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Dear Readers,

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

| extend special greetings to everyone who celebrates
Libya's, Mongolia’s and Slovenia’s Independence Day

this week.

Wishing you a joyful and peaceful festive season as
well as a happy, healthy and successful New Year.

With best regards,
Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: Number of high-ranking officials
targeted by anti-corruption campaign hits
record in 2024

(dqgl) Chinese President Xi Jinping's anti-corruption
campaign in 2024 has targeted a record number of
high-ranking officials, with 56 individuals at the vice-
ministerial level or higher being investigated, marking
an increase of nearly 25 percent from 2023. This surge
includes a significant rise in corruption cases within
top party organs, ministries, and the aviation and
defense sectors, although cases in the finance industry
decreased.

The campaign’s reach has expanded, with a wider net
and tighter scrutiny, ensnaring senior officials in key
sectors. Notable figures under investigation include



former justice minister Tang Yijun, agriculture minister
Tang Renjian, and national sports chief Gou Zhongwen,
who face both corruption charges and accusations of
political disloyalty.

Several state-owned enterprises (SOEs) are also under
scrutiny, with six SOE executives investigated this year,
up from three in 2023. Among them is Tan Ruisong,
former chairman of the Aviation Industry Corporation
of China. The defense and aviation industries, including
key figures like Zhu Zhisong and Xu Ying, have seen
heightened attention due to their strategic importance.

The military has been another focal point of the
crackdown, with significant figures such as former
defense ministers Li Shangfu and Wei Fenghe under
investigation, alongside top generals. This
intensification is part of Xi's broader effort to purge
both military and civilian officials involved in corruption
within the defense sector. This purge, that most
recently has included Admiral Miao Hua, a senior
official in the Central Military Commission (CMC) and
close ally of Xi, have raised questions not only about
the military’s operational readiness, but also about Xi's
power position within the military (see AR No. 51,
December/2024, 3). [South China Morning Post 1]

While the finance sector saw fewer investigations in
2024, other sectors like SOEs, which are critical to
China's technological and economic strategies, remain
heavily targeted. Additionally, rising political stars such
as Yang Fasen and Gao Peng have been caught in
corruption probes, signaling the far-reaching impact of
the campaign. [South China Morning Post 2]

China: Premier calls for better regulation
of administrative law enforcement

(Ib) Chinese Premier Li Qiang has called for improved
enforcement procedures and supervision to enhance
the quality and effectiveness of administrative law
enforcement. Speaking at a study session held by the
State Council on December 16 Li stressed the
importance of strengthening enforcement methods to
address public and business concerns. [Ministry of
Justice, China]

Li acknowledged that issues such as abuse of
administrative discretion and unfair law enforcement
persist in some sectors and regions. He emphasized
the need to address these problems by improving the
system of benchmarks for administrative discretion
and standardizing the exercise of power. This, he said,
would help ensure fairness in law enforcement.
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A special initiative will be launched in 2025 to regulate
business-related law enforcement to improve the
business environment, increase market confidence,
and stabilize expectations as part of broader to boost
China’'s economy. This includes "soft measures" to
handle minor offenses and promised consistent
penalties to prevent exploitation.

He addressed in particular local governments urging
them to avoid imposing unfair fines on private
companies, suggesting applying flexible measures for
minor offenses that involve no intent and pose limited
social harm. He highlighted ongoing issues such as
excessive fines, disproportionate penalties, and "profit-
driven law enforcement," where authorities exploit
businesses for financial gain. [South China Morning
Post]

Li's remarks follow reports about abuse, such as the
recent jailing of officers in Zhejiang province for
extorting entrepreneurs. These practices compounded
by mounting local government debts - have
undermined trust and hampered economic recovery
(see AR No. 48, November/2024, 4).

China - Macau: Xi Jinping hails ‘One
Country, Two System’ success story at
25th return anniversary

(Ib) Chinese President Xi Jinping visited in Macau from
December 18-20 to commemorate the 25th
anniversary of its handover from Portuguese to
Chinese rule. Xi described Macau as "a bright pearl in
the palm of the motherland," emphasizing the
“successful implementation of One Country, Two
Systems with Macao characteristics” and announcing
plans for discussions on the city's development. He
also urged Macau to diversify its industries and align
with China's national development strategies, including
the Greater Bay Area—a bold economic initiative
aimed at linking several cities in southern China, such
as the neighboring financial hubs of Hong Kong and
Guangzhou. [State Council, China] [Government,
Macau] [Reuters]

Macau has avoided the political unrest seen in Hong
Kong, earning it the moniker “the well-behaved child.”
Unlike Hong Kong, Macau's residents - largely post-
1979 arrivals from Guangdong - were never promised
fully democratic elections. Pro-democracy figures have
been barred from public office since 2021, with no
history of mass protests.
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However, heightened security for Xi's visit reflects
Beijing's unease despite Macau’s subdued political
climate. The secrecy surrounding Xi's visit contrasts
with earlier, more open interactions by Chinese
leaders.

Tight security measures were implemented, including
bans on drones and firearms, which Macau
commentator Camoes Tam likened to martial law.
Journalists and activists in Macau report surveillance
and restrictions ahead of Xi's visit, with some
postponing travel for fear of being caught in the
dragnet. Media outlets were instructed to avoid
unfavorable coverage, highlighting Beijing's efforts to
suppress dissent both within and beyond Macau
during the anniversary celebrations. [Radio Free Asia]
[Crisis 24]

China - Hong Kong: 40th anniversary of
Sino-British Joint Declaration passes
quietly

(wy) December 19 marked the 40th anniversary of the
Sino-British Joint Declaration, the landmark agreement
between the Chinese Communist Party and the British
government that paved the way for Hong Kong's
handover to China in 1997. The occasion, however,
passed quietly in Hong Kong, with little
acknowledgment from local authorities.

On December 19, 1984, the declaration was signed by
then-British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher and
Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang, under the watchful eyes
of Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping. The agreement
promised Hong Kong people the principles of "One
Country, Two Systems" and a "high degree of
autonomy." Yet, the muted response to this milestone
highlights the stark political changes that have since
unfolded. [Nikkei Asia]

While Hong Kong authorities remained indifferent to
the anniversary, Lord Christopher Patten, the last
governor of Hong Kong, published an article titled We
Must Learn from China’s Hong Kong Betrayal. In it, he
accused the Chinese Communist Party of violating the
international agreement and reneging on the
commitments made to the people of Hong Kong. Emily
Lau, a prominent Hong Kong politician, also voiced her
concerns, emphasizing the ongoing erosion of
freedoms in the city. [Radio Free Asia, in Chinese] [The
Telegraph]
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China - Hong Kong: Lawmakers warn
against salary cuts amid budget deficit

(Ib) Hong Kong lawmakers have raised concerns over
the potential impact of salary cuts for civil servants,
arguing it could affect not only the 170,000
government employees but also the broader
workforce.

Legislators warned that any reduction in civil service
pay would likely lead to lower wages across the private
and non-profit sectors, as they often base salary
adjustments on government pay rates. They cautioned
that this could create a harmful cycle, decreasing
wages for over three million workers in the city. In
contrast, they suggested that cutting salaries should be
a last resort and recommended instead reducing
headcount and addressing inefficiencies, such as the
misuse of housing and transport allowances, as more
effective measures to close the budget gap. [The
Standard]

The Hong Kong government faces a projected deficit of
HKD 100 billion (USD 12.7 billion) for the current fiscal
year, a significant increase from earlier forecasts. In
2023-24, civil servant salaries cost the government
HKD 156 billion (USD 19.8 billion).

Despite this, all government employees received a 3
percent pay increase in April. Economic experts have
proposed reducing civil servants' pay by 8 to 10
percent.

As the public consultation period for the 2025-26
Budget begins, Financial Secretary Paul Chan
emphasized the need for prudent management of
public finances while supporting economic
development. Chief Executive John Lee also mentioned
the importance of cutting expenditures and boosting
growth but did not specify any immediate actions.
[Hong Kong Free Press]

China - Hong Kong: Plan for 'smart' ballot
boxes amid privacy concerns scaled back

(Ib) Hong Kong has shelved a plan to implement
“smart” ballot boxes in the upcoming election to the
Legislative Council (LegCo), the city's parliament
following privacy concerns raised by lawmakers. The
Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau (CMAB)
announced that while the devices would not be
mandatory, they would still be available for voters who
opt to use them. The decision came just days after the
proposal was introduced.
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Under the initial plan, the smart ballot boxes were
intended to scan paper ballots and alert voters to
potential errors. Lawmakers criticized the system,
questioning its impact on the right to cast blank votes -
a right preserved under Hong Kong's electoral laws,
despite a 2021 amendment banning open incitement
to submit blank or spoiled ballots. Chief Executive John
Lee sidestepped direct questions about voter rights,
emphasizing the government’'s commitment to smooth

and satisfactory election processes. [Hong Kong Free
Press]

This year's election marks the second LegCo poll since
Beijing's 2021 electoral overhaul, which - among other
changes - reduced the number of directly elected seats
and limited candidacies to government-approved
“patriots”. For critics, the electoral reform was part of
Beijing's efforts to further rein in Hong Kong's civil
liberties and crack down on political opposition camp,
following Beijing's imposition of the national security
law for Hong Kong in June 2020 (see AiR No. 11,
March/2021, 3).

