat, called the case “embarrassing,”
underscoring China’s influence strategy. The Chinese
embassy dismissed the claims as smears. H6 denies
being a spy and is contesting the ruling. [The
Telegraph] [CNN]

Britain scales back audit of China
relations

(alk) Britain's Labour government has scaled back its
planned audit of relations with China, opting for a
quicker, less critical approach. Originally intended to
be an in-depth, year-long review, the audit will now
likely focus on fostering stronger economic ties, with a
less critical stance on China.
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Labour had planned for the audit to address security
concerns, particularly China's treatment of the Uyghur
population in Xinjiang, and to set clear guidelines for
government, businesses, and universities. However,
the focus has shifted away from pressing China on
human rights issues and towards economic growth,
especially as Prime Minister Keir Starmer aims to
improve relations with a key trading partner.

The audit, which began in October, is expected to be
completed before US President Joe Biden's
inauguration in January, though this timeline may slip.
A tougher stance on China could arise if Donald Trump
returns to office, especially with his nomination of
Marco Rubio for Secretary of State, signaling a more
hawkish US approach.

The review will now be conducted mainly by
government officials, and its findings will likely reflect
the UK's "three Cs" strategy towards China: challenge,
compete, and cooperate. This shift comes after
Labour's previous position on limiting Chinese
influence, particularly in supply chains, and its plans
for international recognition of China's actions against
the Uyghurs.

Labour’s desire to improve ties with China contrasts
with the Conservative government's previous concerns
about security threats from Beijing. Starmer has been
seeking to strengthen economic relations, meeting
with Chinese President Xi Jinping in November, and is
considering reviving high-level financial discussions.
[Reuters]

China, Egypt discuss Middle East peace
efforts

(alk) China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi and Egypt's
Foreign Minister Badr Abdelatty met in Beijing on
December 13, agreeing to promote peace and
negotiations to achieve stability in the Middle East.
Both nations expressed concern over the situation in
Syria, calling for respect for its sovereignty and
territorial integrity after Syrian rebels seized Damascus
following President Bashar al-Assad’s flight to Russia.

The ministers discussed a comprehensive political
process for Syria that includes all ethnic and sectarian
groups. Wang also welcomed the ceasefire between
Israel and Lebanon, urging its effective
implementation.

Wang emphasized the need for a new sustainable
Middle East security framework and highlighted the
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progress in Saudi Arabia-lran reconciliation, facilitated
by China’s mediation in 2023. [Reuters] [Xinhua]

Swiss build materials company sells
stakes in Nigerian company to China’s
Huaxin Cement

(dqgl) After 65 years in Nigeria, Swiss building materials
company Holcim announced its exit by selling its 83.8
percent stake in Nigerian building materials company
Lafarge Africa Plc to China’'s Huaxin Cement for USD 1
billion. The transaction is expected to close in 2025
pending regulatory approvals.

With this acquisition Huaxin Cement, a major Chinese
firm with over 300 subsidiaries, continues its
expansion into global markets. [This Day] [South China
Morning Post]

Global automaker Stellantis and China's
CATL to build EV battery plant

(alk) Amsterdam-based multinational automotive
corporation Stellantis and Chinese battery giant CATL
will jointly build a USD 4.3 billion lithium iron
phosphate (LFP) battery plant at Stellantis’ Zaragoza
site in northeastern Spain. The 50-50 venture aims to
produce up to 50 gigawatt hours, depending on
electric vehicle (EV) market demand and government
support.

Set to open by late 2026, the plant will enhance
Stellantis’ LFP battery production in Europe, supporting
its goal of producing affordable, high-quality EVs.

The announcement comes as Europe’s automakers
face challenges, including slow EV adoption, limited
charging infrastructure, and potential U.S. tariffs.

The venture follows a 2023 agreement between
Stellantis and CATL to supply LFP battery cells and
modules for European EV production. [CNB(C]

India takes up student safety issue with
Canada after 3 killed

(Im) India has raised the issue of student safety with
Canadian authorities following the murder of three
Indian students in Canada earlier this month. New
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Delhi stated that the Indian High Commission in
Ottawa and consulates in Toronto and Vancouver are
in constant contact with local authorities to ensure a
thorough investigation. [The Indian Express]

Rosneft and Reliance finalize largest-ever
India-Russia oil supply deal

(Im) Rosneft, Russia’s state-owned oil company, and
Reliance Industries, India’s largest private-sector
conglomerate, have finalized a landmark 10-year oil
supply agreement. The deal will see Rosneft supply
nearly 500,000 barrels per day (bpd) of crude oil to
Reliance, marking the largest-ever energy agreement
between India and Russia. The deal, worth
approximately USD 13 billion annually at current
market prices, represents 0.5 percent of global oil

supply.

This agreement strengthens the energy ties between
the two nations, providing India with access to cheaper
Russian crude oil, benefiting from the discounts amidst
Western sanctions on Russia. The volumes and pricing
will be reviewed annually. The deal further emphasizes
India’s role in diversifying its energy sources while
enhancing its energy security amidst geopolitical
tensions. [Reuters]

Switzerland suspends MFN clause in tax
treaty with India, risks impacting USD 100
billion investment commitment

Switzerland has suspended the Most-Favoured-Nation
(MFN) clause in its Double Taxation Avoidance
Agreement (DTAA) with India, effective January 1, 2025,
following a ruling by the Indian Supreme Court. This
decision could lead to higher taxes on Swiss
companies, including Nestlé, and may impact Swiss
investments in India. The ruling effectively overturns
previous provisions that allowed for a lower
withholding tax rate on dividends from Swiss
companies operating in India.

The suspension is attributed to a lack of reciprocity in
India’s application of the MFN clause, as Switzerland
believes it is not receiving the same treatment as other
countries with more favorable tax treaties with India.
The Indian Supreme Court's 2023 ruling clarified that
the MFN clause in the India-Switzerland tax treaty does
not apply automatically and requires a separate
notification from India to grant reduced tax rates.
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Tax experts warn that this could lead to higher tax
liabilities for Swiss investments in India and potentially
affect the USD 100 billion investment commitment
made by the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) in
March 2024. The change may also lead to increased tax
rates on income and dividends under the original
DTAA starting in 2025. [The Indian Express]

Indonesia opens investment service
center in China

(Ip) The Indonesian Investment Service Center and the
Consultation Station for China-Indonesia Relations
were officially inaugurated at the Departure Terminal 2
of Baiyun Airport in Guangzhou, China, on December
12.

The service center and consultation station are
designed to enhance efficiency for businesses from
both nations by providing access to market analysis,
policy interpretation, and other resources, thereby
promoting investment opportunities and deeper
collaboration. [Liputan 6, in Indonesian]

Indonesia and UK discuss FOLU Net Sink
strategy

(mu) Minister of Forestry Raja Juli Antoni met with
British Ambassador Dominic Jermey to advance
bilateral cooperation in support of Indonesia's FOLU
Net Sink 2030 strategy, which aims to make the
forestry and land use sector a net carbon sink by 2030.

Raja highlighted Indonesia's commitment to
addressing climate change, with the Ministry of
Forestry tasked with contributing nearly 60 percent of
the national emission reduction target.

The cooperation between Indonesia and the UK spans
initiatives such as the Forest Law Enforcement,
Governance and Trade (FLEGT VPA), the
Multistakeholder Forestry Partnership (MFP
Programme), sustainable forest funding, and
partnerships in social forestry and the private sector.
Collaborative efforts have also been advanced through
international platforms like the UN and G20 forums.

Jermey reiterated the UK's support for Indonesia’s
goals in the forestry sector and emphasized the strong
partnership between the two nations, expressing
optimism about future collaborations. [Antara]
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Indonesia seeks cooperation with Russia
in Artificial Intelligence

(gk) Indonesian Ambassador to Russia Jose Tavares has
expressed Jakarta's readiness to act as a bridge for
strengthening cooperation with Moscow in the field of
Artificial Intelligence (Al).

During a meeting with representatives from the
Indonesian Artificial Intelligence Research and Industry
Collaboration (KORIKA) at the Indonesian Embassy in
Moscow, Tavares emphasized the importance of
building relationships with Russian companies
excelling in Al applications and higher education
institutions serving as centers of excellence in Al
development.

The discussion identified several strategic
opportunities for collaboration, including capacity
building, developing infrastructure to support the Al
ecosystem, and enhancing human resource
capabilities through technical training and professional
development programs.

KORIKA, an organization dedicated to advancing Al
research, innovation, and implementation in
Indonesia, aims to foster a conducive ecosystem for Al
development through partnerships with various
stakeholders. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The
Republic of Indonesia, in Indonesian]

Indonesians evacuated from Syria

(gk) The Indonesian embassy in Damascus evacuated
37 Indonesians from Syria, after the fall of Bashar al-
Assad regime. The first wave of evacuation was carried
out on December 10.

The embassy also stated that a total of 1,162
Indonesian citizens in Syria were safe amid the change
of power in the war-torn country. [Antara]

Indonesia deploys military health workers
to treat Gaza refugees in Egypt

(gk) The Indonesian Defense Ministry has deployed 25
health workers on a humanitarian mission to treat
refugees from Gaza. The workers will be departing to El
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Arish of Egypt where they will be treating Gaza
refugees.

Part of the group will be working at the floating
hospital in El Arish, while the rest of them will work in
the UAE Field Hospital, in the conflict-ridden region of
Rafah in Gaza. This batch of 25 workers is the second
batch of Indonesian Defense Forces (TNI) health
workers departing for El arish.

El Arish is an Egyptian town at more than 40 kilometers
from Rafah in Gaza and is one of the meeting points of
aid from various countries for the Palestinian people
who are victims of the Israeli war on Gaza. [Antara]

Indonesia to send more skilled workers to
Saudi Arabia

(mu) Indonesia's Religious Affairs Minister, Nasaruddin
Umar, announced on December 11 that the country
will send more skilled migrant workers to Saudi Arabia
as part of strengthening bilateral ties. He explained
during a luncheon at the residence of the Saudi Arabia
Ambassador to Indonesia that Indonesia’s current
policy is focused on sending skilled experts abroad and
highlighted the positive relationship between the two
countries, particularly in areas like Hajj affairs,
education, labor, and oil sectors.

Foreign Affairs Minister Sugiono, who also attended
the luncheon, stressed that Hajj and Umrah affairs are
central to the strong bond between Indonesia and
Saudi Arabia. Sugiono also mentioned a proposal to
establish a Hajj village in Makkah. [Antara]

Meanwhile, Saudi Ambassador to Indonesia Faisal bin
Abdullah Amodi noted a sharp decline in the number
of Indonesian migrant workers in Saudi Arabia, from
two million to about 100,000, largely due to the
decade-long moratorium. The ambassador expressed
hope that Indonesia would resume sending workers to
Saudi Arabia. [Kompas, in Indonesian]

First Japan-Malaysia Strategic Dialogue
held

(dqgl) The first Japan-Malaysia Strategic Dialogue was
held in Tokyo on December 13, with senior officials
from both countries' foreign and defense ministries in
attendance. The meeting followed the agreement
made last year between the Japanese and Malaysian
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Prime Ministers to strengthen ties under the
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership framework.

Both sides welcomed the dialogue as an opportunity to
enhance cooperation in security and other strategic
areas. Discussions covered shared perspectives on
regional and global issues, including the East and
South China Seas, Ukraine, and the Middle East, as well
as collaboration in defense, economic security, and
cybersecurity.

Japan highlighted its recent initiatives in the Middle
East, while both parties explored ways to leverage
Malaysia's upcoming ASEAN chairmanship to advance
bilateral and multilateral cooperation amid an
increasingly complex international environment.

Both sides agreed to sustain the momentum of
cooperation and deepen their partnership in regional
and international affairs. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Japan]

U.S. China hawk to become ambassador
to Japan

(dql) U.S. President-elect Donald Trump has nominated
businessman George Glass as the next U.S.
ambassador to Japan, pending Senate confirmation.

Glass is known for his business background and strong
stance against China. He previously served as
ambassador to Portugal during Trump’s first term.

During his time in Portugal, Glass drew attention for
warning against China’s investments in strategic
sectors in Portugal and its mishandling of the COVID-
19 pandemic, signaling that he may encourage Japan
to reduce its economic reliance on China.

His selection comes amid straining ties between Tokyo
and Beijing over a raft of issues from trade to
territorial disputes. [Nippon.com] [Reuters]

U.S. Defense Secretary Austin visits Japan

(dgl) U.S. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin reaffirmed
the progress made in the U.S.-Japan alliance under the
Biden administration during a meeting with Japanese
leaders on December 10 in Tokyo. This marked Austin’s
likely last official trip to Asia ahead of President-elect
Donald Trump's inauguration in January.
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He met with Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba and
Defense Minister Gen Nakatani to discuss the ongoing
political turmoil in South Korea, following President
Yoon Suk-yeol's declaration of martial law the previous
week.

Prime Minister Ishiba acknowledged the unexpected
developments in South Korea, stating, “One week can
drastically change the world. No one expected South
Korea to be in such a situation.” Austin expressed his
gratitude for Ishiba’s steady support during a period of
dynamic change and emphasized the importance of
maintaining the U.S.-Japan alliance as the cornerstone
of peace and stability in the region for the foreseeable
future.

In his meeting with Nakatani, Austin highlighted the
significance of the U.S.-South Korea alliance,
emphasizing the need for continued coordination on
the matter. The two defense chiefs reaffirmed the
importance of strengthening cooperation among the
three nations, Japan, the United States, and South
Korea. [Ministry of Defense, Japan] [AP_ News]

Japan-stationed U.S. Marines relocate to
Guam

(dql) Japan's Defense Ministry has disclosed that the
transfer of U.S. Marine Corps troops from Okinawa to
Guam has begun on December 14 aimed at reducing
the base-hosting burden on Okinawa's communities.