The 2021 poll saw record-low voter turnout at 30.2
percent, reflecting growing public disillusionment with
Hong Kong's electoral system (see AiR No. 51,
December/2021, 3).

China - Hong Kong: Security law trials
highlight rule of law concerns

(Ib) Two high-profile cases in Hong Kong underscore
the tensions surrounding the Beijing-imposed national
security law (NSL) and its implications for the rule of
law and political freedoms.

Jimmy Lai trial: "Twisting facts" accusation

Media tycoon Jimmy Lai, 77, testified in his ongoing
trial, claiming that Hong Kong police began "twisting
facts" after the NSL's enactment in June 2020. Lai made
this statement during questioning about his comments
from August 2020. At that time, he criticized the arrest
of pro-democracy former lawmaker Lam Cheuk-ting
for rioting during the Yuen Long mob attack of July
2019, calling it a sign that the NSL "destroyed our rule
of law."

Lai argued that Lam was defending the public rather
than rioting and accused authorities of
misrepresenting facts to justify charges. "At least the
police," Lai said, when asked if he believed the
government was twisting facts after the law's
introduction. Lai denied inciting hatred against
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authorities, asserting his comments were factual
observations.

The founder of now-defunct Apple Daily - a newspaper
and media outlet, known for its critical reporting on
the Chinese and Hong Kong governments - faces two
counts of conspiring to collude with foreign forces
under the NSL and one count of publishing “seditious”
materials under a colonial-era law. If convicted, he
could face life imprisonment. Three judges, specially
appointed for NSL cases, are presiding over the trial
without a jury, marking a significant departure from
Hong Kong's common law traditions. [Hong Kong Free
Press 1]

Wong Ji-yuet appeals landmark subversion case sentence

Activist Wong Ji-yuet, 27, has filed an appeal against
her four-year, five-month sentence for "conspiracy to
commit subversion." Wong was among 45 pro-
democracy figures convicted over their roles in an
unofficial primary election aimed at securing a
Legislative Council majority (see AiR No. 48,
November/2024, 4).

Wong's involvement in the Umbrella Movement in
2014 and her leadership role in Scholarism, a now-
disbanded youth activist group, marked her as a
prominent figure in Hong Kong's pro-democracy
movement. She was also sentenced to 37 months in
July 2023 for her role in 2019's pro-democracy
protests.

Among the 14 individuals appealing their cases are
journalist-turned-activist Gwyneth Ho and veteran
campaigner Leung Kwok-hung, sentenced to seven
years and six years and nine months, respectively.
[Hong Kong Free Press 2] [Hong Kong Watch]

China: Death sentence for woman in child
trafficking case upheld

(Ib) China's Supreme Court has upheld the death
sentence for Yu Huaying, a woman convicted of
trafficking at least 17 children during the 1990s. Yu, 60,
initially received the death penalty in 2023 but
appealed her sentence. Despite the common outcome
of clemency following such appeals, the court in
southwestern Guizhou province rejected her appeal on
December 19 confirming the original sentence.

Yu's crimes gained widespread attention when, in
2022, a woman she sold for less than USD 350 in 1995
shared her story. Yu was detained in 2022 and later
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convicted of trafficking 11 children, with the appeal
process uncovering evidence of six more victims.

Human trafficking remains a major issue in China, with
other high-profile cases emerging in recent years. In
2023, six individuals were sentenced for their
involvement in the trafficking of a woman found
chained in a hut (see AiR No. 8, February/2022, 4).
China’s past one-child policy and preference for male
children contributed to cases of child abandonment
and trafficking, a practice that continues to have long-
lasting effects on many families. [CNA]

China: Peak oil consumption to be
reached by 2027

(jf) China's oil consumption is projected to peak by
2027, according to Sinopec, the state refining giant.
The anticipated peak will cap at a maximum of 800
million metric tons, or roughly 16 million barrels of
crude oil per day, marking a significant shift in the
energy landscape of the world's largest oil importer.
This updated forecast reflects a narrowing timeline
compared to last year's projection, which placed the
peak somewhere between 2026 and 2030. Analysts
attribute the accelerated peak to the growing adoption
of electric vehicles and the increasing prevalence of
trucks powered by liquefied natural gas (LNG).

Sinopec highlighted that petrochemicals will eventually
surpass transportation as the dominant consumer of
oil, contributing 55 percent of total oil consumption by
2060, up from the current 22 percent while natural gas
is also a growing focus. Sinopec predicts its
consumption will peak earlier but at a higher level than
previously forecast. By 2030, natural gas usage in
China could hit 570 billion cubic meters, stabilizing at
around 620 billion cubic meters between 2035 and
2040. This adjustment represents a rise from last
year's prediction of 610 billion cubic meters by 2040.
For 2025, natural gas demand is forecasted to reach
458 billion cubic meters, spurred by LNG trucking,
industrial and residential use, and expanded gas
power generation capacity.

The broader energy sector faces uncertainties,
including geopolitical risks. With Donald Trump
returning to the U.S. presidency, Sinopec has raised
concerns over potential disruptions to Iranian oil
exports, which heavily supply China’s independent
refiners.

Sinopec also revised its projections for carbon
emissions from energy-related activities, estimating a


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yh/

peak between 10.8 and 11.12 billion tons before 2030,
a higher figure than last year's forecast of 10.1 billion
tons for the same period. Sinopec has also achieved a
significant milestone by completing the country's first
factory-based seawater hydrogen production research
project at its Qingdao Refinery. The project, which
combines direct seawater electrolysis with renewable
energy, successfully produces 20 cubic meters of green
hydrogen per hour. This breakthrough offers a
promising new pathway for coastal regions to harness
renewable energy for hydrogen production. It also
demonstrates an innovative way to repurpose high-
salinity industrial wastewater, addressing both energy
and environmental challenges. [Chemanalyst]
[Reuters]

China: Premier Li Qiang promises greater
access and services to international
businesses

(jf) China is intensifying its efforts to attract foreign
investors, with Premier Li Qiang pledging expanded
market access and improved services for overseas
companies. During a recent three-day visit to Zhejiang
province, Li emphasized the government's
commitment to supporting foreign-invested
enterprises and fostering a stable environment for
their growth. This visit came shortly after the central
economic work conference, where leaders promised to
bolster foreign capital and trade amid rising global
challenges, including anticipated trade tensions with
the incoming Trump administration in the United
States (see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

Li addressed executives in key cities, including
Hangzhou, Shaoxing, and Jiaxing, reiterating China's
intent to widen access for foreign firms across various
sectors. He stressed the importance of fair
competition, assuring equal treatment for both
domestic and international companies.

These reassurances align with recent government
initiatives, such as lifting restrictions on foreign access
to manufacturing from November 1 and allowing
wholly foreign-owned hospitals in major cities (see AR
No. 49, December/2024, 1). However, despite these
efforts, foreign direct investment (FDI) in China fell
sharply in 2023, with a 27.9 percent year-on-year
decline recorded from January to November.

The trip coincided with the submission of a draft law to
the national legislature aimed at promoting private
sector development. Justice Minister He Rong
described the proposed legislation as a measure to
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create a legal environment conducive to all sectors of
the economy, particularly the private sector. However,
some economists criticized the draft for recycling
existing policies, arguing that it fell short of delivering
fresh measures to revive private sector confidence.

While the government's promises signal a stronger
push for investment and innovation, challenges
persist, including slowed private sector growth,
declining investor confidence, and mounting trade
uncertainties under the specter of heightened US-
China tensions. [South China Morning Post]

China: World’s largest artificial island
airport underway

(Ib) China is constructing the world's largest artificial
island airport, the Dalian Jinzhou Bay International
Airport, off the country’s northeast coast. The airport
will span 20 square kilometers (7.7 square miles) with
four runways and a 900,000-square-meter (969,000-
square-foot) passenger terminal. Once operational, it
aims to handle 80 million passengers annually across
540,000 flights, with the first phase expected to open
by 2035.

The project is a response to the capacity limitations of
Dalian Zhoushuizi Airport, which has served the city for
nearly a century but is now operating at maximum
capacity. Dalian, a transport hub with 7.5 million
residents, began planning the new airport in 2003,
though major construction started only recently due to
geological challenges and strict quality demands.

This development will eclipse Hong Kong International
Airport and Japan’s Kansai Airport as the largest
offshore airport. Engineers have faced significant
hurdles, including complex geological conditions and a
tight construction timeline, highlighting the scale and
ambition of this project.

China’s aviation expansion aligns with its goal of
becoming the world's largest air travel market. By
2035, the country plans to build 450 airports to meet
surging demand, solidifying its global position. Beijing's
Daxing International Airport, a star-shaped hub
opened in 2019, is another example of China's rapid
infrastructure development. [CNN]

China: New rules to tighten scrutiny on
foreign accounting firms' domestic
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operations released

(jf) China has tightened oversight of foreign accounting
firms operating domestically, with new rules
introduced on December 19 aimed at curbing
accounting fraud and improving regulatory control.
The updated regulations, which took effect
immediately, place foreign accounting firms under the
direct supervision of authorities, including the Ministry
of Finance and the Public Security Bureau, which is the
local branch of the Ministry of Public Security.