This move is part of the 2006 U.S.-Japan Roadmap for
Realignment Implementation, which aims to
redistribute U.S. forces in Japan while enhancing
alliance deterrence and response capabilities. [Ministry
of Defense, Japan]

100 logistics personnel, with over 4,000 Marines set to
be transferred by 2025, are involved in the initial
relocation involves. Ultimately, the number of Marines
stationed in Okinawa is expected to drop to around
10,000, as an additional 5,000 troops will be moved to
other locations, including Hawaii.

The move to Guam is estimated to cost USD 8.6 billion,
with Japan contributing up to USD 2.8 billion for
infrastructure development at Marine Corps Base
Camp Blaz and other U.S. facilities. The timeline for the
next phase of personnel relocation remains uncertain.
[Kyodo News]

Okinawa, which hosts over 70 percent of U.S. military
facilities on just 0.6 percent of Japan's land area, has
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long endured challenges linked to the U.S. military
presence, including crime and environmental
concerns. Its strategic location near China and the
Korean Peninsula makes it a focal point for defense
activities. [The EurAsian Times]

In separate developments, a senior U.S. airman who
was stationed at Kadena Air Base in Okinawa was
sentenced to five years in prison on December 13 after
being convicted of kidnapping and sexually assaulting
a minor. In March, he was indicted on charges of
abduction and non-consensual sexual intercourse with
the victim; however, the case remained undisclosed to
the public until June, sparking anger from the local
government. [NBC News]

U.S. resumes Osprey flights in Japan

(dql) U.S. forces resumed flights of their Ospreys in
Japan on December 11 after temporarily grounding all
tilt-rotor aircraft worldwide due to safety concerns.
According to a U.S. Marine Corps spokesperson, the
flight resumption followed a thorough fleet review
conducted during an operational pause.

Earlier last week, the Marine Corps announced a 96-
hour operational pause for nonessential flight
operations, based on a recommendation from the
Naval Air Systems Command following a recent
precautionary landing of a CV-22.

Japan's Ground Self-Defense Force has also suspended
operations of its 17 U.S.-made V-22s. [Kyodo News]

Nippon Steel continues to push for U.S.
Steel acquisition with 5,000 worker bonus
offers

(dql) Japan'’s largest steel manufacturing company
Nippon Steel Corp. has announced that it would
provide a one-time "closing bonus" of USD 5,000 to
each United States Steel Corp. employee if permitted
to complete its controversial acquisition of the
American firm.

This announcement comes amid reports that U.S.
President Joe Biden is planning to formally block the
USD 14.1 billion buyout on national security grounds,
possibly by the end of this month.

Nippon Steel stated that the bonus reflects the
company's commitment to sharing the success of U.S.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-dyk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-dyu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-djl/

Steel and ensuring a secure future for its employees,
their families, and communities. The proposed
acquisition is currently under review by the Committee
on Foreign Investment in the United States (CFIUS),
which assesses whether international transactions
involving U.S. firms could pose risks to national
security. [Kyodo News]

The review is expected to conclude by late December.
U.S. President-elect Donald Trump has also indicated
that he will block the deal, citing his "America First"
platform (see AiR No. 49, December/2024, 1).

Laos, South Korea partner on water
management project for sustainable
agriculture

(cc) Laos and South Korea have joined forces to launch
a USD 5.6 million project aimed at improving water
management practices and boosting agricultural
productivity in Laos.

The project targets Pakngum District in Vientiane
province. Communities will benefit from the upgrade
of water pumping facilities, the establishment of a
centralized water management control system, and
the integration of renewable energy sources into
irrigation processes.

A pilot program will introduce solar-powered irrigation
systems, offering a sustainable and cost-effective
solution. This approach aims to reduce reliance on
traditional grid-based electricity, potentially leading to
lower electricity costs and addressing existing debts
within the agricultural sector.

Beyond infrastructure upgrades, the project prioritizes
building local capacity and fostering community
ownership. The establishment of a Water User
Association (WUA) will empower farmers to manage
and maintain the new infrastructure, ensuring its long-
term sustainability. [The Laotian Times]

Luang Prabang embarks on startup
journey with South Korean partnership

(cc) Luang Prabang, Laos, has taken a significant step
towards fostering innovation with the launch of a
Startup Ecosystem Initiative in collaboration with South
Korea. This initiative aims at nurturing a dynamic
entrepreneurial environment within the city, aiming to
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balance economic growth with the preservation of
Luang Prabang's rich cultural heritage and natural
beauty.

Details of the initiative remain under development, but
the partnership is expected to offer various forms of
support to budding Laotian entrepreneurs. Potential
areas of assistance could include mentorship
programs, access to funding sources, workshops on
business development, and networking opportunities
with established businesses from both countries. [The
Laotian Times]

Japan extends helping hand for Lao relief
efforts

(cc) In response to the recent disaster affecting Laos,
Japan has stepped forward with a contribution to
support ongoing relief efforts. Through the World Food
Programme (WFP), Japan has provided emergency food
stocks to target communities facing food insecurity.
[Lao News Agency] [UN World Food Programme]

Laos carries out first kidney transplant
through Thailand partnership

(cc) A collaborative effort between Laos' Mittaphab
Hospital and Thailand's Ramathibodi Hospital at
Mahidol University has achieved a significant milestone
- the first successful kidney transplant surgery in Laos.
This breakthrough offers new hope for Lao patients
suffering from kidney failure who previously had to
travel abroad for such critical care. [The Laotian Times]

Malaysia set to create committee for
fishing cooperation with Vietnam

(oc) The Malaysian Cabinet approved the
establishment of a committee dedicated to enhancing
deep-sea fishing cooperation with Vietnam. Malaysian
Home Minister Nasution Ismail stated that the
committee will include representatives from various
ministries and agencies, forming a cross-sectoral group
to promote stable fishing routes in Southeast Asia.

Ismail further noted that the decision followed a
meeting in November between Malaysian Prime
Minister Anwar Ibrahim and the Secretary-General of
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the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
Vietnam, To Lam. [Bernamal

Malaysia and Denmark discuss developing
bilateral relations

(oc) Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim met with
Denmark’s Foreign Minister Lars Lokke Rasmussen on
December 11 to discuss bilateral relations. The
meeting was part of Rasmussen's two-day visit that
marked his first trip to Malaysia since his appointment
as Foreign Minister in December 2022.

Anwar highlighted that Danish investments in Malaysia
are primarily focused on green energy and the digital
sector, expressing hope for increased cooperation and
further investments in these areas. He also
commended the reopening of Denmark’s Embassy in
Kuala Lumpur in August 2024.

Rasmussen, for his part, affirmed that investment in
Southeast Asian nations is important to reduce
reliance on China for trade. Amidst geopolitical
tensions he recognizes that Malaysia has favorable
investment terms and is therefore an attractive place
to seek increased cooperation. [The Edge Malaysia]

Currently, over 100 Danish companies operate in
Malaysia, with investments exceeding USD 490 million
in the manufacturing sector, creating approximately
5,000 jobs. [Bernama]

Saudi Arabia offers dates to Maldives

(axc) In an atypical diplomatic gesture, Saudi Arabia
has donated fifty metric tons of dates to Maldives. This
gift is made approximately two months ahead of the
start of Ramadan and the fruits are to be distributed
among households and community organizations for
Iftar. This gift of dates ahead of the holy fast marks an
ongoing annual tradition between the two countries.
[PSMNews]

Maldives Vice President scribes China as
trusted ally

(sl) Maldives' Vice President Hussain Mohamed Latheef
reaffirmed China as a trusted ally during his visit to
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China to attend the third China-Indian Ocean Region
Forum on Blue Economy Development Cooperation.

The forum, chaired by Wang Yong, Vice Chairman of
the National Committee of the Chinese People's
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), brought
together leaders and officials to discuss blue economy
initiatives. Latheef expressed gratitude to the China
International Development Cooperation Agency
(CIDCA) and the Yunnan Provincial People's
Government for their hospitality.

The Vice President emphasized that Maldives'
commitment to the One-China principle remains a
cornerstone of bilateral relations. He highlighted the
forum as a vital platform for enhancing cooperation
and sharing expertise, further strengthening ties
between the two nations. [the edition]

Maldives’ Foreign Minister holds talks
with Oman counterpart to strengthen ties

(sl) Maldives' Foreign Minister Dr. Abdulla Khaleel met
with Oman's Foreign Minister Sayyid Badr bin Hamad
bin Hamood Albusaidi on December 11 to reinforce
the longstanding bilateral relationship between the
two countries. The ministers discussed enhancing
cooperation in areas such as trade, tourism, education,
and investment, and explored the possibility of holding
the first round of political consultations.

The meeting concluded with the signing of two
agreements: one on mutual visa exemptions for official
passport holders and another on political
consultations. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs - Republic of
Maldives]

Mongolia, Japan to advance defence
cooperation through strategic agreement

(fs) Mongolia and Japan have signed an agreement to
facilitate the transfer of defence technology and
equipment, solidifying their Special Strategic
Partnership for Peace and Development signed in
2022.

The agreement was formalized by Mongolia's Minister
of Defence S. Byambatsogt and Japan's Ambassador to
Mongolia Masaru Igawahara. It aims to strengthen
regional military trust and enhance the capabilities of
the Mongolian Armed Forces with access to advanced
Japanese defence technology.
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It will be presented to the State Great Khural
(Parliament of Mongolia) for ratification under
Mongolia's Law on International Treaties. [GoGo]

Mongolia, Thailand agree to increase
bilateral trade, investment

(dgl) Thai Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan met
with Mongolian Ambassador Tumur Amarsanaa to
discuss strengthening trade cooperation between
Thailand and Mongolia. The talks focused on
expediting negotiations through the Thai-Mongolian
Joint Trade Committee, with plans to hold a meeting
early next year.

The goal is to increase bilateral trade value to USD 100
million and bilateral investment to USD 1.5 billion by
2027. [Asia News Network]

Mongolia, Uzbekistan begin talks on
direct flights

(dgl) Uzbek Minister of Transport Ilkhom Makhkamov
met with Mongolian Ambassador to Uzbekistan
Daadankhuu Batbaatar to discuss transport and
logistics cooperation. The meeting focused on
launching direct flights between Tashkent and
Ulaanbaatar and developing road transport through
new transport corridors and improved conditions for
carriers. Specific steps were outlined for joint projects.

Both sides agreed to hold a meeting of the Joint
Commission on Road Transport in January 2025. This
commission will include a pilot road trip from Mongolia
to Tashkent via the new "Southern Route." [Uz Daily]

Mongolia, France to develop new uranium
project

(fs) Deputy Speaker of Mongolia's Parliament B.
Purevdorj met with French Ambassador Corinne
Pereira da Silva and EU ambassador to Mongolia Ina
Marciulionyté to discuss a Mongolia-France uranium
project.

Purevdorj highlighted the political stability following
Mongolia’s 2024 parliamentary elections and
emphasized the significance of the uranium initiative,
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which aligns with 14 mega projects in the government’s
agenda.

This project, strengthened by reciprocal visits between
Presidents Khurelsukh and Macron in 2023, is seen as
pivotal for Mongolia's economy and Europe's energy
sector. Recent amendments to Mongolia’s Nuclear
Energy Law aim to accelerate its implementation.

Da Silva underscored the project's role in enhancing
Mongolia's economic autonomy and energy progress.
Marciulionyté remarked that the project represents a
bridge for EU-Mongolia collaboration, attracting
European investors' interest. She also announced
plans for a 2025 Mongolia-EU business forum and
highlighted opportunities in cybersecurity
partnerships.

Neighbouring Russia and China reportedly view the
project positively. [Sonin]

Mongolia, Germany to convert EUR 29
million debt to boost public health
programs

(fs) On December 9, the governments of Mongolia and
Germany, represented by the Ministry of Finance and
KfW Development Bank respectively, signed an
agreement to convert EUR 29 million of Mongolia’s
debt into public health investments.

The initiative was supported by the Global Fund's
Debt2Health program, which is a mechanism designed
to encourage domestic financing for health by
converting debt repayments into lifesaving
investments in public health programs.

Funds will be allocated to improve tuberculosis case
detection and treatment, expand HIV services for
vulnerable populations, and transition to a more
integrated health infrastructure. [Montsame]

Australian TMK Energy speeds up coal
seam gas-to-power generation project in
Mongolia

(dql) Australian gas exploration company TMK Energy
has advanced toward commercial gas production at its
Gurvantes XXXV project in Mongolia by signing a
binding memorandum of understanding (MoU) with
Jens Energie LLC.
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The German-backed power generation provider will
import and install a gas-fired power plant from
Germany at no cost to TMK, with operations expected
to begin by April 2025. This marks the first coal seam
gas-to-power project in Mongolia, supplying electricity
to the local grid.

Under the agreement, TMK will deliver at least 5,000
cubic meters of gas daily (approximately 0.2 terajoules)
by the end of the financial year, with Jens agreeing to
purchase up to 15,000 cubic meters per day for an
initial two-year term, extendable by two more years.
Jens will manage regulatory approvals for electricity
generation and supply, allowing TMK to focus on gas
production while generating early revenue to fund
pilot well installations. [The Sydney Morning Herald]

Myanmar-China border in northern rebel-
controlled zone set to reopen

(nf/anl) The Kachin State border with China, controlled
by the Kachin Independence Army, is to reopen, with
the possible resumption of trade, including the export
of rare earth minerals to China. This follows
discussions in Kunming between KIA representatives
and Chinese officials. Although border gates on both
sides have been opened, vehicle crossings have not yet
resumed.

The KIA recently seized important border points and
resource-rich areas from junta forces, which impacted
trade and created hardships for local residents relying
on Chinese imports. China wants the region to stabilize
and is pressing insurgent groups to hold peace
negotiations with the Myanmar military, using the
border closures as leverage. Yet, the KIA is in heavy
combat, especially near Bhamo, and has refused to
enter truce agreements like those established by other
insurgent groups in Shan State. [Radio Free Asia]

China has reiterated its call on all relevant parties in
Myanmar to ensure the security of its borders and the
safety of Chinese projects, businesses, and personnel
along the China-Myanmar Economic Corridor.
Additionally, China has called for continued dialogue
and consultations to achieve a ceasefire amid the
intense fighting in Bhamo, Kachin State.

The Chinese foreign ministry reported on December 10
that a Kachin Independence Organization (KIO)
delegation met with Chinese officials in Beijing.

Since December 4, the Kachin Independence Army
(KIA) and its allied forces have launched offensives
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against Bhamo and Mansi. The KIA has continued its
attacks on eight key military camps and bases in
Bhamo while engaging in talks with Chinese officials
since December 8. Meanwhile, Myanmar's military
junta is fiercely resisting the KIA offensives, employing
airstrikes and engaging in street battles to maintain
control of the strategic town. [Mizzima]

Bangladesh enhanced border security
with Myanmar amid conflict in Rakhine
region

(tl) The Myanmar’s ethnic Arakan Army (AA) has
reportedly taken control of the Bangladesh-Myanmar
border, including Maungdaw Township in Rakhine
State, Myanmar. In response, Bangladesh has
heightened security along the border, particularly in
Teknaf district, deploying additional troops, Coast
Guards, and elite police units.

According to Bangladeshi authorities, gunfire has been
heard daily from the Myanmar side, but there has
been no direct contact with Myanmar's military. Travel
between Teknaf and St. Martin’s Island, as well as
along the Naf River, has been suspended since
December 12 to prevent border incursions.

The AA announced on December 10 that it had
captured the military government's No. 5 Border
Guard Police Station in Maungdaw and now controls
the entire 270-kilometer border with Bangladesh. It
also issued a ban on all maritime travel in the Naf River
within Rakhine territory. [VOA in Burmese][Arab News]

India supports Myanmar flood victims
with 2,200 tons of rice

(nf) A handover ceremony of 2,200 tons of rice donated
by the government of India to the flood victims in
Myanmar was held at Asia World Port on December 12.
[The Global New Light of Myanmar]

Myanmar’s KNU denies involvement in
deadly blast at Thai festival

(sc) The Karen National Union (KNU) has expressed
deep condolences to the victims of a bomb attack at
the Doi Loi Fa festival in Umphang, Tak Province,
Thailand, which killed three people and injured 48
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others on December 13. The KNU condemned the act
of violence and pledged to cooperate with Thai
authorities in their investigation.

Thai police reported that an improvised explosive
device was thrown onto a crowded dance floor,
causing the explosion during an event attended by
nearly 9,000 people. Two suspects, including a Thai
youth and a man allegedly linked to the KNU, were
arrested, with police suggesting the attack stemmed
from a fight between rival groups. [Karen National
Union]

The KNU has denied any involvement, with a senior
official stating the group has no members in the area.
Thai authorities, including the police and the defense
ministry, confirmed the device was a homemade bomb
and assured the public there was no broader security
threat.

The heavily militarized border region of Tak Province
remains under scrutiny as the investigation continues.
[The Nation]

United States sanctions Myanmar and
Russian companies for supporting junta's
military

(tl) The United States has imposed sanctions on
Myanmar- and Russia-based companies for supporting
Myanmar’s military regime.

The U.S. Department of Commerce sanctioned
Yangon-based Sky Aviator Company Ltd and Synpex
Shwe Company Ltd for supplying arms and equipment
to the junta, enabling attacks on civilians. Sky Aviator,
owned by UK-sanctioned Kyaw Min Oo, imported
equipment for YAK-130 fighter jets used in airstrikes,
including the Pazigyi village massacre that killed at
least 168 people. Synpex Shwe was accused of
providing helicopter parts via Russia’s Sins Avia Trading
House.

The U.S. also sanctioned Russian firms Aviasnab LLC
and Joint Stock Company Gorizont for supplying
weapons and drone parts to Myanmar. Since the 2021
coup, Myanmar's regime has carried out over 3,200
airstrikes, killing nearly 1,750 civilians and destroying
schools, hospitals, and religious sites.

In October, the EU, UK, and Canada coordinated
sanctions against individuals and companies linked to
funding and arming the junta. [The Irrawaddy]
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NUCC condemns Russia's support for
Myanmar junta

(anl) On December 14, the National Unity Consultative
Council (NUCC) released a statement condemning the
Russian Federation for publicly supporting Senior
General Min Aung Hlaing and his junta, despite
charges filed against him by the International Criminal
Court (ICC). The ICC recently identified Min Aung Hlaing
as the primary orchestrator of the genocide against the
Rohingyas.

The NUCC criticized Russia for sending personnel
under the pretense of "monitoring the illegal election"
and deploying armed forces to "protect these
monitors." They described this as a premeditated
strategy to suppress potential non-violent civil unrest
and a large-scale invasion of Myanmar. Consequently,
the NUCC condemned Russia’s support for a
perpetrator of genocide, crimes against humanity, and
war crimes in significant international forums, calling it
deeply troubling. It also expressed strong opposition
against Russia's support for what it called the junta's
planned sham elections and declared that all treaties
and agreements made with the junta would be
nullified under a future Federal Democratic Myanmar.

They also stated that Russia’s backing of the junta
insults the will of the Myanmar people and destabilizes
the ASEAN region. Additionally, the NUCC warned that
introducing nuclear technology to the junta would
escalate militarization within ASEAN and BIMSTEC.
[Mizzimal]

China-Nepal: New Development Plan
aligns with BRI and THMDCN frameworks

(Im) Nepal and China have signed a new four-year
development plan titled “Development Plan for Year
2025-2029,” aligning with the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) and the Trans Himalayan Multi-Dimensional
Connectivity Network (THMDCN). The agreement,
finalized during Prime Minister KP Oli's recent visit to
China, outlines key areas of collaboration, including
infrastructure connectivity, social well-being, disaster
mitigation, and cultural preservation.

The plan, signed between Nepal's Ministry of Finance
and the China International Development Cooperation
Agency, identifies infrastructure development as a
central focus. Projects include the construction of
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ports, highways, railways, aviation, and power grids.
Border infrastructure at points such as Gyirong
(Rasuwagadhi), Zangmu (Khasa), and Purang (Taklakot,
Humla) will also be prioritized to enhance connectivity
under the THMDCN framework.

Social development is another focus area, with China
pledging assistance in healthcare and education,
alongside initiatives in poverty alleviation, agriculture,
and small-scale projects aimed at directly benefiting
citizens. Disaster prevention and mitigation efforts
include capacity building, experience sharing, and
technological cooperation to strengthen Nepal's
disaster response capabilities.

The cultural aspect of the agreement includes
restoration of heritage sites, preservation of historical
buildings, and professional training in cultural heritage
management. Additionally, China has proposed talent
development through training programs and
educational opportunities for Nepalese professionals.

Details of the agreement, including financial specifics,
have not been disclosed, leading to questions about its
alignment with Nepal's strategic interests. The funding
modalities, which initially included Chinese grants,
interest-free loans, and concessional loans, were
reportedly rejected by Nepal in favor of grants.
Officials stated that the “aid assistance financing”
model used in the BRI framework would guide the
plan, although final modalities remain undecided.

The development plan also initially included China's
Global Security Initiative (GSI) and Global Civilisation
Initiative (GCI), which Nepal declined to endorse. These
proposals were removed from the final text before
signing. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal denies permission for China-
appointed Panchen Lama's visit

(Im) Nepal has rejected the prospect of the Panchen
Lama’s visit, citing its policy of neutrality on religious
matters. This decision came after tensions arose
following a leaked report about the China-backed
Panchen Lama's planned visit to Nepal in December
2024,

The Panchen Lama is a religious figure recognized by
China as the second highest-ranking lama in Tibetan
Buddhism, after the Dalai Lama. However, many
Tibetan communities in exile and Western countries do
not recognize him as the legitimate Panchen Lama, as
his selection was made by the Chinese government,
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which is controversial. His recognition is contested,
with the Dalai Lama'’s followers supporting a different
candidate.

Despite the Chinese Embassy initially denying the visit,
reports suggested that the Panchen Lama could travel
disguised among a group of Chinese monks attending
a Buddhist event in Lumbini. Nepal's foreign ministry
acted swiftly, ensuring that the visit would not take
place, and clarified that Nepal would maintain its
diplomatic neutrality. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepali Army Chief's visit to India
reinforces strong military ties

(rs) Nepali Army Chief General Ashok Raj Sigdel's
official visit to India has further strengthened the
longstanding military and diplomatic relationship
between the two nations. During the four-day visit,
General Sigdel was conferred the Honorary Rank of
General of the Indian Army by Indian President
Droupadi Murmu, continuing a seven-decade tradition
symbolizing mutual respect and cooperation. [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

General Sigdel engaged in high-level discussions with
his Indian counterpart General Upendra Dwivedi,
Indian National Security Advisor Ajit Doval, Chief of
Defence Staff General Anil Chauhan, and Defence
Minister Rajnath Singh. These meetings covered a
range of bilateral issues, including defense
cooperation, training programs, and the supply of
military equipment to enhance the capabilities of the
Nepali Army. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Indian Defence Minister Rajnath Singh praised the
robust ties between the two nations, emphasizing
India’s "neighbourhood first policy" and shared
perspectives on regional and strategic matters. Singh
highlighted the strong defense cooperation, including
joint training, exercises, and seminars aimed at
strengthening both armies. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

General Sigdel also paid tribute to fallen soldiers at the
National War Memorial and received a Guard of
Honour from the Indian Army. Symbolically, he planted
a sapling at Thalsena Bhawan, reflecting a commitment
to enduring ties. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

This visit follows Indian Army Chief General Upendra

Dwivedi's recent trip to Nepal, where he was similarly
conferred the honorary rank of General of the Nepali
Army.
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North Korea comments on South Korea's
martial law turmoil

(mc) Korean Central News Agency (KCNA) first
addressed the controversy surrounding South Korean
President Yoon Suk Yeol's December 3 declaration of
martial law on December 11, harshly criticizing Yoon
and reporting on the political turmoil, including the
opposition's failed first impeachment effort.

KCNA described the declaration of martial law as a
“shocking event” and accused Yoon of creating
“nationwide chaos: through what it called a “fascist
dictatorship.” KCNA also reported that helicopters and
armed forces, including the Army Special Warfare
Command, were deployed to secure the National
Assembly during martial law.

North Korea's Rodong Sinmun newspaper ran a similar
report, accompanied by images of civil protests outside
the National Assembly, depicting the unrest as a
reflection of the deep fragilities in South Korean
society. The newspaper reported that protesters
described Yoon, who used the North Korean threat to
justify his martial law plan, as a “disaster” and
demanded his “immediate removal” and
“punishment.” [Yonhap News Agency]

US indicts North Koreans over support of
weapons program

(ac) The U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) has
identified 14 North Korean nationals who operated
under false identities in U.S. companies and funneled a
total of USD 88 million to North Korea's missile
program over a period of at least six years. These
individuals were charged with wire fraud, money
laundering, and identity theft.

The FBI revealed that this scheme involved dispatching
thousands of IT workers to work remotely for U.S.
companies under false identities. On occasion, they
paid American nationals to use their home Wi-Fi
connections or to pose in on-camera job interviews as
the IT workers. This operation generated over USD 88
million for North Korea, and these workers also stole
sensitive information from the companies involved.

The U.S. State Department is offering rewards of up to
USD 5 million for information on these 14 North
Korean nationals. While the FBI noted that most of the
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suspects are believed to be in North Korea, making
prosecution difficult, it emphasizes the need for
enhanced security measures for American nationals
assisting these workers. Companies are also advised to
conduct thorough background checks on their remote
employees. [ABC News]

U.S. imposes sanctions on North Korean
generals and entities supporting Russia in
Ukraine

(mc) The US Treasury Department has announced
sanctions against two senior North Korean generals
and several entities involved in North Korea’s military
activities for supporting Russia’s war in Ukraine.

Kim Yong-bok, deputy chief of the Korean People’s
Army General Staff, and Ri Chang-ho, director of the
General Bureau of Reconnaissance, are among those
on the sanctions list for accompanying more than
11,000 North Korean soldiers to Russia from October
2024,

Additionally, Pak Jong-chon, vice chairman of the
Workers' Party’s Central Military Commission, and
Defense Minister Ro Kwang-chol are also on the
sanctions list, citing their active involvement and
participation in North Korea's ballistic missile program
and military operations.

Financial institutions and trading companies, including
Golden Triangle Bank and Okryu Trading Company,
were sanctioned for their involvement in North Korea's
destabilizing activities.

“The Kim regime's provocative actions—its deepening
support for Russia and ICBM tests—threaten regional
stability and fuel Putin’s aggression in Ukraine,” said
Bradley Smith, Acting Assistant Secretary of the US
Treasury. [Department of the Treasury, USA] [Yonhap
Agency News]

Trump appoints Richard Grenell as
presidential envoy for special duties,
including North Korea

(mc) US President-elect Donald Trump announced on
December 14 that former Director of National
Intelligence Richard Grenell will serve as presidential
envoy for special assignments starting next month,
with his new role focusing on addressing issues in key
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global hotspots, including North Korea, Venezuela and
the Balkans.

"Ric will be working in some of the world's hottest
spots," Trump said of Grenell, who held high-profile
posts during Trump's first presidency, including US
ambassador to Germany and special envoy to the
Serbia-Kosovo peace negotiations, hinting at a
renewed focus on direct diplomatic engagement with
adversaries such as North Korea and Venezuela.