Under the new framework, foreign accounting firms
with branches in China must submit annual business
plans and reports to regulators, marking a shift from
previous guidelines. Previously, these firms were only
required to file their operations with the Ministry of
Finance without the stricter reporting obligations now
mandated.

This regulatory push comes amid heightened scrutiny
of the accounting industry following several high-
profile failures. In September, Beijing levied a record
fine of RMB 441 million (USD 60 million) on PwC for its
auditing role in the collapse of China Evergrande
Group. Investigations earlier this year revealed that
Evergrande, a property giant, had inflated its revenue
by USD 78 billion (see AR No. 12, March/2024, 3).
Authorities have also initiated probes into
intermediaries connected to the company,
underscoring a broader effort to address systemic
issues within the sector. [Reuters]

China: Milk oversupply expected to
remain through first half of 2025

(jf) China's milk supply is expected to remain in surplus
through the first half of 2025 but should normalize
later in the year as government measures to regulate
production take effect, according to a statement from
the agriculture ministry. The nation, the world'’s third-
largest milk producer, has been grappling with an
oversupply crisis caused by declining birth rates and
more frugal consumer spending. This has led to
financial strain on smaller dairy farmers and reduced
shipments.

In response to the glut, Beijing issued guidelines in
September to help farmers manage their dairy output
more effectively. These include optimizing herd
structures by phasing out older and less productive
cows and introducing initiatives to boost milk
consumption.
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The ministry noted that dairy cow stocks have been
gradually adjusted, and herd efficiency improved,
keeping overall production stable. While the measures
are expected to alleviate supply-demand imbalances in
the second half of 2025, the ministry cautioned that
excess milk would remain a significant challenge in the
earlier part of the year. [Reuters]

China: Youth unemployment rate falls for
the third consecutive month in November

(jf) Youth joblessness in Chinese cities declined for the
third consecutive month in November, following a
peak earlier this year in August, official data revealed
on December 18. The urban unemployment rate for
16-to-24-year-olds, excluding students, fell to 16.1
percent from 17.1 percent in October, according to the
National Bureau of Statistics.

For those aged 25-29, the unemployment rate also saw
a slight decrease, dropping to 6.7 percent from 6.8
percent, while the rate for individuals aged 30-59
remained steady at 3.8 percent. Nationwide, the
jobless rate stood at 5 percent in November, as
reported by the statistics bureau on December 16.

China had stopped releasing youth unemployment
figures for several months after the rate for 16-to-24-
year-olds reached a record 21.3 percent in June last
year. The National Bureau of Statistics resumed
publishing the data in December 2023, adjusting its
methodology to exclude students from the
calculations. However, the jobless rate does not
include individuals who have stopped seeking work or
assess unemployment conditions in rural areas. This
limitation leaves gaps in understanding the full scope
of unemployment challenges across the country.

China’s economic recovery has faced hurdles this year,
weighed down by weak domestic demand and a
lingering property crisis. Despite these challenges,
officials are optimistic about achieving the 2024 growth
target of around 5 percent. To strengthen the
economy, the government has rolled out a series of
stimulus measures, aiming to mitigate the external
challenges anticipated from a second Trump
administration in the United States next year.

Economic advisers to the Chinese government have
suggested maintaining a growth target of
approximately 5.0 percent for 2025, emphasizing the
need for robust fiscal stimulus to counter the expected
impact of additional U.S. tariffs on Chinese exports.
[Reuters]
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China: Merck to develop a weight-loss pill
from a Chinese pharmaceutical company

(jf) Merck announced on December 18 that it has
secured the global rights to an experimental weight-
loss pill from Chinese pharmaceutical company
Hansoh Pharma in a deal potentially worth up to USD 2
billion. While the drug, known as HS-10535, has yet to
enter human trials, the agreement signals Merck's
ambitions to capture a share of the rapidly growing
obesity treatment market, which analysts predict could
exceed USD 100 billion annually by the early 2030s.

The oral drug targets GLP-1, a gut hormone that
regulates appetite and blood sugar levels, similar to
Novo Nordisk’s widely popular Wegovy and Ozempic.
These GLP-1-targeting drugs have become
blockbusters in the weight loss and diabetes markets.
Merck will hold exclusive global rights to develop,
manufacture, and market HS-10535, which could give it
a competitive edge in the race to develop more
convenient alternatives to injectable obesity
treatments.

Under the agreement, Merck will pay Hansoh USD 112
million upfront, with an additional USD 1.9 billion tied
to milestone achievements and royalties from future
sales. The company noted that it will record a pretax
charge of USD 112 million, or 4 cents per share, in its
fourth-quarter financial results.

This move is the latest example of pharmaceutical
companies striking deals for GLP-1-based treatments
developed in China. Last year, AstraZeneca licensed an
experimental oral drug from Chinese company
Eccogene, which has since advanced to mid-stage
clinical trials. As competition intensifies, Merck joins
other major players, including Pfizer and Roche, in
exploring oral GLP-1 drugs that could rival injectable
therapies from Novo Nordisk and Eli Lilly. [CNBC]

China: Anticorruption campaign slows
military plans, Pentagon reports

(Ib) China's anticorruption crackdown is disrupting its
military modernization plans, according to the
Pentagon’s 2024 China Military Power Report. Since mid-
2023, at least 15 senior military officials and defense
industry executives have been dismissed for
corruption, impacting progress toward the People’s
Liberation Army’s (PLA) goal of being ready for a
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potential invasion of Taiwan by 2027. The frequent
turnover in high-level personnel is delaying
construction projects, weapons development, and
overall modernization efforts. [Department of Defense,
USA]

The report highlights that China is also learning from
Russia’s war in Ukraine. Observing sanctions against
Russia, Chinese leaders are focusing on self-reliance
and enhancing their strategic capabilities, particularly
in the information space. Additionally, the report notes
China's growing nuclear arsenal, with an estimated 600
operational nuclear warheads - 100 more than last
year - and projections of over 1,000 warheads by 2030.

Despite setbacks, Chinese President Xi Jinping remains
committed to transforming the PLA into a “world-class”
military by 2049. His anticorruption campaign, a key
feature of his leadership, aims to address risks to the
PLA's political reliability and operational effectiveness.
However, experts warn the campaign’s “spiraling
effect” of uncovering corruption in one area often
leads to further investigations, complicating efforts to
maintain stability within the ranks.

The Pentagon’s report underscores that corruption,
particularly within the defense industry, is fueled by
China's aggressive push to procure weapons systems
and warships. While the campaign has disrupted
progress, Chinese leaders view it as essential to
creating a professional fighting force capable of
achieving their ambitious military objectives. Xi is
expected to persist with these efforts, prioritizing
political loyalty alongside modernization goals. [CNN]

China: Chinese astronauts break US
record of spacewalk

(jf) China has achieved another significant milestone in
its ambitious space program, with two astronauts
completing a record-breaking nine-hour spacewalk on
December 17. Cai Xuzhe and Song Lingdong, crew
members of the Shenzhou-19 mission, concluded their
extravehicular activity shortly before 10 p.m. Beijing
time, as announced by the China Manned Space
Agency. This achievement surpasses the previous
record of eight hours and 56 minutes, set by U.S.
astronauts James Voss and Susan Helms in March
2001.

The extended spacewalk highlights China's ongoing
efforts to establish itself as a key player in the
increasingly competitive domain of space exploration.
In recent years, the China National Space
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Administration (CNSA) has undertaken a series of
advanced missions, including the groundbreaking
retrieval of lunar samples from the far side of the
moon earlier this year. These efforts underline China's
ambition to secure its position not only for scientific
and technological gains but also for resource
acquisition and national security advantages. [CNN]

Meanwhile, Hong Kong scientists, led by the Hong
Kong University of Science and Technology (HKUST),
will design a lunar surface robot for China's 2028
Chang'e-8 moon mission. The robot will perform tasks
such as scientific exploration, instrument deployment,
and installation, contributing to the development of a
long-term unmanned facility at the lunar south pole
and advancing China's plans for an international lunar
research station.

The robot, weighing approximately 100 kg (220 Ibs),
will include a mobile charging station to power other
lunar devices, enhancing exploration efficiency. It will
feature advanced materials, autonomous navigation
systems, and temperature management to operate in
the extreme cold of the lunar south pole, where
temperatures can drop below -166°C (-267°F).

The Chang'e-8 mission will include a lander, rover, and
14 scientific instruments to study lunar geology, test
resource utilization technologies, and conduct Earth
observations. The mission aims to lay the groundwork
for a research base at the moon’s south pole,
developed with international collaboration. [South
China Morning Post]

China: New classes of hypersonic drones
revealed

(jf) Recent footage showcasing China's hypersonic
drones highlights advancements in the country's
unmanned surveillance technology. The new aircraft,
identified as MD-19, MD-21, and MD-2, are believed to
be iterations of the MD-22 hypersonic testbed first
revealed in 2022. These drones share design features
with the MD-22, including wedge-shaped fuselages,
delta wings, and twin canted vertical tails. Designed for
high-speed, high-altitude reconnaissance missions,
they are expected to be launched from aircraft such as
H-6M bombers. Their ability to operate at extreme
speeds and altitudes enhances their survivability in
heavily defended airspace.