Grenell's past engagements include secret meetings
with representatives of Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro in 2020 to find a peaceful solution to the
political crisis, and he was a contender for key posts
during Trump's transition, including Secretary of State
and special envoy for the Ukraine conflict.

In response to Trump's decision, Republican Senator
Bill Hagerty strongly supported Grenell's nomination,
describing him as someone who can tackle "some of
the world's toughest challenges". [Reuters]

Russia deploys North Korean troops to
bolster Kursk offensive, Zelenskyy claims

(mc/ac) Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
announced at a press conference on December 14 that
Russia had deployed a significant number of North
Korean troops to assist its military operations in the
Kursk region. Zelenskyy also stated that North Korean
forces suffered substantial losses, with at least 30
North Korean troops killed and wounded. He further
claimed that these Korean soldiers in Kursk could be
sent to other fronts and noted that Ukraine still
controls parts of the Kursk region but faces intense
Russian counterattacks.

The Institute for the Study of War reported that North
Korean soldiers struggled with high casualties and
communication barriers due to poor interaction with
Russian forces in the Kursk region. Ukraine’s
Intelligence Unit also reported that a group of North
Korean soldiers had opened fire on the Chechen
Akhmat unit, killing eight Russian soldiers. [The
Institute for the Study of War] [The Kyiv Independent]

On the day of Zelenskyy's speech, Ukrainian forces
targeted a large oil depot in Russia's Oryol region,
reportedly used to supply Russia’s military-industrial
complex. The drone strike caused a massive fire, and
while Russian authorities confirmed no casualties, they
advised residents to stay indoors due to the smoke.
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Russian officials reported that 11 drones were shot
down in the attack on the Oryol facility and the
Druzhba oil pipeline, a critical energy route feeding
Central Europe. The Ukrainian General Staff claimed
responsibility for the attack. [The Korean Times]

Russia-North Korea rail services resume

(jb) A Russian Far Eastern railway official reported that
as of December 16, passenger train services have
resumed between Russia’s Khasan region and North
Korea's Tumangang after coming to a grinding halt in
2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The train is scheduled to run three times a week and
will take the route of the Korea-Russia Friendship
Bridge, which lies on the Tumen River that cuts
through the inter-border region.

Russian Railways also reported that cross-border rail
services have resumed between Russia and China.

The rail service has enabled both Russians and North
Koreans to travel cross-border, with both nations
resuming the service in hopes of increasing such
tourist activity.

Following North Korea's deployment of over 10,000
troops in Russia’s Kursk region as support for Russia in
its war against Ukraine, both nations have speedily
developed a defense pact, with Russian President
Vladimir Putin sending fighter jets to buttress the
North Korean Airforce. The resumption of cross-border
rail adds another feather in the cap of Russia-North
Korea relations at present. [The Moscow Times]

Pakistan announces scholarships for
Bangladeshi students to strengthen
bilateral ties

(Im) Pakistan has launched a fully funded scholarship
program for 300 Bangladeshi students, aiming to
bolster educational and cultural exchanges between
the two nations. Supported by Pakistan's Ministry of
Education, the initiative involves leading universities
such as the National University of Sciences and
Technology (NUST), Comsats University, and Lahore
University of Management Sciences (LUMS).

Relations between the two countries, strained during
former Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s
tenure, have improved since her removal in August.
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The new Bangladeshi administration has sought closer
ties with Islamabad as its relationship with India
becomes increasingly tenuous.

The scholarship initiative aligns with Pakistan's recent
emphasis on fostering "robust, multifaceted, friendly
relations" with Bangladesh, as stated by Pakistan's
foreign office in September. Both nations are working
to rebuild diplomatic and cultural ties after decades of
tension following Bangladesh's liberation in 1971.

This move follows meetings between leaders of both
countries, including Pakistan’s Prime Minister and
Bangladesh's interim leader Muhammad Yunus during
a UN event in September, marking 50 years of
Bangladesh’'s membership in the United Nations. [Arab
News]

China, Pakistan deepen economic and
military collaboration across multiple
sectors

(Im/sn) China has committed USD 1 billion to establish
Pakistan's first medical city, a transformative step
aimed at bolstering the country's healthcare
infrastructure. The initiative was announced during a
meeting between Chinese Consul General Yang
Yundong and Pakistan's President Asif Ali Zardari.

This investment underlines China’s ongoing support
for Pakistan’s development through the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC), which includes projects
spanning health, agriculture, energy, and transport
sectors. Despite security concerns and underutilization
in regions like Gwadar, Zardari emphasized CPEC's
potential to transform Gwadar into a regional trade
hub. [Arab News 1]

In a parallel development, Punjab Chief Minister
Maryam Nawaz Sharif has launched multiple
collaborative initiatives with Chinese companies during
her visit to China. She partnered with Huawei
Technologies to transform Lahore into Pakistan's first
smart city, leveraging advanced technologies such as
ICT and IoT to enhance urban living standards and
sustainability. The smart city project aims to modernize
transportation, energy management, and public
services, reduce carbon emissions, and foster
economic growth. Huawei also expressed its
commitment to establishing an assembly and
manufacturing plant in Punjab. [Arab News 2]

Sharif also extended an invitation to China’s Jinko Solar
to establish a manufacturing plant in Punjab to
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address Pakistan's chronic energy challenges.
Pakistan’s climatic conditions, offering over nine hours
of daily sunlight, present significant potential for solar
energy, yet renewables account for only 5.4 percent of
the country's 39,772-megawatt installed power
capacity. Sharif highlighted investment incentives,
including tax-free zones and a skilled workforce, while
emphasizing initiatives like distributing free solar
panels and offering interest-free loans to promote
solar adoption. Pakistan's status as the sixth-largest
solar market globally reinforces its appeal to
renewable energy investors. [Arab News 3]

The deepening bilateral cooperation extends to
defense, with Pakistan and China recently concluding
Warrior-Vlll, a three-week joint military exercise
focused on counterterrorism, held from November 19
to December 11. [ISPR]

China, Pakistan sign agreement to
enhance climate disaster resilience

(Im) Pakistan and China have signed a cooperation
agreement to implement a Climate Information and
Early Warning System Project aimed at strengthening
Pakistan's resilience to climate-related disasters. The
agreement, signed during Planning Minister Ahsan
Igbal's visit to Kunming for the 3rd China-Indian Ocean
Region Forum on Blue Economy Cooperation, will
focus on developing early warning systems, capacity
building, and community engagement, particularly in
regions vulnerable to Glacial Lake Outburst Floods
(GLOFs).

The project, launched in February 2023 by Pakistan's
climate ministry and the UN Development Program,
seeks to address climate vulnerabilities exacerbated by
events like the devastating 2022 floods, which killed
over 1,700 people and caused USD 30 billion in
damages.

During the meeting, Director of the China International
Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA), Luo
Zhaohui, reaffirmed China’s commitment to supporting
Pakistan's post-flood reconstruction under the Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Global Development
Initiative (GDI).

Pakistan, identified as the fifth most climate-vulnerable
country, continues to face extreme weather events
that threaten its economy and infrastructure,
highlighting the urgency of such collaborative efforts.
[Arab News]
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Pakistan, Tajikistan sign agreements to
boost bilateral cooperation

(tj) Pakistan and Tajikistan have solidified their
commitment to enhancing cooperation in trade, land-
based connectivity, and energy through a series of
high-level meetings and agreements in Islamabad.
During the seventh session of the Pakistan-Tajikistan
Joint Commission, the two nations signed two
memorandums of understanding (MoUs) to foster
regional connectivity and mutual development.

The first MoU establishes a partnership between
Pakistan's Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province and
Tajikistan’'s Khatlon province, promoting cross-border
collaboration. The second agreement strengthens ties
between the Pakistani and Tajik football federations.
Additionally, a joint coordination committee was
formed to address operational challenges under the
Tajikistan-Pakistan trade transit agreement, aimed at
smoothing transit trade and enhancing regional trade
flows.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, meeting Tajikistan’s
Energy Minister Juma Daler Shofaqir, emphasized the
importance of timely implementation of these
agreements. He highlighted their role in bolstering
Pakistan's position as a trade and transit hub for
Central Asia. Shofaqir expressed Tajikistan's intent to
deepen collaboration with Pakistan in key sectors,
including education, agriculture, and energy.

During the commission's deliberations, Pakistan’s
Power Minister Sardar Awais Leghari underscored the
significance of increasing bilateral trade, which
reached USD 52.73 million in 2023, a 62.3 percent
increase from the previous year. He invited Tajikistan
to utilize trade corridors connecting Dushanbe to
Gwadar and Karachi under regional economic
cooperation frameworks.

Leghari also stressed the potential of the USD 1.2
billion CASA-1000 project, which aims to deliver 1,300
megawatts of surplus electricity from Central Asia to
South Asia. He called for expediting the remaining
work on the 1,227-kilometers transmission line
connecting Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan.

The agreements reflect a broader push by Pakistan to
establish itself as a vital conduit for trade and energy
between Central Asia and South Asia. With direct
connectivity through the Wakhan corridor and ongoing
initiatives such as the CASA-1000 project, both nations



are poised to deepen their economic and
infrastructural ties, fostering regional growth and
stability. [Geo News] [Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]

Pakistan sends second flood relief
consignment to Malaysia

(mra) Pakistan has sent a second consignment of 40
tons of flood relief supplies to Malaysia to aid those
affected by recent torrential rains. Representatives
from the Pakistan Embassy and Malaysia's National
Disaster Management Agency (NADMA) received the
aid. Pakistan, drawing from its experience of
devastating floods in 2022, remains committed to
supporting nations facing climate-induced disasters.
[Arab News]

Pakistan downplays Trump envoy pick’s
remarks on Imran Khan's release

(Im) Pakistan's Defense Minister Khawaja Asif has
dismissed comments by Richard Grenell, US President-
elect Donald Trump's pick for envoy for special
missions, calling for the release of jailed former Prime
Minister Imran Khan. Asif stated in an interview that
Grenell's remarks, made on X (formerly Twitter), were
unlikely to impact bilateral relations, describing them
as individual political views rather than official policy.

Grenell previously posted statements in support of
Khan, comparing him to Trump and denouncing the
charges against him as “phony.” Renewed attention to
these remarks followed Grenell's nomination on
December 16. Trump is expected to formalize his team
after his January 2025 inauguration.

Khan, Pakistan's most popular opposition leader, has
been imprisoned since August 2023 on charges he
claims are politically motivated to keep him out of
politics. His Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party
continues to hold rallies demanding his release, while
his supporters, running as independents in February
2024 elections, secured the most seats but fell short of
forming a government.

Asif emphasized that Pakistan's government-to-
government relations with the US would not be
affected by social media statements, asserting that
such comments hold no official weight. [Arab News]
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US seeks to boost investment in Pakistan,
emphasizes economic and social
contributions

(mra) The United States is keen on increasing
investment in Pakistan, with US companies playing a
significant role in economic growth, employment
generation, and women's empowerment, according to
remarks made at a gathering of the American Business
Forum (ABF) in Lahore.

Over 80 US firms operating in Pakistan directly employ
120,000 workers and indirectly support over a million
people, contributing to skill development and local
economic opportunities. A US official underscored
efforts to provide managerial training, foster
innovative research, and implement initiatives that
uplift communities through education, healthcare, and
women's inclusion.

Programs such as the US-Pakistan Women's Council
and PepsiCo's partnerships focus on enhancing female
workforce participation, particularly in agriculture.
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) projects, including
Coca-Cola's "Recharge Pakistan" flood prevention
program with the World Wildlife Fund, were also
praised.

Economic improvements, such as declining inflation,
were acknowledged as encouraging, with adherence to
reform commitments under the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) program deemed critical for
sustained progress. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan, Belgium hold third round of
Bilateral Political Consultations

(an) Pakistan and Belgium held the third session of
Bilateral Political Consultations (BPC) in Brussels,
where Additional Foreign Secretary Ambassador
Shafqgat Ali Khan led the Pakistani delegation, and
Ambassador Jeroen Cooreman represented Belgium.

Both sides expressed satisfaction with the state of
bilateral ties and reviewed cooperation in political
relations, trade, investment, academic exchanges, and
science and technology. Discussions also covered
multilateral and regional collaboration, with both
countries emphasizing the importance of regular
consultations to advance their shared agenda. [MOFA
Pakistan]
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Pakistan, Turkiye agree to strengthen
media cooperation and combat
Islamophobia

(Im) Pakistan and Turkiye have committed to
enhancing media collaboration and addressing
Islamophobia through joint initiatives, including
partnerships between state-run television networks,
Pakistan Television (PTV) and Turkiye's TRT. The
agreement was reached during a meeting between
Pakistan's Information Minister Ataullah Tarar and
Turkiye's Head of Communications Professor Fahrettin
Altun in Ankara on December 13.

The two countries plan to co-produce content, air
popular Turkish dramas in Pakistan, and establish a
working group with focal persons from both sides to
foster collaboration in media, entertainment, and
tourism. These efforts aim to strengthen public-level
ties and counter misinformation.

Turkish dramas, such as the widely acclaimed Dirilis:
Ertugrul, have already gained immense popularity in
Pakistan for their cultural resonance and quality
production. Minister Tarar emphasized that such
media cooperation has significant potential to deepen
bilateral connections, while Altun highlighted its role in
combating Islamophobia and promoting shared
values. [Arab News]

United Kingdom urges Pakistan to
implement IMF reforms to ensure
economic stability

(an/mra) British High Commissioner Jane Marriott
emphasized the importance of Pakistan fulfilling its
commitments under the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) program to secure critical loan disbursements
and ensure long-term economic stability. Speaking at
the Islamabad Policy Research Institute (IPRI), she
highlighted that sustained political will and transparent
communication with the public are essential to
address difficult reforms, such as fiscal discipline and
tax policy adjustments.