This development parallels earlier Cold War
advancements, such as the U.S. SR-71 Blackbird and
Soviet MiG-25R/RB, which were capable of Mach 3+
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speeds and achieved high survivability in their era.
However, China has surpassed competitors by
deploying the world's only known operational
hypersonic reconnaissance aircraft.

Documents released by the Pentagon in April 2023
confirmed the operational status of China's WZ-8
hypersonic surveillance drone. These drones are
stationed in western Anhui province under the Eastern
Theatre Command, strategically positioned for
operations in the Taiwan Strait or the Korean
Peninsula. China's lead in hypersonic technology
provides valuable operational experience that could
shape future investments and development of even
more advanced drones with diversified roles.

Unlike satellites, which follow predictable paths and
are vulnerable to targeting in conflicts, reconnaissance
aircraft like the WZ-8 offer flexibility. They can remain
concealed in underground hangars and launch along
unexpected trajectories, providing real-time
intelligence in contested airspace. This makes them a
critical asset for high-altitude reconnaissance,
complementing satellite surveillance and enhancing
China's preparedness for potential conflicts involving
major powers. [Military Watch]

China: Coast guard ship seen using
cutting-edge Z-20 chopper model

(dh) A model of China’s advanced Z-20 helicopter has
been seen on a coastguard frigate, sparking
speculation that the versatile aircraft could soon be
deployed by the paramilitary China Coast Guard (CCG).
Recent photos shared on Chinese social media
platform Weibo show the helicopter model on the
flight deck of a docked Type 054 frigate. The dockyard's
cranes bore markings of Guangzhou-based Huangpu
Wenchong Shipbuilding Company, part of the state-
owned China State Shipbuilding Corporation.

The Z-20, a 10-tonne medium-lift helicopter, is often
compared to the U.S. Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk. It
boasts greater range and payload capacity than the
smaller Z-9 helicopters currently used by the
coastguard. This advanced model was first unveiled for
naval use at the Zhuhai Airshow last month and is
expected to be incorporated into China's navy.
Developed by Harbin Aircraft Industry Group, the Z-20
entered service in 2018.

China has been strengthening its coastguard fleet -
often referred to as its “second navy” - by phasing out
smaller Type 056 corvettes in favor of larger and more
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capable Type 054 frigates. These frigates have become
increasingly involved in high-stakes missions,
particularly in the contested South China Sea. Recently,
a Type 054 frigate played a key role in blocking
Philippine vessels near Scarborough Shoal, an area
controlled by China but claimed by both countries
under different names. [South China Morning Post]

Japan: Ruling coalition approves fiscal
2025 tax reform plans

(dgl) Japan's ruling coalition, consisting of the Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) and its junior partner Komeito,
have approved tax reform plans for the next fiscal year
beginning in April 2025 to fund a significant defense
budget hike. The plans include raising corporate and
tobacco taxes starting in 2026 while deferring a
decision on income tax increases due to resistance
from Komeito, the coalition's junior partner.

The reforms seek to secure an additional JPY 1 trillion
(USD 6.4 billion) annually to contribute to Japan's
defense spending of JPY 43 trillion (USD 273 billion)
over five years through fiscal 2027.

In parallel, the coalition agreed to raise the annual
income thresholds at which parents lose tax
deductions for dependent children aged 19 to 22 with
jobs, addressing concerns about disposable incomes.
Starting next year, the tax-free income threshold for
dependents will increase from JPY 1.03 million (USD
6,580 USD) to JPY 1.23 million (USD 7,860). [The Asahi
Shimbun]

This increase of tax-exempted wages was demand of
the opposition Democratic Party for the People (DPP)
which the ruling coalition was forced to accept to
secure passage of the supplementary budget because
they lost their majority in the October 27 general
election (see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

The DPP made significant gains in the general election,
increasing its number of seats in the House of
Representatives from 11 to 28. Its political strength is
largely driven by younger voters who are struggling to
repay their mortgages.

The increase in the tax-free salary is expected to
reduce tax revenues by JPY 600 to 700 billion (USD 3.8
to 4.5 billion) annually. However, the new threshold
falls short of the DPP's demand for JPY 1.78 million
(USD 11, 377) with further negotiations planned.
Analysts warn that these tax cuts, combined with
increased spending to incorporate opposition policies,
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will exacerbate Japan's fiscal challenges, already the
weakest among major advanced economies. [Kyodo
News] [The Mainichi]

Japan: Regular Diet session likely to start
on January 24

(dqgl) The Diet's regular session is now expected to start
on January 24, slightly later than planned, pushing the
House of Councillors election to around July 20, as
announced by officials on December 19. The revised
schedule, still under consideration, reflects Komeito’s
request to minimize voter fatigue from consecutive
elections.

The Tokyo metropolitan assembly election, often seen
as an indicator for the upper house race, is anticipated
in late June, with the Upper House election to follow
before the current members’ terms expire on July 28.

Under the proposed timeline, the 150-day Diet session
would conclude on June 22 without extension. Official
campaigning for the upper house election would begin
on July 3, with voting scheduled for July 20, coinciding
with a three-day weekend.

Initially, the Diet session was planned to start on
January 21, leading to a July 13 election date. Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba of the Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) and Tetsuo Saito, Chairman of the LDP’s junior
ruling coalition partner Komeito, discussed the
schedule December 18. Sources indicate the LDP,
reliant on electoral support of Komeito, is inclined to
accept the revised plan. [Kyodo News]

Minister of Defense and Okinawa Govenor
fail to agree on a relocation of a U.S.
military station

(fcl) Defense Minister Gen Nakatani, and Okinawa
Governor Denny Tamaki, remained at odds over key
issues, especially the relocation of the U.S. Marine
Corps Air Station Futenma to Henoko. In their first
meeting on December 15 in Naha, Tamaki opposed the
move and raised concerns about the safety of U.S.
Osprey aircraft and recent crimes committed by U.S.
military personnel, calling for the Ospreys’ withdrawal
from Okinawa. He also pushed for revisions to the U.S.-
Japan Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA) to address
the legal privileges of U.S. servicemen, particularly in
light of recent sexual crimes.
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Nakatani, while acknowledging local concerns,
reiterated the government's commitment to the
relocation plan and the ongoing efforts to reduce
Okinawa's military burden, including relocating some
U.S. personnel to Guam. However, his responses
largely mirrored those of the previous Kishida
administration. Tamaki, pointing to the political
changes following the October 2024 elections,
expressed hope for further negotiations between the
ruling and opposition parties to address Okinawa’s
issues. The meeting showed no sign of resolving the
ongoing tensions between Okinawa and the central
government. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Board of Audit (BOA) reports 40 percent of
supplemental budget unspent

(fcl) A significant portion of Japan's JPY 32 trillion (USD
203 billion) supplemental budget for fiscal 2022
remains unspent, with JPY 11.7 trillion (USD 74.4
billion) carried over to the next fiscal year. This has
sparked criticism, especially from opposition parties,
who argue that the proposed JPY 13.9 trillion (USD 88.4
billion) budget for the current fiscal year is excessive.

Typically, supplemental budgets are meant to address
unforeseen emergencies within the fiscal year, but
recent spending has ballooned, raising concerns about
long-term fiscal sustainability. [The Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Retrial system under review

(dgl) Japan's Justice Ministry will review the retrial
system, which allows reopening criminal cases after a
conviction has been finalized. This decision follows
high-profile acquittals, such as lwao Hakamada's
release after decades on death row and a retrial
granted to a man who served seven years for a murder
he didn't commit.

The ministry plans to consult its Legislative Council in
spring 2025 to discuss potential revisions to the retrial
system, which has faced criticism for its high barriers
to relief.

The system, unchanged since 1948, was designed to
address wrongful convictions but has been criticized
for prolonged procedures and lack of clear rules,
especially regarding evidence disclosure.

Recent retrials have highlighted these issues,
particularly the disclosure of crucial evidence, as in
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Hakamada’s case, where prosecutors withheld
evidence for decades. Critics, including the Japan
Federation of Bar Associations, argue for clear
regulations on evidence disclosure and for preventing
prosecutors from appealing retrial decisions to avoid
delays.

The Justice Ministry, however, has expressed concerns
that a uniform rule could compel unnecessary
evidence disclosure or eliminate the opportunity to
correct erroneous retrial decisions. [The Asahi
Shimbun]

Japan: Prime minister silent on
commitment to legal push for same-sex
marriage recognition

(dqgl) Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has expressed
personal support for recognizing same-sex marriage,
stating it would enhance societal happiness. Speaking
at the Upper House Budget Committee on December
17, Ishiba acknowledged the importance of such
unions to affected individuals but stopped short of
voicing a commitment to legislative action. [The Asahi
Shimbun]

His remarks came on the heels of a Fukuoka High
Court ruling on December 13 that declared Japan's
current ban on same-sex marriage unconstitutional,
citing Article 13 of the Constitution, which guarantees
the right to pursue happiness. This was the third high
court ruling of its kind and the first to highlight this
constitutional provision (see AiR No. 51,
December/2024, 3).

Despite Ishiba’'s sympathetic stance, his Liberal
Democratic Party (LDP) has resisted parliamentary
debates on the issue, citing concerns about its
implications for family values. [AP News]

Among the G7 nations, Japan remains the only one
that has not legalized same-sex unions.

Japan: Government to decide on
Fukushima soil recycling and disposal
plan by spring 2025

(dqgl) The government has announced that it aims to
decide by next spring on a plan for recycling or
disposing of soil removed during the Fukushima
cleanup after the 2011 nuclear disaster. Chief Cabinet
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Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi emphasized that this is a
national issue.

Currently approximately 14 million cubic meters of soil,
along with other radioactive waste, are stored at an
interim facility near the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
plant. The final disposal site for the soil is yet to be
determined.

Soil with high radiation levels will be disposed of
outside Fukushima by March 2045, as required by law.
Meanwhile, soil with low radioactivity (up to 8,000
becquerels per kilogram) will be recycled for use in
public works, such as road embankments, to reduce
the total amount of waste.

The 2011 disaster caused meltdowns at the Fukushima
plant, releasing large amounts of radioactive materials
and contaminating surrounding areas. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Competition watchdog to order
Google to halt antitrust law violations

(fcl) Japan's competition watchdog, the Japan Fair
Trade Commission (JFTC), is planning to order U.S. tech
giant Google to cease violating the country's antitrust
laws. The JFTC suspects that Google has unfairly
pressured smartphone manufacturers to pre-install its
search app and other Google services on devices,
potentially hindering competition in the market.

The JFTC believes that Google, which holds a dominant
share of the online search market, is requiring
manufacturers using its Android operating system to
pre-install its apps, such as the Chrome browser, as a
condition for offering access to the Google Play Store.
Additionally, Google is accused of mandating the
specific placement of app icons on device screens in
exchange for access to the Play Store and striking deals
with manufacturers to share part of its revenue in
return for not pre-installing rival apps. The JFTC has
notified Google of the potential disciplinary actions and
will decide on the measures after hearing the
company's response. [Kyodo News]

The JFTC started investigating Google for a possible
breach of antimonopoly laws in web search services
last October, following similar steps by authorities in
Europe and other major economies. [Reuters]

Japan: Core inflation accelerates in
November
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(dgl) In November, the core inflation accelerated to 2.7
percent in Japan, up from 2.3 percent in October,
driven by rising food and fuel costs, as well as the
phase-out of government utility subsidies. The
nationwide core consumer price index (CPI), excluding
fresh food but including oil products, aligned closely
with market expectations.

A separate index, excluding fresh food and fuel, which
the Bank of Japan (BOJ), the country’s central bank,
views as a better indicator of demand-driven inflation,
rose 2.4 percent, signaling sustained price pressures.
Service-sector inflation remained steady at 1.5 percent,
reflecting firms passing on higher labor costs.

Despite these pressures, the BOJ maintained its
interest rate at 0.25 percent on December 19, with BOJ
Governor Kazuo Ueda emphasizing the need for
further data on wage growth and economic conditions
before considering another rate hike. The yen's
decline, driven by Ueda’s dovish stance, pushed the
dollar to a five-month high of JPY 157.80, potentially
exacerbating import costs and inflation. [CNBC]

The BOJ previously raised its short-term policy rate to
0.25 percent in July after ending negative interest rates
in March, citing progress toward its 2 percent inflation
target. Analysts suggest a rate hike could occur as early
as March if domestic demand and wage growth
continue to support durable inflation. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, Japanese consumers’ average Christmas
budget this year is JPY 16,329 (USD 105), a 27.7 percent
decrease from last year, according to a survey by
Tokyo-based research firm Intage. The decline reflects
efforts to save amid rising living costs and anticipated
higher spending during the nine-day New Year holiday.
[Kyodo News]

Japan: Storage technology firm Kioxia
marks successful IPO

(dgl) Amid a downturn in demand for personal
computers and smartphones, world-leading Japanese
memory chipmaker Kioxia concluded its IPO with a
positive closing price. Starting at USD 9.38 per share on
the morning of December 17, the stock ended the day
up 14 percent, closing at USD 10.40 per share.

Kioxia issued new shares while also selling shares held
by its two major stakeholders, Bain Capital and
Toshiba Corp. Despite uncertainties in the long-term
financial outlook for the semiconductor industry and
fierce competition, investor confidence may have been
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bolstered by Kioxia's focus on artificial intelligence (Al)
and innovations in consumer electronics.

Kioxia, acquired in 2018 by a Bain Capital-led group for
USD 18 billion, has faced challenges in the past due to
rising costs. However, its IPO marks a promising new
beginning for future financial growth.

The company specializes in NAND flash memory, a
critical component in modern personal electronic
devices, and plans to use the IPO proceeds to invest in
long-term research and development for Al-related
chip technologies.

The Al industry, according to the statistics platform
Statista, is projected to grow at an annual rate of 28.46
percemt between 2024 and 2030, underscoring the
potential for significant market opportunities. [Kyodo
News] [Reuters]

Japan: Honda and Nissan in merger talks
to form world’s 3rd largest auto group

(fcl) Honda and Nissan are in talks to merge, aiming to
create the world's third-largest automaker group by
sales, behind Toyota and Volkswagen. The merger
would help both companies better compete with Tesla
and Chinese EV makers like BYD. They are considering
forming a holding company to pool resources in EV
production and software technologies. The talks come
amid speculation that Nissan may be trying to block a
buyout offer from Taiwan's Foxconn.

Both companies are struggling in markets like China,
where local EV brands are gaining share, and have
faced declining profits. In 2023, Honda and Nissan sold
3.98 million and 3.37 million vehicles, respectively. A
merger could see combined sales of 8 million vehicles,
including Mitsubishi Motors, which is also involved in
the discussions. Nissan's stock surged after the news,
while Honda's fell. However, no final decisions have
been made yet. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Kawasaki Heavy Industries Ltd.
investigated for alleged tax
underreporting

(dqgl) Multinational corporation Kawasaki Heavy
Industries Ltd. is under investigation for failing to
declare taxable income amounting to several billion
yen. The Osaka Regional Taxation Bureau uncovered
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the underreporting during a probe into allegations of
slush funds used to provide money and goods to
Japan's Maritime Self-Defense Force (MSDF) submarine
crews.

The company admitted in July that funds
misappropriated under the guise of subcontractor
transactions were used to give lavish gifts and cash to
MSDF submarine personnel. These funds were tied to
maintenance contracts jointly conducted by Kawasaki
Heavy and the MSDF at the company's Kobe factory.

The underreporting, spanning six years through March
2023, reportedly includes undeclared expenditures
labeled as "entertainment" provided to the MSDF.
Additional taxes are expected to be imposed on
Kawasaki Heavy for intentionally concealing taxable
income. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Space startup’s satellite launch
fails for 2nd time

(dgl) Space One, a Japanese space startup, aborted its
second attempt to launch a rocket carrying satellites
into orbit on December 18, just minutes after liftoff,
marking another setback nine months after its first
attempt ended in an explosion.

The Kairos No. 2 rocket launched from Wakayama
Prefecture but was destroyed after three minutes due
to an unstable flight caused by an issue with the first-
stage engine nozzle or its control system. The
company’s autonomous safety mechanism triggered
the destruction.

The rocket was carrying five small satellites, including
one from Taiwan's space agency and several from
Japanese startups. Despite this failure, Space One
remains focused on achieving Japan'’s first satellite
launch into orbit, aiming to compete in the global
space industry. The company plans to offer affordable
space transport services with a goal of up to 20
launches per year, compared to the six currently
planned by Japan's government-led program. [Japan
Today]

Space One's second failed launched marks the latest in
a series of setbacks for Japan's rocket development,
despite the government's push for 30 rocket launches
annually and the goal of creating a JPY 8 trillion (USD
52 billion) space industry by the early 2030s, with the
aim of establishing Japan as Asia's space hub. [Reuters]
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Japan: Tourism numbers surpass previous
2019 record

(dgl) With a recorded 33 million foreign visitors coming
to Japan between January- November 2024, that tops
the previous full-year record in 2019 of 32 million. The
growth comes off the back of greater consumer
confidence in travel following several years of decline
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

According to the Japanese National Tourism
Organisation, this meant a 30.6 percent yearly growth
between November 2023-2024. Visitors mainly
constituted nearby Asian countries such as South
Koreans and Chinese, although it saw demand
increase from US and France too. [Japan Today]

Across Asia, Japan is also the most visited country by
foreign visitors. In comparison with pre-pandemic
levels(pre-2019), Japan has increased its number of
visitors by 10 percent. It's closest competitor, Vietnam,
has increased their foreign visitor numbers by 4
percent since pre-pandemic while many other
countries such as Thailand, Indonesia, Singapore, etc.
are seeing significant fall in visitors, ranging from
minus 2 percent to 45 percent. In terms of biggest
spending by country, Chinese visitors top this category,
contributing to 21 of tourist spending in the second
quarter 2024. [CEIAS]

Japan: Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF)
to resume Ospreys flights

(dgl) Japan's defense ministry has announced that its
Ground Self-Defense Force (GSDF) will gradually
resume operations of its 17 U.S.-made V-22 Ospreys,
which were suspended earlier this month due to safety
concerns.

The suspension followed a precautionary landing by
U.S. forces and a fatal crash in late 2023 in Japan that
killed eight U.S. personnel (see AiR No. 49,
December/2023, 1). The Japanese ministry stated that
it had received assurances from the United States
regarding enhanced safety measures for the aircraft.