Marriott also underscored the need for transparency
in renegotiating power contracts with Independent
Power Producers (IPPs) to maintain investor
confidence and support economic recovery. She raised
concerns over Pakistan’'s ongoing internet slowdown,
warning that it could undermine the country's IT
sector, a key driver of economic growth.
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While refraining from commenting on legal
proceedings against former Prime Minister Imran
Khan, Marriott stressed the importance of a fair and
transparent legal process for all individuals involved.
[Dawn]

Pakistan's naval chief discusses maritime
security, defense ties with Bahraini
leadership

(Im) Pakistan’s Chief of the Naval Staff Admiral Naveed
Ashraf met with Bahrain’'s top civil and military
leadership on December 15 to discuss maritime
security and defense collaboration. During his official
visit, Admiral Ashraf held talks with Bahrain's King
Hamad bin Isa Al-Khalifa, Crown Prince Salman bin
Hamad Al-Khalifa, and Commander-in-Chief of Bahrain
Defense Force Field Marshal Shaikh Khalifa bin Ahmed
Al-Khalifa.

The discussions centered on enhancing bilateral
cooperation in regional maritime security, joint military
exercises, mutual visits, and training exchanges.
Admiral Ashraf highlighted the importance of
increasing synergy between the armed forces of both
nations to deter piracy, drug trafficking, and other illicit
maritime activities.

Admiral Ashraf also visited the Royal Bahrain Naval
Force (RBNF) Ship Manama and addressed the Royal
Command and Staff College, where he emphasized the
need for a “region-centric maritime security construct”
in the evolving Indian Ocean environment. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Interior minister discusses
security, narcotics control with Saudi
leadership

(Im) Pakistan’s Interior Minister Mohsin Naqvi recently
concluded a notable visit to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia,
where he engaged in high-level talks aimed at
enhancing bilateral security collaboration and tackling
shared challenges. During his meeting with Saudi
Interior Minister Prince Abdulaziz bin Saud bin Naif,
Naqvi emphasized the importance of joint efforts in
combating drug smuggling and improving public safety
mechanisms. Both sides discussed activating a joint
task force on public security to facilitate coordination
and knowledge-sharing in areas such as police training
and law enforcement operations.
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Naqvi also held talks with Major General Mohammed
bin Saeed Al-Qarni, head of the General Directorate of
Narcotics Control (GDNC), focusing on measures to
combat narcotics trafficking. While visiting Saudi
Arabia’s state-of-the-art public security facilities,
including the Safe City Center, Naqvi praised the
Kingdom's advanced infrastructure and expressed
Pakistan's interest in benefiting from Saudi expertise.
[Arab News 1]

Alongside these engagements, the humanitarian
dimension of Saudi-Pakistan cooperation continues to
expand. The King Salman Humanitarian Aid and Relief
Center (KSrelief) has launched a large-scale food
security program in Pakistan to assist over 1 million
vulnerable individuals by November 2025. In
collaboration with Pakistani authorities and the United
Nations, KSrelief will distribute 147,500 food packages
across all provinces, including Gilgit-Baltistan and Azad
Jammu & Kashmir. [Arab News 2]

These developments build on earlier agreements
signed in October 2024, which secured USD 2.8 billion
in Saudi investment for Pakistan, further strengthening
economic ties between the two nations. [Arab News 3]
[Arab News 4]

UAE envoy assures Pakistan of steps to
expedite visa processing

(Im) The United Arab Emirates (UAE) ambassador to
Pakistan, Hamad Obaid Ibrahim Salem Al-Zaabi, met
Deputy Prime Minister Ishaq Dar in Islamabad to
address concerns over delays in visa issuance for
Pakistanis. Al-Zaabi outlined measures being
implemented to streamline the visa process, including
increased human resource deployment to reduce
delays and improve efficiency.

This meeting follows widespread reports of a decline in
UAE visas for Pakistani nationals, attributed to alleged
issues such as non-compliance with local laws and
political activities abroad. Addressing these reports last
month, Pakistan’s foreign office emphasized that visa
decisions remain the sovereign prerogative of the
issuing country while confirming ongoing discussions
with the UAE to resolve related concerns. [Arab News]

China to fund 136-home social housing
project in Seychelles, construction to
begin in 2026
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(Im) China and Seychelles have strengthened their
strategic partnership through agreements to build 136
social housing units on Mahé Island, with funding
provided by a Chinese grant. The project, signed on
December 13 by Foreign Minister Sylvestre Radegonde
and Chinese Ambassador Lin Nan, will be located in
Anse Royale and Anse Boileau, with construction
expected to start in March 2026 and take 12 to 18
months.

This initiative follows Seychelles' participation in the
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) in Beijing,
where President Ramkalawan secured funding. China
has been a longstanding partner in Seychelles’
development, contributing to projects like the National
Assembly building, social housing estates, and medical
services. [Seychelles News Agency]

Singapore’s Minister Fu highlights city-
state's investment interest in Bangladesh

(Im) Singaporean companies are keen to invest in
Bangladesh, particularly in infrastructure and logistics,
according to Minister for Sustainability and the
Environment Grace Fu. During a meeting with
Bangladesh's special envoy for international affairs,
Lutfey Siddiqi, Fu emphasized Singapore's confidence
in Bangladesh's long-term potential despite the ouster
of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina following mass
protests in August. [Fibre2Fashion]

Brunei, Singapore conclude 27th Exercise
Maju Bersama

(fi) The 27th iteration of Exercise Maju Bersama,
involving 250 personnel from the Singapore Army and
the Royal Brunei Land Force (RBLF), concluded on
December 11, showcasing the enduring partnership
between the two nations. The exercise featured
professional exchanges, live-firing drills, and urban
assault training to enhance interoperability and mutual
learning. [MINDEF Singapore]

Delayed Johor-Singapore SEZ deal raises
SME and investor concerns

(fi) The postponement of the Johor-Singapore Special
Economic Zone (SEZ) agreement from December to
January, following Singapore Prime Minister Lawrence
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Wong's COVID-19 diagnosis, has raised concerns
among small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and
investors, complicating growth and investment plans
tied to the SEZ.

Maybank Securities downgraded Malaysia's property
sector to "neutral," citing the delay and limited growth
drivers. While the SEZ's long-term potential remains
promising, the delay may prompt a cautious "wait-and-
see" approach, hindering immediate benefits.

Experts stress the SEZ's importance for regional
collaboration and economic stability amid global
uncertainty. Meanwhile, Malaysia's growing data center
investments continue to attract interest, supporting
the property sector's resilience. [The Independent
Singapore] [The Business Standard]

Singapore, Vietnam companies explore
undersea cable plans to boost regional
connectivity

(Im) Singaporean asset manager Keppel and Vietnam'’s
Sovico Group are in talks to develop undersea fiber-
optic cables aimed at boosting data center connectivity
in Southeast Asia, according to sources. These
initiatives are part of broader efforts to expand
infrastructure in the region, which serves as a crucial
junction for global data traffic and faces surging
demand driven by Al services and data center growth.

One proposal under discussion involves a direct USD
150 million cable linking Vietnam and Singapore, a plan
favored by Sovico. Another option, preferred by
Keppel, involves a consortium-led project to develop a
longer cable from Singapore to Japan, with branches
connecting countries along the route, potentially
including Vietnam.

Southeast Asia’s cable expansion plans, including
Vietnam's goal to triple its submarine cable network by
2030, are intertwined with the geopolitical competition
between the United States and China over strategic
infrastructure. US officials have reportedly advised
Sovico against involving Chinese contractors such as
HMN Technologies, emphasizing security concerns.

Keppel, which recently acquired an Al-ready data
center in Japan, aims to address Singapore's near-
saturated data usage capacity. Meanwhile, Vietnam,
with a population of nearly 100 million and growing
demand for digital platforms, seeks to position itself as
a regional data center hub despite challenges like
power supply and strict data regulations. [Reuters]
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United States-Singapore nuclear energy
pact takes effect

(fi) The United States-Singapore Agreement for
Cooperation Concerning Peaceful Uses of Nuclear
Energy, also known as the 123 Agreement, has officially
entered into force, enabling the two nations to
collaborate on nuclear energy technologies under
strict safety, security, and nonproliferation standards.
The agreement, named after Section 123 of the U.S.
Atomic Energy Act, is a framework allowing the US to
share nuclear materials, technology, and expertise
with partner nations for peaceful purposes, contingent
on adherence to international safeguards.

This agreement supports Singapore's evaluation of
advanced nuclear technologies, including small
modular reactors, as part of its exploration of
sustainable and clean energy solutions. It also
complements broader collaborations between the two
countries on clean energy, climate change, and energy
security. [U.S. Department of State]

Top South Korean, Japanese diplomats
reaffirm bilateral cooperation amid
political turmoil

(mc) South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul and
Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi lwaya agreed to
maintain Japan-South Korea cooperation despite the
political instability following the imposition of martial
law by South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol.

In a telephone conversation on December 11, the two
ministers underscored the importance of diplomacy in
line and trilateral cooperation with the United States in
addressing regional issues, including North Korea's
evolving threats.

Cho assured that South Korea's foreign policy would
remain stable and its existing ties with Japan would be
maintained.

At the end of the meeting, both ministers emphasized
the importance of working together to achieve regional
stability and address common security concerns,
underlining the enduring value of their partnership.
[Yonhap News Agency]
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South Korea and Japan’s financial
regulators strengthen cooperation amid
market fluctuations

(mc) Lee Bok-hyun, Chairman of South Korea's
Financial Supervisory Service (FSS), and Ito Hideki,
Commissioner of Japan's Financial Services Agency
(FSA), met on December 16 in Tokyo, Japan, to enhance
financial cooperation for regional stability.

Both sides discussed the global economic landscape
and its impact on financial institutions in both
countries, emphasizing bilateral cooperation in
managing recent market volatility.

Moreover, Lee discussed South Korea's plans to
stabilize its financial markets and shared his plans to
address ongoing challenges with his counterpart. They
agreed to strengthen bilateral efforts to address
everyday financial sector challenges and continue
cooperation for regional economic resilience.

The meeting reflects the need for South Korea and
Japan to tackle financial uncertainties amid global
economic volatility jointly. [Yonhap News Agency]

U.S. to sell navy destroyer to South Korea

(dqgl) The United States has authorized a potential sale
to South Korea of a Navy destroyer improvement
program and related elements, aimed at enhancing
the Asian ally's defense capabilities. The Defense
Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA) under the
Department of Defense announced that the State
Department has approved the proposed government-
to-government Foreign Military Sale, estimated to cost
USD 300 million.

South Korea has requested the purchase of various
items for a program to upgrade its KDX-lI-class
destroyers, including modified MK 99 fire control
systems, updated Weapon Direct System software
modifications, integration, installation, as well as
personnel training and training equipment. [Defense
Mirror]

South Korea's Acting President Han
reassures Biden on South Korea-U.S.
alliance


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hlj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hlt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hlt/

(mc/yq) South Korea's Acting President, Han Duck-soo,
met with U.S. President Joe Biden on December 15,
reaffirming South Korea's commitment to its alliance
with the United States following the passage of the
impeachment motion against President Yoon Suk Yeol.

On December 14, Han, newly appointed as acting
president, emphasized South Korea's dedication to
maintaining stability and continuity in its foreign and
security policies. During a brief phone call, Han
highlighted the importance of bolstering the South
Korea-U.S. joint defense posture in the face of shared
challenges, including North Korea's nuclear threats and
increasing military cooperation between Moscow and

Pyongyang.

President Biden expressed confidence in South Korea's
democracy and reaffirmed the "ironclad" nature of the
bilateral alliance, calling it a cornerstone of peace and
prosperity in the Indo-Pacific region.

In addition to his discussion with Biden, Han met with
General Paul ). LaCamera, Commander of U.S. Forces
Korea (USFK), to address potential North Korean
threats, such as ballistic missile launches or
cyberattacks. Both sides agreed to proceed with
bilateral cooperation and planned joint exercises to
maintain allied defense readiness. [Yonhap News
Agency]

In addition, the U.S. Pentagon has warned against any
attempts to exploit the political instability in South
Korea following Yoon's unsuccessful effort to impose
martial law. Concerns remain over the possibility of
actions from North Korea. [The Korea Times]

India announces LNG supply as Sri Lankan
President Dissanayake’s visit strengthens
bilateral ties

(Im) Sri Lankan President Anura Kumara Dissanayake,
on his first official overseas visit since taking office, has
reinforced ties with India during a two-day visit focused
on energy cooperation, economic recovery, and
regional connectivity.

Welcomed with ceremonial honors at Rashtrapati
Bhavan by Indian President Droupadi Murmu and
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, President Dissanayake
also paid respects at the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial in
New Delhi and held high-level discussions with Indian
leaders, including External Affairs Minister Dr. S.
Jaishankar and Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman.
[Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2] [Daily Mirror 3]
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Prime Minister Modi announced several key initiatives
during the visit, including a five-year agreement
between Indian state-run Petronet LNG and Sri Lanka's
LTL Holdings to supply liquefied natural gas (LNG) to
power plants via India’s Kochi terminal. Plans to
connect the power grids of both countries and lay a
multi-product petroleum pipeline were also
highlighted, alongside a joint initiative to develop
offshore wind power in the Palk Straits. India's Adani
Green Energy Ltd. is already investing USD 442 million
in wind power projects in the region.

The leaders emphasized advancing economic
collaboration, with discussions focused on finalizing a
memorandum of understanding to complete Sri
Lanka's debt restructuring process. This follows India’s
USD 4 billion aid package during Sri Lanka's 2022
financial crisis. The initiatives aim to strengthen
infrastructure, tourism, and labor opportunities,
underscored by the presence of key Sri Lankan
ministers accompanying President Dissanayake.

India’s commitment to fostering regional connectivity
and economic resilience was further demonstrated by
the joint statement outlining plans for energy
cooperation, including a multi-product pipeline and
enhanced trade and infrastructure integration.
President Dissanayake's visit signals a renewed focus
on strategic partnerships and mutual development
between the two neighbors. [Reuters]

Canada backs Sri Lankan anti-corruption
efforts

(axc) In a meeting held between Mr. Eric Walsh, the
High Commissioner for Canada in Sri Lanka, and Dr.
Nandika Sanath Kumanayaka, the Secretary to the Sri
Lankan President, the Canadian ambassador
expressed admiration for Sri Lanka's efforts against
corruption. The Canadian ambassador expressed a
willingness to provide both technical and strategic
assistance going forward in order to keep up the
momentum. Finally, Mr. Walsh stated that Sri Lankan
efforts had received insufficient international
recognition. [Newsfirst]

UAE pledges support for Sri Lanka’s
development

(raa) The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has reaffirmed its
commitment to supporting Sri Lanka's efforts toward
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economic prosperity and development. During a
meeting with President Anura Kumara Dissanayake on
December 12, UAE Ambassador Khaled Nasser Al-
Ameri underscored the UAE's dedication to deepening
bilateral relations.

Ambassador Al-Ameri highlighted plans to increase
investments in Sri Lanka and provide technical
assistance in digitalization and modern technology. He
also emphasized the UAE's role as Sri Lanka's sixth-
largest export market and discussed opportunities to
diversify and expand Sri Lankan exports.

The meeting explored avenues to enhance
employment opportunities for Sri Lankans in the UAE,
where around 150,000 Sri Lankans currently reside
and work. Both parties stressed the importance of
strengthening economic ties through expanded labor
cooperation.

As a gesture of goodwill, Ambassador Al-Ameri
extended an official invitation for President
Dissanayake to visit the UAE. [Daily News] [Daily
Mirror]

Former Sri Lankan diplomat fined for
exploiting domestic worker in Australia

(Im) The Australian Federal Court has fined Himalee
Arunatilaka, Sri Lanka’s former deputy high
commissioner to Australia, USD 117,028 for exploiting
a domestic worker. Arunatilaka had previously been
ordered to pay over USD 543,000 in unpaid wages and
interest but has yet to comply.

The domestic worker was forced to work 14-hour days,
seven days a week, for less than USD 0.65 per hour,
while being isolated and prevented from leaving the
diplomat's residence without permission. Justice
Elizabeth Raper described the conditions as
exploitative and in violation of Australian laws
designed to protect vulnerable workers.

Despite the judgment, Arunatilaka has not taken any
steps to rectify her actions or pay the owed
compensation. She continues to serve as Sri Lanka's
permanent representative to the United Nations in
Geneva, a role also accredited to the International
Labour Organization. [Daily Mirror]

Beechcraft aircraft from Australia boosts
Sri Lanka’s maritime security and disaster
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relief

(Im) Sri Lanka has received a Beechcraft King Air 350
twin-engine turboprop aircraft from Australia,
strengthening its maritime security and disaster
response capabilities. The aircraft, gifted by the Royal
Australian Air Force, will enhance Sri Lanka'’s ability to
counter drug trafficking, human smuggling, and other
maritime threats in the Indian Ocean, while also
supporting search and rescue operations and disaster
relief.

The aircraft, assigned to the No. 03 Maritime Squadron
at the Sri Lanka Air Force (SLAF) Academy in China Bay,
was officially handed over in a ceremony attended by
Defence Secretary Sampath Thuyacontha, Australian
High Commissioner Paul Stephens, and Rear Admiral
Brett Sonter of the Joint Agency Task Force Operation
Sovereign Borders. [Daily Mirror]

Former president Ma Ying-jeou’s
upcoming China visit sparks Cross-Strait
debates

(sk) Former Taiwanese President Ma Ying-jeou, of the
Kuomintang (KMT), Taiwan’s main opposition party, is
scheduled to visit China from December 18 to 26.
During the visit, Ma will attend the Cross-Strait Youth
Ice and Snow Festival in Harbin and travel to Chengdu.
This marks his second visit to China in 2024.
Accompanied by students from the Ma Ying-jeou
Culture and Education Foundation, the trip continues
his efforts to promote cross-strait youth exchanges
amidst ongoing tensions between Taipei and Beijing.
[Focus Taiwan]

Hsiao Hsu-tsen, CEO of the Ma Ying-jeou Culture and
Education Foundation, emphasized Ma’s role in
fostering dialogue and interaction among young
people across the Taiwan Strait, particularly in light of
a recent visit by Chinese university students to Taiwan.
Hsiao expressed hope that the trip would deepen
mutual understanding among young people on both
sides, helping to reduce the potential for future
conflicts. [CNA 1, in Chinese]

China’s Taiwan Affairs Office confirmed the visit and
welcomed Ma, expressing appreciation for his efforts.
The office further stressed that increased cross-strait
exchanges could strengthen ties between the people
and contribute to the "great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation." [CNA 2, in Chinese]
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In Taiwan, Premier Cho Jung-tai urged Ma to explicitly
identify himself as the former President of the Republic
of China (Taiwan) during his visit and to stand firm for
Taiwan's interests. Liang Wen-chieh, Deputy Minister of
Taiwan's Mainland Affairs Council, expressed hope that
the trip would not harm the sentiments of the
Taiwanese people. [TVBS] [SETN, in Chinese].

Taiwan denies Chinese delegation official
entry to attend Taipei-Shanghai Forum

(am) Taiwan’'s Mainland Affairs Council (MAC)
announced on December 13 that it has denied entry to
Jin Mei, the Director of Shanghai's Taiwan Affairs Office,
as well as nine Chinese media representatives. The
move, which MAC linked to China’s “22 Guidelines”
policy, is seen as a strong statement against Beijing's
growing pressure on Taiwan. [Taiwan News]

The delegation, which was to attend the Taipei-
Shanghai Forum on December 17, was barred amid
heightened scrutiny of Chinese officials visiting Taiwan.
The Taipei-Shanghai Forum is an annual dialogue
platform between Taiwan and Shanghai, China, which
aims to promote communication and understanding
between the two sides. It was established in 2006 and
typically involves discussions on a range of topics,
including economic, cultural, and educational
exchanges. The forum also addresses issues of mutual
interest such as trade, investment, and people-to-
people ties.

The MAC emphasized that the "22 Guidelines," which
include measures to undermine Taiwan'’s international
presence and establish a reporting hotline targeting
Taiwanese individuals in China, have harmed
Taiwanese interests.

The MAC clarified that its decision reflects broader
concerns over China's policies, including its "United
Front" strategy aimed at influencing Taiwan's political
and social spheres. The exclusion of the nine media
members was reportedly unrelated to the Taipei-
Shanghai Forum, with the MAC pointing out that
Taiwan already hosts eight Chinese press agencies with
12 accredited reporters.

Taipei City Mayor Chiang Wan-an expressed regret
over the decision, referencing his positive experience
in Shanghai last year and his desire to reciprocate
hospitality for the visiting delegation. He called on the
public to trust Taiwan's democratic resilience, while
Taipei City Spokesperson Yin Wei-chang urged the MAC
to provide a clearer explanation of the denied permits.
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Yin emphasized Taiwan’'s commitment to free speech
and press freedoms, requesting transparency in MAC's
assessment criteria for identifying Chinese threats.
[CNA]

Taiwanese member of religious group
arrested in China

(dqgl) Three Taiwanese nationals and members of the I-
Kuan Tao (Yiguandao) religious group have been
arrested in Guangdong Province, China, according to a
statement from China's Taiwan Affairs Office (TAO).

The suspects were detained on suspicion of
"organizing and practicing as members of a cult that
undermines law enforcement," the TAO said. The case
will be handled in accordance with Chinese law, and
measures will be taken to protect the legitimate rights
and interests of the parties concerned, including the
appointment of lawyers for the three suspects. I-Kuan
Tao is classified as a "salvationist" group by Beijing.
[Focus Taiwan]

U.S. House approves defense budget 2025
includimg USD 300 million in military
assistance for Taiwan

(dgl) The U.S. House of Representatives Fiscal Year
2025 National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) that
includes up to USD 300 million in military assistance
for Taiwan.

The 2025 NDAA authorizes the U.S. Department of
Defense to provide “appropriate assistance” under the
“Taiwan Security Cooperation Initiative.”

The proposed NDAA also establishes a “joint program
on military trauma care” with Taiwan, focusing on
general trauma care, amputee care, post-traumatic
stress disorder, traumatic brain injuries, and other
mental health conditions. Additionally, a nonbinding
Sense of Congress clause in the NDAA suggests inviting
Taiwan's naval forces to participate in the Rim of the
Pacific, the world's largest international maritime
warfare exercise in 2025.

Another provision, the “BOLSTER Act,” aims to develop
coordinated plans between the U.S. and its European
allies in response to potential threats from China,
including attempts to overthrow Taiwan's government,
cyberattacks on civilian or military infrastructure, or a
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naval blockade around Taiwan. [Focus Taiwan 1] [Focus
Taiwan 2]

Meanwhile, the U.S. Commerce Department
announced it had finalized USD 406 million in
government grants to Taiwan's semiconductor
company GlobalWafers to significantly boost silicon
wafer production in the United States. The funds will
support projects in Texas and Missouri, establishing
the first high-volume U.S. production of 300-mm
wafers for advanced semiconductors and expanding
production of silicon-on-insulator wafers. These wafers
are critical for advanced semiconductor manufacturing
and are part of the Biden administration’s efforts to
strengthen the domestic chips supply chain.

The subsidy will facilitate nearly USD 4 billion in
investments by GlobalWafers to construct new
manufacturing facilities in both states, creating 1,700
construction jobs and 880 permanent manufacturing
positions. [Reuters]

Taiwan receives first batch of U.S.-made
M1A2T tanks

(dql) Taiwan's first batch of M1A2T tanks, a customized
variant of the U.S.-made M1 Abrams, has arrived and
been transported to an army armor training center in
Hsinchu County.

The shipment, consisting of 38 tanks, marks the first
delivery of 108 M1A2T tanks approved for sale by the
U.S.in 2019. Taiwan's Ministry of National Defense
outlined a delivery schedule: 38 tanks in 2024, 42 in
2025, and 28 in 2026.

Equipped with 120-mm smoothbore guns capable of
penetrating armor up to 850 mm thick, the tanks offer
significant defensive and offensive capabilities. This is
Taiwan's first new tank acquisition from the U.S. since
the M60A3 deliveries began in 1994. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwanese officials meet with Trump
transition team

(am) Two senior Taiwanese officials are believed to
have been in the United States last week to engage
with President-elect Donald Trump's transition team,
marking a diplomatic effort to establish ties with the
incoming administration. National Security Council
(NSC) Deputy Chair Lin Fei-fan and NSC Deputy
Secretary-General Hsu Szu-chien, accompanied by
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several staff members, are holding meetings in
Washington, D.C., according to five Reuters sources.
[Taiwan News]

The specifics of the discussions remain undisclosed, as
both the Taipei representative office in the U.S. and
Trump's transition team have declined to comment.

Senior Trump cabinet nominees are unlikely to
participate due to Beijing's firm opposition to any
engagement between U.S. and Taiwanese officials.
However, individuals expected to occupy mid-tier
political roles in the Trump administration are likely
involved. [Reuters]

The timing of the visit is significant, coinciding with
large-scale Chinese military exercises near the Taiwan
Strait. Taiwan has described these manoeuvres as an
attempt by Beijing to assert a “red line” for the
incoming U.S. administration, signalling China'’s
opposition to any closer ties between the U.S. and
Taiwan.

Taiwan strengthens bilateral ties at
Somaliland presidential inauguration

(sk) On December 12, Deputy Minister of Foreign
Affairs Francois Wu Chih-chung, serving as special
envoy of President Lai Ching-te, led a delegation to
Somaliland to attend the presidential inauguration
ceremony for Abdirahman Mohamed Abdullahi and
extend congratulations on behalf of the Taiwanese
government and people. Abdullahi reaffirmed
Somalilander stance on maintaining a close mutually
beneficial cooperative relationship with Taiwan under
his presidency.

Newly elected Somaliland President Abdullahi thanked
Taiwan for its long-standing cooperation in education,
public health, coast guard operations, and information
and communication technology, emphasizing the
benefits these projects have brought to Somaliland's
people. He also encouraged Taiwanese firms to invest
in Somaliland for mutual economic development.
During his campaign trail, Abdullahi proclaimed the
bilateral ties with Taiwan would not be changed under
his leadership, while his party Waddani Party
maintained connection with the Taiwan Representative
Office in Somaliland. [CNA] [Taiwan News]

Besides Abdullahi, Wu met with other politicians and
representatives in Somaliland and other countries,
including Muse Bihi Abdi, the former president of
Somaliland. Taiwan'’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs echoed
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Abdullahi's statement as the continuing bilateral
cooperation for the greater prosperity in Taiwan and
Somaliland and increased the visibility of Taiwan in
Africa. [Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs 1] [Taiwan’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2]

Malaysia appoints Thai ex-Prime Minister
Thaksin Shinawatra as informal ASEAN
advisor

(hrs/Im) Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has
named former Thai Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra
as an informal advisor to assist Malaysia during its
chairmanship of the Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (ASEAN) in 2025. The announcement was
made during a joint press conference with Thai Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, Thaksin's daughter,
in Putrajaya on December 16.