To address concerns, the GSDF will implement
additional safety steps focused on the aircraft's
gearbox, identified as a factor in the crash off
southwestern Japan. While no specific schedule or
number of aircraft has been disclosed, U.S. officials
clarified that Ospreys with gearboxes below a certain
flight-hour threshold will remain under controlled
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operations, while those exceeding the threshold will
resume flights. [Kyodo News]

Meanwhile, the U.S. military has issued new safety
guidelines for all Osprey aircraft following a recent
incident in New Mexico that revealed the same
gearbox issue linked to a fatal crash in Japan last year.
In response, all military services temporarily grounded
their Ospreys, although the Marines resumed flights
days later. The new safety measures impose
restrictions on Ospreys with newer proprotor
gearboxes, as these metal weaknesses typically occur
early in the gearbox's lifespan.

The issue has been traced to the manufacturing
process of the alloy used in the gears. While a more
durable manufacturing method exists, replacing the
gearboxes across the military's fleet of approximately
400 Ospreys will take years.

An Associated Press investigation highlighted rising
safety concerns over the past five years, citing faster-
than-expected wear on parts and design flaws
contributing to accidents. Naval Air Systems Command
stated that the new safety measures will remain in
place until all affected gearboxes are replaced.
Operational details regarding the flight-hour threshold,
affected aircraft, and specific restrictions remain
classified. [Japan Today]

Japan: Cabinet proposes measures to
attract recruits to Self-Defense Forces

(dgl) In a move to address a shortage of Self-Defense
Forces (SDF) members, Japan's Cabinet has proposed
initiatives to improve pay, living conditions, and career
opportunities for retiring personnel. Many SDF
members retire in their 20s or 30s due to the physical
demands of the job, with mandatory retirement at 56
for those who stay longer.

With a new policy, presented at a Cabinet meeting on
December 20, the government aims to help retirees
transition into civilian careers by offering support in
finding jobs, including positions in the public sector -
such as police and fire departments - and private
industries such as real estate, elderly care, security,
and construction.

The proposal also includes raising the retirement age
for officers by two years starting in fiscal 2028,
increasing pay, providing single-occupancy housing for
members on base, and improving living conditions for
Maritime SDF members at sea. Additionally, by fiscal
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2027, the policy aims to provide MSDF crew members
on key vessels with internet access.

This initiative comes at a time when - despite an
authorized strength of 247,000 - the SDF is confronted
with a consistent shortfall of around 20,000 members.
In fiscal 2023, recruitment fell to a record low of 50.8
percent of the target. A Cabinet-level committee was
established in October to address the issue. [The Asahi
Shimbun]

Japan: Inspection conducted at U.S.
military base

(dql) Officials from various ministries and local
authorities have conducted an inspection at the U.S.
Yokota Air Base in Tokyo. This came in response to
allegations of harmful chemical leaks. A joint team
from Japan’s defense, foreign, and environment
ministries, along with local authorities, examined the
base for potential contamination by Per- and
Polyfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS), a group of synthetic
chemicals, often referred to as "forever chemicals."
Exposure to PFAS has been linked to increased cancer
risks.

The defense ministry suspects the use of PFAS-
containing firefighting agents at the base’s training
area. Water samples from a reservoir on-site will also
be tested. The U.S. informed Japan in August about
possible PFAS leakage from the base. [Kyodo News]

The inspection comes amid Japan's demand for a clear
timeline for relocating 9,000 U.S. Marines from
Okinawa to Guam, part of a 2006 agreement. The first
group of 100 Marines began their transfer last week.
Defense Minister Gen Nakatani emphasized the
importance of effective environmental measures at
U.S. military sites in Japan.

Japan hosts over 50,000 U.S. troops under a bilateral
security agreement, with environmental concerns and
criminal incidents among recurring complaints from
local residents. Okinawa, which accommodates 70.3
percent of U.S. military facilities by land area, reported
118 criminal cases involving U.S. personnel in 2023,
with 61 percent occurring in the prefecture. [AA]

Japan: 10th Mogami-Class Multirole
Frigate launched
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(dqgl) Mitsubishi Heavy Industries (MHI) has launched
the Nagara, the tenth frigate of the Mogami-class, for
the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force (JMSDF). The
133-meter vessel, named after the Nagara River, was
launched at MHI's Nagasaki Shipyard. It will now
proceed to the fitting out stage, with delivery and
commissioning expected by the end of fiscal year 2025.

Designed for Japan's defense, particularly in
monitoring the southwestern Nansei island chain,
which includes the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands,
the Nagara (pennant number FFM-10) is equipped with
a combined diesel and gas propulsion system,
achieving speeds of over 30 knots. The vessel has a
crew of about 90 and costs JPY 51.4 billion (USD 331
million). The Mogami-class ships are the first JMSDF
vessels to use this propulsion system.

Japan plans to build a new class of 12 FFMs from 2024
to 2028. These new frigates will be an improved
version of the Mogami-class. Japan is also in
discussions with Australia and India, with MHI pitching
the new FFM for Australia’s future frigates and
exporting advanced technology to India. [Naval News]

Japan: Largest warship returns to
homeport after deployment in the U.S.

(dqgl) The JS Kaga, Japan's largest warship, has returned
to its homeport of Kure after completing a three-
month deployment in the United States for F-35B trials.
Carried out off California from Oct. 19 to Nov. 6, the
trials were part of preparations for operating F-35Bs
from Kaga and its sister ship, JS Izumo. U.S. test aircraft
and pilots from the “Salty Dogs” Air Test and Evaluation
Squadron (VX) 23 conducted the trials.

Japan's fleet air arm will operate 42 F-35Bs, which will
be integrated into the Japan Air Self-Defense Force
alongside 105 F-35As. Defense Minister Gen Nakatani
confirmed that six F-35Bs will be deployed to
Nyutabaru Air Base in FY2024, with the delivery date
pending confirmation with the U.S. [USNI News]

Japan: Alarm sounded over spread of
seasonal flu

(dqgl) The health ministry has raised concerns over a
rapid increase in seasonal flu cases. From December 9
to December 15, approximately 94,259 new flu cases
were reported across 5,000 medical institutions, more
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than double the previous week's average of 9.03 cases
per institution. The national average now stands at
19.06 cases, surpassing the cautionary threshold of 10
cases.

Experts note that the flu's spread is returning to pre-
pandemic patterns, raising concerns about
simultaneous outbreaks of flu and COVID-19. [The
Asahi Shimbun]

Japan: Bear-shooting laws to be relaxed

(dql) Japan is set to relax its hunting laws to address
rising bear encounters in populated areas. The
government plans to amend wildlife protection laws,
allowing local councils to authorize "emergency
shootings" when bears are sighted in residential
neighborhoods.

This revision, effective next year, will make it easier for
licensed hunters to respond, as current laws require
police approval for emergency shootings only when a
bear is deemed a threat to human life.

Recent bear attacks have highlighted the urgency of
the issue, including one in Akita where a bear attacked
a supermarket employee and another in which several
people were mauled.

The increase in bear encounters coincides with a
decline in hunters, exacerbated by Japan's aging
population and strict gun laws. The number of hunting
licenses issued has dropped significantly, and the
remaining hunters are mainly older individuals. [The
Guardian]

Japan: New passport presented

(dql) Japan'’s foreign ministry has unveiled a new
passport featuring advanced anti-counterfeiting
measures, in line with recommendations from the
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAQO), a UN
body.

The upgraded passport will include a hard plastic
photo page with laser-printed personal information
and an IC chip containing personal data. The new
passports will be issued for applications starting March
24 next year. [NHK]
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Mongolia: Cabinet approves measures to
improve air quality and establishes
pollution reduction committee

(fs) The Cabinet of Mongolia has tasked Deputy Prime
Minister, Minister of Health, Minister of Energy, and
Minister of Environment and Climate Change with
renewing and enforcing air quality standards to
improve monitoring and evaluation of air quality in
both urban and rural areas, as well as indoor air
quality. Additionally, the Cabinet instructed officials to
develop regulations for fuel price subsidies for
households using gas heating in air quality
improvement zones.

A draft resolution to prohibit solid fuel use in
Ulaanbaatar's "Chimney-Free Zone" was also
mandated, with plans to offer interest subsidies for
households transitioning to gas heating. A zoning map
and detailed household survey will be created for the
"Chimney-Free Zone," where residents will have access
to green loans for energy-efficient homes, insulation,
and alternative heating equipment.

The Cabinet has also established the National
Committee on the Reduction of Environmental
Pollution, tasked with coordinating air pollution
reduction efforts. Chaired by the Minister of
Environment and Climate Change, the committee will
include ministers, the Mayor of Ulaanbaatar, and other
key representatives involved in environmental and air
quality issues. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Ulaanbaatar revises public
transport fares starting 2025

(fs) Starting January 1, 2025, Ulaanbaatar will
implement new public transport fare rules.

Passengers will pay MNT 1,000 (USD 0.29) for up to
four rides, regardless of time, with an additional MNT
1,000 (USD 0.29) for every four rides thereafter. The
previous system, allowing a 30-minute free transfer
after paying MNT 500 (USD 0.14), will be discontinued.

Under the revised policy, students will no longer
receive discounts, while senior citizens can ride buses
for free nationwide. Children's fares remain
unchanged at MNT 200 (USD 0.05).

This marks the first fare adjustment since 2014,
addressing the annual MNT 350 billion (USD 102.2
million) subsidy for bus operators. [Sonin]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-kr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ky/

Mongolia: Baganuur 50 MW battery
storage power station begins operation

(fs) The Baganuur 50 MW Battery Storage Power
Station in Ulaanbaatar, completed in December 2024,
is now supplying energy to the Central System. The
plant, which can provide electricity to approximately
25,000 households, began construction in September
2024. Initially, blocks 1 and 2 provided 25-30 MW of
power, with Blocks 3 and 4 later bringing the total
output to 40-50 MW.

The plant operates with clean technology, charging
during low-consumption nighttime hours and
discharging during peak demand, ensuring a
renewable energy source. The facility is now operating
at full capacity, with no faults or interruptions.
[Montsame]

Mongolia: Law to remove limits on foreign
workforce proposed

(fs) Mongolian lawmakers have submitted a draft law
to Parliament which seeks to remove restrictions on
the number and proportion of foreign workers in
Mongolia, except for mining and petroleum extraction
sectors, until December 31, 2026. Additionally,
employers would be exempt from paying foreign
workforce-related job fees during this period.

The initiative responds to projected labor shortages
stemming from low birth rates recorded between 1993
and 2006, which are expected to impact the labor
market until 2030.

The legislation aims to address labor deficits in micro,
small, and medium-sized enterprises, in order to
ensure economic continuity and business sustainability
amid workforce shortages. [Sonin]

Mongolia: Government announces 6
percent pension increase for 2025

(fs) The government during its December 18 cabinet
meeting resolved to adjust pension amounts in
accordance with the Law on Pensions Provided by the
Social Insurance Fund.
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Starting January 1, 2025, pensions provided through
the Social Insurance Fund and military pensions will
increase by 6 per cent, aligning with the prior year's
average annual inflation rate. The resolution also
establishes new minimum pension thresholds. The
minimum amount for full pensions has been set at
USD 200.78, while proportional pensions will have a
minimum of USD 166.67. To support this adjustment,
the Social Insurance Fund has allocated USD 86.65
million in its 2025 budget. [GoGo]

Mongolia: Average monthly salary rises by
30 per cent compared to last year

(fs) The National Statistics Office of Mongolia reported
that the average monthly salary for workers in the
third quarter of 2024 reached approximately USD 589,
marking a 30 per cent increase from the same period
last year. However, compared to the previous quarter,
salaries slightly declined.

Despite the nominal average salary doubling since
2020, real wages, which account for purchasing power,
have only grown by 38.8 percent. By sector, mining and
extraction remain the highest-paying industries, with
an average salary of around USD 1,514, while hotel and
food services record the lowest average at USD 466.
Gender wage disparity persists, with male employees
earning an average of USD 169 more than female
counterparts, though this gap has narrowed by 2.6 per
cent from last year.

Additionally, the number of businesses and employees
contributing to social insurance increased by 3.2 and
2.5 percent, respectively. The government plans to
raise state employee salaries by 6 percent in 2025 (see
article above), and the minimum wage will rise to USD
231 per month starting April 2025. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: Second national oncology
center to be built

(fs) Mongolian President Khurelsukh Ukhnaa has
issued a directive establishing a Working Group to
oversee the construction of the Second National
Oncology Center. Senior Advisor Khurelbaatar
Nyamdavaa was appointed as the group's leader, with
members including government ministers,
parliamentarians, and healthcare leaders.
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The center aims to address critical issues in cancer
prevention, diagnosis, and treatment while also serving
as a hub for research and training. Located near the
Nairamdal International Children’s Camp in
Songinokhairkhan district, Ulaanbaatar, the facility will
span 95,000 square meters and is expected to be
completed within 4-5 years. Funding for the project,
approximately MNT 38 trillion (USD 11 billion), has
been allocated in the 2025 State Budget.

Mongolia faces a cancer mortality rate of 24 percent,
significantly above the global average of 17 per cent.
Late-stage diagnoses account for 70 per cent of the
cases. To support regional healthcare, funding for
essential equipment and infrastructure has also been
included in local budgets. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Mongol Bank governor
highlights economic challenges and
outlook for 2025

(fs) On December 18, Governor of Mongol Bank
Byadran Lkhagvasuren provided an assessment of
Mongolia's banking sector and economic performance.
Despite global geopolitical tensions and challenges in
key industries, Lkhagvasuren highlighted a positive
medium-term outlook, supported by a stable banking
sector.

Lkhagvasuren said monetary policy easing in major
economies bolstered Mongolia's foreign economy,
although external risks persist, as China's economic
slowdown raises concerns about reduced coal demand
and declining prices.

Inflation rose to 8.1 percent in November, driven by
increased electricity costs. The economy grew by 3.9
percent in Q3 2024, underperforming due to weaker
copper and gold mining output. Consequently, the
2024 growth forecast was revised to 5.2 percent, with
recovery anticipated in 2025, targeting 7-8 percent
growth.

Mongol Bank will maintain a 10 percent policy interest
rate to balance economic growth and inflation control.
Inflation is expected to stabilize within target by 2026.
To bolster financial stability, the bank raised reserve
requirements for commercial banks to 11 per cent for
tugrik (Mongolian currency) and 16 per cent for foreign
currency. [UB Post]
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Mongolia: Government announces
measures on dividends, heritage
development, and construction of coke-
chemical plant

(fs) The Mongolian government convened a special
meeting on December 20 to discuss major initiatives
and decisions.

Prime Minister Luvsannamsrain Oyun-Erdene
announced that shareholders of “Erdenes Tavan
Tolgoi"” (ETT) would receive dividends of MNT 135,000
(USD 40) on the same day. Based on 2024's projected
profits, an estimated MNT 350 (USD 0.1) per share will
be distributed, equating to approximately MNT
337,700 (USD 98) per citizen after tax deductions. To
mitigate inflation risks, payments will occur in three
installments. The government highlighted ETT's
profitability, with the company achieving a net income
of MNT 4.3 trillion (USD 1,251,000).

The government also renamed the National Wealth
Fund as "Chinggis Fund" and outlined plans to allocate
its 2024 revenue among savings, development, and
future funds. Projects to combat air pollution will be
financed through the Development Fund, including
measures to reduce toxic emissions and produce
cleaner coal products.

Construction of a coal-pyrolysis facility in Baganuur
District is scheduled to begin by mid-2025. This plant
will process brown coal to produce low-emission blue
coal, reducing harmful substances and improving air
quality. The project aligns with Mongolia’s 2024-2028
action plan and its “Coal-Chemical Complex” mega-
project strategy.

Additionally, the government finalized a bill to support
the reconstruction of Kharkhorum, the historic capital
of the Mongol Empire. The proposed law seeks to
balance regional development, preserve cultural
heritage, and promote sustainable tourism. The bill will
be submitted to Parliament, marking a step toward
reviving Kharkhorum as a green and technologically
advanced urban center. [Sonin]

North Korea: Authorities penalize divorce

(ac) North Korean authorities have recently penalized
divorce with imprisonment in labor camps. According
to reports, 12 individuals who were granted divorce
verdicts were transferred to labor training camps.
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Critics suggest that the regime views divorce as an anti-
socialist act, and, influenced by deep-rooted Confucian
values, considers it a crime. As North Korea's
population declines, the regime launched a campaign
in 2023 to encourage people, especially women, to
have children while discouraging divorce.

Authorities have introduced harsher deterrents,
including expulsion from the Workers' Party of Korea
and exclusion from public services such as housing,
employment, and education. Despite these measures,
increasing divorces are largely due to domestic
violence rather than financial difficulties. [Radio Free
Asia]

North Korea: National coal supply
compromised scavenged scraps

(jb) As part of North Korea's national “20x10 Regional
Development Policy” (see AiR No. 40, October/2024, 1),
socialist women'’s groups in South Pyongan province
have pushed female coal workers at the Chenam coal
mine to scavenge for coal scraps and dust to meet
national coal production quotas.

The Chenam and Namdok coal mines, central to the
Ministries of Coal Industry, Mining, and Extractive
Industries' efforts to meet coal production targets,
were visited in 2020 by Premier Kim Tok-hun, who
praised the output but urged ministry officials to
improve living conditions for miners. Since then,
however, coal production has sharply declined, leaving
the country unable to meet its heating and electricity
demands. [North Korea Leadership Watch - 38 North
Affiliate]

Female workers are currently protesting the working
conditions in the increasingly harsh winter, as the coal
scraps they are ordered to collect fail to meet fuel
demands or quality standards. The provincial party
office has claimed that all collected coal scraps are a
contribution to the nation, despite reports that the
scraps are worsening boiler conditions in housing
facilities. This shortfall and the ongoing protests are
putting increasing pressure on mining officials to find
alternatives during the dead of winter. [Daily NK
English]

North Korea: USD 1.3 billion in
cryptocurrency theft gained
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(dql) Findings of a recent study by New York-based
blockchain analytics company Chainalysis reveal that
USD 2.2 billion in cryptocurrencies has been stolen in
2024, with North Korean hackers responsible for over
half of the theft, amounting to USD 1.3 billion - more
than double their haul from the previous year. The
hackers reportedly infiltrated crypto and tech firms by
posing as remote IT workers. [Chianalysis]

The majority of stolen funds resulted from
compromised private keys, which grant access to
users' crypto assets. Centralized exchanges, managing
substantial user funds, were particularly vulnerable,
with notable breaches including USD 300 million stolen
from Japan's DMM Bitcoin and USD 235 million from
India’s WazirX. Overall cryptocurrency theft in 2024
increased by 21 percent from 2023 but remains lower
than levels in 2021 and 2022. The rise underscores the
urgent need for stronger security measures in the
industry. [BBC]

The U.S. government accuses North Korea of using
cybercrime, including crypto theft, to evade sanctions
and fund weapons programs. Earlier this month, a
federal court indicted 14 North Koreans for a long-
running extortion scheme targeting U.S. companies,
while the State Department announced a reward of up
to USD 5 million for information about the operation
(see AiR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

South Korea: President Yoon to defend
himself martial law declaration in
impeachment trial

(yq) President Yoon Suk Yeol failed to appear before
the Corruption Investigation Office for High-ranking
Officials (CIO) on December 18, defying a summons for
questioning over his short-lived imposition of martial
law. Yoon had been asked by a joint investigation
team, composed of the CIO, police and the defense
ministry’s investigation unit, to appear at the CIO's
office in Gwacheon.