Malaysia will take over the ASEAN chairmanship from
Laos next year, and Thaksin is expected to work with a
team of representatives from ASEAN countries in an
informal capacity.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn’s two-day visit to Malaysia
included the annual consultation meetings, where she
was accompanied by high-ranking Thai officials,
including Deputy Prime Ministers Suriya
Juangroongruangkit and Anutin Charnvirakul.

Key bilateral initiatives were also discussed, such as
linking Thailand's "Amazing Thailand Grand Tourism
Year" campaign with Malaysia's "Visit Malaysia 2026"
initiative. Both sides emphasized the importance of
Thailand's proposed "Six Countries, One Destination"
scheme, which envisions a single visa to facilitate travel
across Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos,
and Brunei.

The leaders expressed optimism about completing a
new bridge connecting Narathiwat's Sungai Kolok
district in Thailand with Kelantan's Rantau Panjang in
Malaysia within three years. Additional plans to
strengthen road, rail, and customs links at the border
were discussed to stimulate economic activities.
Bangkok Post 1]

Moreover, the visit featured the signing of two
memorandums of understanding (MoUs): one between
the Malaysian Rubber Board and the Rubber Authority
of Thailand and another on cooperation in cultural arts
and heritage. The leaders also pledged to enhance
trade and investment, targeting bilateral trade of USD
30 million by 2027. [Asia News Network]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hjt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hji/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hji/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hjd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hjh/

In related updates, Malaysia's Home Minister Saifuddin
Nasution Ismail rejected Kelantan's proposal for a 100-
kilometer border wall with Thailand’s Narathiwat
province, citing high costs and maintenance concerns.
Instead, Malaysia will focus on deploying advanced
technology to curb illegal border crossings and reduce
border crimes, targeting "rat lanes" or unauthorized
crossing points. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand signs US-led Artemis Accords to
boost space exploration

(Im) Thailand has signed the Artemis Accords, a non-
binding multilateral agreement initiated by the United
States’ National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA), to promote peaceful and sustainable
exploration of outer space. The agreement, signed on
December 16, makes Thailand the 51st country to join
and aligns with NASA's Artemis program, which seeks
to return humans to the Moon.

This partnership will advance scientific research,
ensure the responsible use of space resources, and
create opportunities for Thai institutions and
businesses to participate in space exploration and
technological development. Thai officials emphasized
that the collaboration would bolster the country's
space workforce and strengthen its capabilities as
global interest in space exploration grows.

Notably, Thailand becomes the first nation to
participate in both NASA's Artemis Accords and China's
International Lunar Research Station (ILRS), positioning
itself as a significant player in international space
initiatives. [Thai PBS]

Thailand advances bid to host Advisory
Centre on Investment Disputes Resolution

(bk) The Thai Cabinet has approved Thailand's bid to
host the Advisory Centre on International Investment
Dispute Resolution headquarters.

This move was proposed by the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, which, together with the United Nations
Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL)
Secretariat, co-hosted the Advisory Centre
Operationalization Meeting in Bangkok last month. The
meeting focused on the Centre's operational setup,
discussing how it could help bridge the gap in
resources and expertise between developed and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hjk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sgltid-l-hju/

developing countries in dealing with international
investment disputes. During this meeting, Thailand
demonstrated its commitment to Investor-State
Dispute Settlement (ISDS) reform and showed its
readiness to serve as the headquarters for the Centre.

The Advisory Centre is an international organization
aimed at assisting developing countries in resolving
investment disputes by providing resources and
expertise, which often outmatch the capabilities of
developing nations.

Thailand’s bid to host the Centre is seen as a move to
strengthen the country’s standing in the global legal
community and to enhance investor protection in
alignment with international legal frameworks. The
Foreign Ministry emphasized that establishing the
Advisory Centre in Bangkok would not only underscore
Thailand's dedication to the rule of law but would also
improve investor confidence. It is expected that
hosting the Centre would help attract foreign direct
investment (FDI) and skilled workers to the country,
boosting Thailand's economy and global stature.

The final decision on the location of the Advisory
Centre's headquarters is anticipated to be made by
UNCITRAL during the United Nations General Assembly
in the next 1-2 years. [The Nation]

Thailand plans IP reforms to exit USTR's IP
Watch List and secure GSP renewal

(bk) Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan has
pledged to enhance intellectual property rights (IPR)
protection for US products to secure Thailand's
removal from the US Trade Representative's (USTR) IP
Watch List. This move is crucial for Thailand to
negotiate the extension of the Generalized System of
Preferences (GSP), which grants Thai products reduced
tariffs when entering the US market.

Pichai explained that being removed from the USTR's
IP Watch List is a critical step in progressing
discussions with the US on the GSP extension. The IP
Department has developed a comprehensive work
plan in collaboration with the USTR Office, focused on
ensuring tangible protection of US copyrights and
trademarks in Thailand, as well as combating IPR
violations with clear, enforceable measures. If
successfully implemented, this plan would lead to
Thailand's removal from the watch list, which could
help convince the US to renew the GSP for Thai
products, making them more competitive in the US
market.
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Pichai has been in discussions with US Ambassador
Robert F. Godec and the US-ASEAN Business Council
and plans to visit the US in February 2025 to discuss
the GSP extension. Currently, around 2,660 Thai
products benefit from GSP rights, with exports valued
at USD 2.292 billion in the first nine months of 2024.
[The Nation]

Thailand, Germany renew rail
development pact

(msz) On December 9, Thailand and Germany renewed
an agreement on long-term rail development aimed
for an efficient and environmentally friendly rail
transport system. The agreement has been renewed
twice since the original agreement was signed on
November 23, 2016, between Thailand’s Ministry of
Transport and Germany's Federal Ministry for Digital
and Transport. Under the agreement, Germany has
been providing Thailand with technical support to
development and upgrades to Thai transport
infrastructure.

According to German ambassador to Thailand Ernst
Reichel, the German-Thai Railway Association (GTRA),
consisting of members from various industries, rail
operators, educators and students, will continue to be
a key player in facilitating present and future bilateral
rail transport development cooperation. Thai
Transport Minister Suriya Jungrungreangkit said that
German technical support will help Thai transport
infrastructure to be more efficient in cutting carbon
emissions and having more climate friendly choices.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand, Hungary strengthen economic
cooperation during Joint Commission
meeting

(hrs) The 4th session of the Thai-Hungarian Joint
Commission on Economic Cooperation (JCEC), chaired
by Thailand's Permanent Secretary for Foreign Affairs,
Eksiri Pintaruchi, and Hungary's State Secretary for
Foreign Affairs and Trade, Tristan Azbej, was held in
Hungary on December 10.

Discussions centered on enhancing bilateral trade and
economic relations and fostering cooperation across
various sectors, including water resource
management, agriculture, energy, science and
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technology, education, culture, sports, health, and
tourism.

Thailand expressed gratitude for Hungary's support in
advancing the Thai-European Union Free Trade
Agreement (Thai-EU FTA) and the Schengen visa
exemption for Thai passport holders, particularly
during Hungary's ongoing Presidency of the Council of
the European Union. [MFA Thailand]

Russia seeks closer energy cooperation
with Thailand following BRICS partnership

(bk) Russia is seeking to strengthen ties with Thailand
across various sectors, including tourism, agriculture,
technology, and energy, within the framework of the
BRICS bloc. This comes after Thailand was named one
of the 13 new partner countries of the bloc in
November. Russian Ambassador to Thailand Evgeny
Tomikhin emphasized that now is an ideal time for
both countries to formalize business partnerships in
energy, covering both traditional oil and gas as well as
renewable energy sectors.

Tourism has been a key area of cooperation between
the two nations, with millions of Russian tourists
visiting Thailand each year, significantly contributing to
the Thai economy. In 2023, Russian visitors were the
second-largest group to travel to Thailand, following
China. Mutual trade turnover between the two
countries in 2023 reached USD 1.5 billion, with
Thailand exporting machinery, vehicles, chemicals, and
food products to Russia, while importing steel,
chemicals, rubber, and petroleum products.

BRICS is an international bloc that started in 2006 with
Brazil, Russia, India, and China, and later expanded to
include South Africa in 2010. With the recent inclusion
of five more countries in 2024, the total number of
members now stands at 10. [The Nation]

Thailand, Australia strengthen bilateral
cooperations

(acs) Thailand's Foreign Affairs Minister Maris
Sangiampongsa, during his visit to South Australia’s
capital Adelaide, emphasized collaboration in
agricultural technology, renewable energy, and
education. Meeting with Australian Foreign Minister
Penny Wong and South Australian officials, Maris
explored sustainable agricultural practices and
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renewable energy advancements in solar, wind, and
hydrogen, areas where Australia is a global leader.

Thailand proposed joint research initiatives, leveraging
its role as a regional food hub and its "30 Baht
Healthcare Anywhere" universal health coverage
policy. The Thai embassy in Canberra was tasked with
adapting South Australian agricultural innovations for
Thai farmers.

The visit also fostered discussions on relocating
production bases to Thailand and enhancing economic
ties. Australia is Thailand's fifth-largest trading partner
in South Australia, with annual trade valued at over
THB 43 billion (USD 1.2 billion). Both countries
reaffirmed their seven-decade partnership across
energy, education, and security sectors. [Bangkok Post]

British firm Sunda Energy secures rig for
offshore gas drilling operations in Timor-
Leste

(mu) Sunda Energy Plc, a UK-based oil and gas
exploration company listed on the AIM market, has
signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with
Timor-Leste's Ministry of Petroleum and Mineral
Resources (MPMR) and state-owned energy company
TIMOR GAP E.P. to explore the development of the
Chuditch PSC gas resources. The project aims to
expedite gas exports via pipeline to the Bayu Undan
field and an LNG facility planned for Timor-Leste's
south coast.

The collaboration is contingent on the success of the
Chuditch-2 appraisal well, scheduled for the second
quarter of 2025. Preliminary engineering and
commercial studies are underway, with Sunda Energy
holding a 60 percent stake in the project. MPMR and
TIMOR GAP have agreed to assist with infrastructure
development and gas purchases, subject to positive
drilling outcomes and final agreements.

The Chuditch PSC, discovered in 1998 by Shell, has
undergone extensive technical studies, revealing
significant gas potential. This project is anticipated to
generate substantial revenues for Timor-Leste if
proven viable. [Pos Kupang, in Indonesian]

Cambodian, Vietnamese localities deepen
friendship
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(Im) The Vietnam Fatherland Front (VFF) Committee of
Dong Thap Province and Cambodia's Prey Veng
province held a meeting in Dong Thap's Cao Lanh City
on December 13, reviewing their cooperation for the
2022-2025 period.

A Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was signed,
aiming to strengthen ties in areas such as border
security, agriculture, trade, tourism, education,
healthcare, and cultural exchange. Both sides
reaffirmed their commitment to deepening their
partnership based on mutual respect, peace, and
sustainable cooperation. [Viet Nam News]

China, Vietnam hold 16th meeting of
Steering Committee for Bilateral
Cooperation

(Im/hn/wy) Vietnam and China held the 16th session of
the Steering Committee for Bilateral Cooperation in
Beijing, co-chaired by Vietnam'’s Deputy Prime Minister
and Foreign Minister Bui Thanh Son and Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi. The meeting focused on
strengthening bilateral relations and expanding
cooperation in various sectors.

A key outcome of the meeting was an agreement to
construct three major standard-gauge railway lines in
northern Vietnam: the Lao Cai-Hanoi-Hai Phong, Lang
Son-Hanoi, and Mong Cai-Ha Long-Hai Phong routes.
The Lao Cai-Hanoi-Hai Phong route, with a 380-
kilometer stretch, is estimated to cost USD 11.6 billion.
These railways are expected to significantly enhance
transport connectivity between the two nations,
particularly in border areas. Deputy Prime Minister Son
emphasized the importance of these projects in
fostering multifaceted cooperation, including in trade,
investment, and regional security. [tuoi tre news 1]

China and Vietnam are each other's largest cross-
border trading partners. Their trade is facilitated by 15
land ports, 10 cross-border bridges, and 15 cross-
border highways. In 2023, the trade volume between
the two nations amounted to CNY 140 billion
(approximately 20 billion USD). [CGTN]

The two sides also agreed to enhance cooperation in
agriculture, finance, science and technology, and
education. Son proposed improving international
intermodal rail transport and increasing flight slots for
Vietnamese airlines. Wang Yi reaffirmed China’s
support for these initiatives, emphasizing mutual
benefits and addressing challenges in Chinese-invested
projects in Vietnam.
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Both countries also discussed maritime issues,
agreeing to manage and resolve differences in the
South China Sea while ensuring peace and stability in
the region. They reaffirmed their commitment to
advancing the Vietnam-China Comprehensive Strategic
Cooperative Partnership, focusing on sustainable
development and deeper bilateral ties. [Viet Nam
News] [The State Council the People’s Republic of
China]

There are several motivations for supporting the
construction of such projects. Firstly, it offers financial
benefits to Chinese companies. Secondly, having a
Chinese presence helps counterbalance its strategic
competitors, such as Japan. Thirdly, China aims to
integrate its Belt and Road Initiative with Vietnam's
“Two Corridors, One Belt” strategy. [Thayer
Consultancy]

Additionally, Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh
Chinh met with a Chinese business delegation, led by
Yan Jiehe, the founder of China Pacific Construction
Group. The meeting underscored Vietnam's desire to
attract Chinese investment in critical infrastructure
projects, such as bridges and railways. Prime Minister
Chinh encouraged Chinese enterprises to invest in
projects like the Tu Lien Bridge, Ngoc Hoi Bridge, and
railway lines connecting major cities like Hanoi and Ho
Chi Minh City. He highlighted the need for cooperation
in sectors like infrastructure, renewable energy, and
smart urban development, which align with Vietnam's
economic transition and strategic breakthroughs.
[tuoir tre news 2]

Laos, Vietnam hold 11th Ministerial
Political Consultation

(Im) Southeast Asian neighbors Vietnam and Laos held
their 11th ministerial political consultation in Vientiane,
focusing on enhancing cooperation across various
sectors and discussing international and regional
matters of mutual interest. Vietnamese Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Bui Thanh Son
and Lao Minister of Foreign Affairs Thongsavanh
Phomvihane praised the progress in their countries'
relations, particularly in politics, defense-security,
trade, education, and cultural exchanges.

Both sides committed to implementing action plans for
high-level agreements and preparing for the 47th
Vietnam-Laos intergovernmental committee meeting.
Key goals include deepening defense-security
collaboration, boosting trade and investment, and
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drafting a cooperation pact for 2026-2031 and an
economic diplomacy action program for 2026-2030.

Laos expressed gratitude for Vietnam’s support during
its ASEAN chairmanship in 2024 and pledged to assist
Vietnam in hosting the 2nd ASEAN Future Forum in
2025. The ministers also highlighted their cooperation
at multilateral forums, including the United Nations,
and their shared commitment to addressing regional
issues such as the East Sea and Mekong cooperation.
[Viet Nam News]

Japan, Vietnam hold 8th Strategic
Partnership Dialogue

(Im) Vietnam and Japan reaffirmed their strategic
partnership during the 8th Strategic Partnership
Dialogue, co-chaired by Vietnam'’s Permanent Deputy
Minister of Foreign Affairs Nguyen Minh Vu and his
Japanese counterpart Funakoshi Takehiro in Japan
from December 11-13. Both sides committed to close
coordination at international and regional forums,
including the United Nations, ASEAN, and APEC, to
promote global peace, stability, and development.

Deputy Minister Vu emphasized Vietnam's foreign
policy of independence, multilateralism, and
diversification of international relations, underscoring
Japan's role as a key long-term partner. He invited
Japan to actively participate in major international
events Vietnam will host in 2025, including the P4G
Summit and the 2nd ASEAN Future Forum. Funakoshi
highlighted Vietnam's importance in Japan's foreign
policy and expressed hopes for Vietnam'’s involvement
in the World Expo 2025 in Osaka. [Viet Nam News 1]

In parallel, Japan also reaffirmed its focus on improving
the living and working conditions of Vietnamese
workers, who make up a significant portion of Japan's
workforce, particularly in manufacturing. Over 430,000
Vietnamese workers are currently employed in Japan.
Changes to Japan's Technical Intern Training Program
now allow workers to change jobs if they face abuse or
violations. The Japanese government is also addressing
high brokerage fees and collaborating with
international organizations to better inform workers of
their rights. [Viet Nam News 2]

Vietnam, Russia strengthen bilateral
cooperation across multiple sectors
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(hn) On December 12, Vietnam's Deputy Prime Minister
Tran Hong Ha chaired a meeting of the Vietnam
Subcommittee of the Vietnam-Russia
Intergovernmental Committee to discuss the
enhancement of economic, trade, and scientific-
technological cooperation. The meeting reviewed
progress on cooperation plans aimed at development
until 2030, addressing challenges in implementing
bilateral projects across sectors such as agriculture,
healthcare, trade, and energy. Specific focus was
placed on expanding cooperation in the oil and gas
sector and the construction of the Russian High School
and Moscow House in Hanoi.

The two sides emphasized the importance of removing
obstacles to ensure effective implementation of
agreements made during their 25th session in
September. Over 100 items were agreed upon across
more than 20 sectors, with a commitment to
strengthening political trust, boosting trade turnover,
and ensuring agricultural and pharmaceutical products
can access each other's markets.

Both countries have also agreed to promote cultural
and educational exchanges, including increasing the
teaching of Vietnamese and Russian, and maintaining
scholarships for Vietnamese students. Additionally,
Russia has been urged to provide better conditions for
the Vietnamese community living there. [Viet Nam
News]

Vietham-United Kingdom: London’s new
trade policies and agreements to boost
bilateral trade

(Im) Vietnam'’s trade relations with the United Kingdom
are poised for significant growth, thanks to new
policies under the UK's Labour government, along with
the UK-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement (UKVFTA) and
the UK's accession to the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership
(CPTPP). These agreements are expected to enhance
trade and investment flows between the two countries,
particularly in sectors like agriculture, textiles,
renewable energy, and technology.

The UK government's new policies aim to ease trade
barriers and reduce costs, such as inspection fees for
Vietnamese exports, benefiting both countries. The
UKVFTA and CPTPP will help integrate supply chains,
offer preferential tariffs, and attract high-quality
investment. The agreements also promise to deepen
cooperation in areas like digital transformation,
renewable energy, and high-quality manufacturing.



Experts stress that Vietnamese businesses must
improve competitiveness by focusing on quality
control, technology adoption, and complying with UK
market standards. By enhancing production processes,
ensuring traceability, and addressing issues like food
safety, Vietnamese exporters can better tap into the
UK market.

Over the past three years, the UKVFTA has contributed
to an average 8.9 percent growth in trade, with
Vietnamese exports in footwear, cashew nuts, fishery
products, coffee, and garments already making a
notable impact. The UK's commitment to
strengthening ties with Vietnam and its role in the
CPTPP is expected to further accelerate these
developments, creating new opportunities for mutual
economic growth. [Viet Nam News] [The Star]

Vietnamese officials accused of sexual
assault during March visit to New Zealand

(Im) Two Vietnamese security officials have been
accused of sexually assaulting two female waitresses at
a Wellington restaurant in March, days before Prime
Minister Pham Minh Chinh's visit to New Zealand.
According to New Zealand police, CCTV footage and
witness statements confirmed the incident, but the
suspects returned to Vietnam before charges could be
filed.

Detective Inspector John Van Den Heuvel stated that
had the men remained in New Zealand, police would
have pursued criminal charges. However, the absence
of an extradition treaty between Vietnam and New
Zealand prevents further legal action.

One of the waitresses recounted being forced to drink
alcohol and indecently assaulted by the officials. She
described waking up with injuries and symptoms
beyond typical intoxication. Police later conveyed their
concerns to the Vietnamese Embassy through New
Zealand's Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. [Radio
Free Asia]

Vietnam, Venezuela strengthen ties at
10th political consultation

(Im) Vietnam and Venezuela held their 10th political
consultation in Hanoi, co-chaired by Vietnamese
Deputy Foreign Minister Do Hung Viet and his
Venezuelan counterpart Tatiana Pugh. Both sides
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reaffirmed their commitment to deepening the
traditional friendship and Comprehensive Partnership
as they mark 35 years of diplomatic relations.

The officials reviewed recent high-level exchanges,
including Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh’'s meeting
with Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in October
and Deputy Prime Minister Tran Luu Quang's visit to
Venezuela in April.

They agreed to advance cooperation in trade, oil and
gas, agriculture, telecommunications, and people-to-
people exchanges, while expediting the 4th Vietnam-
Venezuela Intergovernmental Cooperation Committee
meeting to strengthen economic and legal
frameworks. [Viet Nam News]

Announcements

Upcoming online events

19 December 2024 @ 9:00 a.m. - 12:15 p.m. (GMT+9),
Institute for Global Environmental Strategies,
Japan

How can we accelerate action to stay
below 1.5 degrees C?

The 15th Annual Meeting of the LCS-RNet takes place
on 19-20 December, with a focus on accelerating
action to limit global warming to 1.5°C. With its
keynote addresses from IPCC Chair Jim Skea, sessions
on adaptation, decarbonization, and climate resilience,
this event is meant to spur collaboration among
researchers, policymakers, and young scientists in
advancing low-carbon strategies and global climate
action. For more information, visit [Institute for Global
Environmental Strategies]
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19 December 2024 @ 9:00 a.m. - 9:45 a.m. (GMT-5),
Pacific Council, USA

Rapid Response: Aaron David Miller on the
End of Assad and Syria's Future

Aaron David Miller, one of the leading Middle East
policy experts, joins Pacific Council CEO Duncan Wood
for a webinar on the future of Syria after Bashar al-
Assad. The discussion covers everything from
governance challenges and regional alliances to
international roles within uncertainty, followed by Q&A
with the audience for timely insights into Syria's critical
transition and broader implications for global stability.
For more information, visit [Pacific Council]

18 December 2024 @ 6:30 p.m. (GMT+1), Barcelona
Centre for International Affairs, Spain

The world in 2025. The issues that will set
the international agenda

On December 18, join CIDOB and Revista 5W in an in
situ recording of their podcast on the most pressing
international topics for the year 2025, with Pol Morillas
participating; the presentation was given by the co-
directors of Podcast 5W: Raul Flores and Nduria Jar. For
more information, visit [Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs].

Recent Book Releases

Dinsha Mistree, Sumit Ganguly, and Larry
Diamond, The Troubling State of India’s Democracy,
University of Michigan Press, 394 pages, published
August 6, 2024. For a review, see [LSE]

Angela Merkel, Freedom, St Martin's Press, 563 pages,
published 26 November 2024. For a review, see [The
Guardian]

Nadine Dorries, Downfall, HarperCollins, 320 pages,
published 21 November 2024. For a review, see [The
Guardian]

Steven A. Cook, The End of Ambition: America’s Past,
Present, and Future in the Middle East, Oxford
University Press, 208 pages, published 30 September
2024. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs]
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Calls

Washington and Lee University School of Law's
Frances Lewis Law Center and the Oxford
University Centre for Corporate Reputation invites
paper proposals for the London Roundtable on
National Security & International Business, to be held
on May 19, 2025. The deadline for abstract submission
is January 31, 2025. For more information, see
[University of Oxford].

The College of Law of Michigan State University
invites paper proposals for the Democracy Works-in-
Progress Conference to be held on April 10-11, 2025.
The deadline for abstract submission is December 31,
2024. For more information, see [Michigan State
University].

Jobs and Positions

The United Nations Office for Project Services
(UNOPS) is looking for a Finance Assistant. The
deadline for the application submission is January 6,
2025. For more information, see [UNOPS].

UCL are looking for a Research Assistant in Politics,
Philosophy, and Digital Civic Education in the
department of Political Science & School of Public
Policy. The deadline for the application submission is
January 2, 2025. For more information, see [UCL].

The United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs (UN DESA) is looking for an Intern in
Economic affairs. The deadline for the application
submission is December 29, 2024. For more
information, see [UN Careers].

The United Nations Department of Political and
Peacebuilding Affairs (UN DPPA) is looking for an
International Humanitarian Law Expert/Armed
Groups. The deadline for the application submission is
January 7, 2025. For more information, see [UN
Careers].

The Green Climate Fund (GCF) is looking for an
Intern in Office of Governance Affairs. The deadline
for the application submission is January 12, 2025. For
more information, see [Green Climate Fund].

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is looking for an
Economist (Trade and Logistics) for Regional
Cooperation, working as an individual consultant. The
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deadline for the application submission is December
27, 2024. For more information, see [ABD].

The University of Glasgow is looking for a Lecturer in
Scots Private Law (Property) in the college of social
sciences - school of law. The deadline for the
application submission is December 27, 2024. For
more information, see [University of Glasgow].

The University of Glasgow is looking for a Lecturer in
Common Law (LTS) in the college of social sciences -
school of law. The deadline for the application
submission is January 3, 2025. For more information,
see [University of Glasgow].

Human Rights Watch is looking for Senior
Researcher in Technology and Human Rights. The
deadline for the application submission is January 5,
2025. For more information, see [Human Rights
Watch].

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is looking for an
Humanitarian Affairs Officer/Liaison Officer. The
deadline for the application submission is December
20, 2024. For more information, see [OCHA].

The International Labour Organization (ILO) is
looking for a Senior Labour Law Specialist. The
deadline for the application submission is January 13,
2025. For more information, see [ILO].

King's College London is looking for a
Lecturer/Senior Lecturer in Environmental Law.
The deadline for the application submission is January
26, 2025. For more information, see [King's College
London].

King's College London is looking for a Lecturer in EU
Law. The deadline for the application is January 12,
2025. For more information, see [King's College
London].

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) is looking for an International Consultant.
The deadline for the application submission is
December 24, 2024. For more information see
[UNODCI.

The University of Nottingham is looking for an
Assistant Professor in Public Law. The deadline for
the application submission is January 7, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Nottingham].
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Team:

Ally Koh (alk), Alexandre Cayrouse (axc), Alperen
Cennetkusu (acs), Anna Chong (ac), Aung Naing Lin (anl),
Axel Melkonian (am), Aye Moe Pwint Phyu, Ayesha Abrar
(asa), Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk), Chow Song
Chee (cc), Duc Quang Ly (dql), Fang Ching Liu (fcl), Felix
Serna Calvo (fs), Fitri Aulia Ikhsani (fi), Geo Dzakwan
Arshali (ga), Gowthami Kunchihithlu (gk), Henning Glaser
(hg), Herosha Shanmugam (hrs), Hoa Khanh Ngo (hn), Ji
Fang (jf), Junaid Amjad (ja), Jyotsna Badrinarayanan (jb),
Lucas Meier (Im), Lunyka Adelina Pertiwi (Ip), Melih Colak
(mc), Mohammad Rizwan Ali (mra), Muhammad Anugrah
Utama (mu), Muhammad Farhan Yaumil Ramadhan
(mfr), Myat Sandar Zaw (msz), Oliver Cubbin (oc),
Rajeswari Vikiraman (rv), Rishi Shrivastava (rs), Robishan
Subba (rs), Sike Chan (sc), Sofiia Lysko (sl), Stephen Kei
(sk), Steven Naaman (sn), Sudiksha Ajit Lachman

(sal), Tehreem Fatima (tf), Thurein Lynn (tl), Tomwit
Jarnson (tj), Venus Phuangkom, Volkan Kayhan (vk), Wong
Sin Yuen (wy), Yong Qi (yq)

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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