Yoon faces charges of inciting an insurrection through
his declaration of martial law on December 3 and has
been suspended from duty pending the Constitutional
Court’s trial on his impeachment by the National
Assembly. Multiple attempts to deliver the summons
failed after the presidential office refused to accept it
or returned the mail.

President Yoon Suk Yeol will become the first South
Korean president to personally defend himself in an
impeachment trial at the Constitutional Court. He aims
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to demonstrate that his decision to declare martial law
on December 3 was a lawful exercise of his
presidential powers.

Unlike former presidents Roh Moo-hyun and Park
Geun-hye, who faced impeachment trials but did not
appear in court, Yoon has chosen to attend in person.
With 27 years of experience as a prosecutor, he is
legally permitted to represent himself under court
rules allowing qualified attorneys to do so.

Yoon's defense hinges on his assertion that declaring
martial law is a presidential prerogative, akin to
granting amnesty or conducting diplomacy, and is
therefore beyond the scope of judicial review. On
December 12, just two days before the National
Assembly voted to impeach him, Yoon publicly
reiterated this argument.

Experts, however, have expressed skepticism about
Yoon's decision to represent himself, suggesting it is
unlikely to influence the outcome of the impeachment
trial. Some analysts view it more as a strategy to garner
public support than as a legal maneuver aimed at
swaying the court.

The court has ordered Yoon to submit key documents
related to the martial law declaration by December 24.
These include the official martial law decree and the
minutes from two Cabinet meetings held before and
after the declaration. These documents are expected
to play a pivotal role in determining whether his
actions were legally justified.

Multiple agencies, including the police, prosecutors,
and the Corruption Investigation Office for High-
ranking Officials (CIO), are investigating Yoon's martial
law declaration. To streamline efforts and avoid
redundancy, prosecutors have transferred the case
involving Yoon and former Interior Minister Lee Sang-
min to the CIO.

While the CIO leads the investigation into Yoon and
Lee, prosecutors will continue probing other
individuals connected to the martial law declaration.
Additionally, the police and CIO have established a
joint investigation team to ensure a coordinated
approach. [The Korea Times] [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Military intelligence officers
discuss martial law plans over burgers

(yg/jb) Police revealed that former and current military
intelligence officers discussed plans for martial law
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while eating burgers at a fast-food restaurant, just two
days before the plans were put into action.

According to the National Office of Investigation (NOI),
retired Army Major General Noh Sang-won, former
commander of the Defense Intelligence Command
(DIC), met with Major General Moon Sang-ho, the
current DIC chief, along with two other colonels from
the same command. The meeting took place at a
Lotteria restaurant in Ansan, southwest of Seoul, on
December 1.

Police have reportedly obtained surveillance footage
showing the four men engaged in conversation while
having burgers. The footage is considered crucial
evidence in the investigation into the controversial
imposition of martial law under President Yoon Suk
Yeol.

Both Noh and Moon are under investigation for their
involvement in the failed attempt to impose martial
law. Noh was arrested on December 18 after the Seoul
Central District Court issued a warrant, citing the risk
of evidence tampering and flight.

On the same day, the NOI and the anti-corruption
body detained Moon for questioning. Authorities
believe he played a role in executing Noh's orders
related to the martial law operation. [Korea JoongAng
Daily]

The NOI reported that Noh had held discussions on
martial law with former Defense Minister Kim Yong-
hyunm who has since resigned and been arrested for
treason, and other associated connected to the
Intelligence Command. One of the two colonels
present during the meeting reportedly admitted during
police questioning that Noh had selected officers to be
sent to the National Election Commission. Their alleged
mission was to seize network serves as part of an
operation to support President Yoon's claims of
election rigging by the opposition.

Police view Noh as a key figure in the martial law plot,
which included drafting the martial law decree and
coordinating plans with then-Defense Minister Kim
Yong-hyun. Noh is widely known as a close aide to Kim,
further highlighting the connection between key
military officials and the broader operation. [Yonhap
News Agency] [The Korea Times] [South China Morning
Post]

South Korea: Acting President vetoes six
opposition-supported bills
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(jb) In the second ever instance of a South Korean
acting president exercising his veto power, current
Acting President Han Duck Soo vetoed six bills
pertaining to parliamentary law and agricultural
reform.

Supported by the main opposition Democratic Party
(DP), the bills included a reform of the Grain
Management Act which proposes to manage the
demand and supply of grain in the national economy
through government purchase of food grains. The
motion to pass the bills was put on pause when Han
asked the National Assembly to recall the bills during a
Cabinet meeting on December 19. Han cited his reason
for dismissal as the need for government and the
political parties to cooperate and not antagonize each
other at a time of political crisis. The bill was previously
vetoed by President Yoon Suk Yeol in 2023, and it was
cast aside following a failure to pass during a revote.
[Korea Law Research Institute]

A revote for the six bills will require a two-thirds
majority to pass in parliament. However, the ruling
People Power Party (PPP), which holds 108 of the total
300 seats in the National Assembly, is set to vote
against the bills to oppose the DP’s move for
dominance as it holds 170 out of a total 300 seats in
parliament. Han also stated that the previously
proposed bill was more detailed in nature and that the
government's unseemly involvement in the economy
could stunt the price of rice in the local markets.

The DP has warned Han to not “cross the line” by
vetoing all the bills proposed by them and threatened
his impeachment. Han is currently seen as a vestige of
the Yoon administration as his actions in the National
Assembly are viewed by the opposition as being along
partisan lines. The PPP has requested Han to introduce
a bipartisan bill that would evenly punish all those
involved in President Yoon's impeachment motion.
[Yonhap News Agency] [The Korea Herald]

South Korea: Ruling party to join
parliamentary-government consultative
body on stabilizing state affairs

(yq) Kweon Seong-dong, the interim leader of South
Korea's ruling People Power Party (PPP) announced on
December 20 that the party will participate in a
consultative body involving rival parties and the
government to stabilize state affairs following the
passage of the impeachment vote against President
Yoon Suk Yeol.
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Kweon stated that his party agreed to join the initiative
to address key issues related to national security and
citizens' livelihoods. The proposal for the consultative
body was initially made by National Assembly Speaker
Woo Won-shik earlier in the week.

In a meeting with acting President Han Duck-soo, Woo
urged the swift establishment of the joint consultative
body as a measure to restore political stability amid
the ongoing crisis.

Additionally, Kweon confirmed that the PPP will
participate in a bipartisan parliamentary delegation of
lawmakers set to embark on an overseas visit, a move
also spearheaded by Speaker Woo. [Yonhap News
Agency]

South Korea: Finance, land ministers
under probe over role in martial law
declaration

(mc) On December 21, South Korean officials
announced that Finance Minister Choi Sang-mok and
Land Minister Park Sang-woo were under investigation
as part of an ongoing prosecution probe into President
Yoon Suk Yeol's declaration of martial law earlier in the
month.

The special prosecution team summoned Minister Park
on December 21 to address allegations related to the
imposition of martial law on December 3. Park
explained that she had missed the initial Cabinet
meeting, where the proclamation was approved, due
to traffic delays. However, she stated that she
attended a subsequent Cabinet meeting later that day
when martial law was lifted following the National
Assembly’s rejection of the decree.

Finance Minister Choi, who attended the first meeting,
emphasized during questioning that he opposed the
declaration of martial law but expressed deep regret
for his inability to prevent its implementation. On
December 16, in a speech to South Korean lawmakers,
Choi announced his intention to resign after stabilizing
the economy amid the ongoing political crisis.

The investigation into the martial law declaration also
includes several other Cabinet members, such as
Health Minister Cho Kyoo-hong and Unification
Minister Kim Yung-ho. [Yonhap Agency News]
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South Korea: Rival protests erupt over
Yoon's impeachment

(mc) On December 21, two groups held opposing
protests regarding the impeachment of President Yoon
Suk Yeol. One group in Seoul protested the
impeachment, while another rallied demanding Yoon's
reinstatement.

Near Gwanghwamun Square, a civic group calling for
Yoon's resignation attracted at least 300,000
protesters. A kilometer away, conservative groups
waved South Korean and American flags in support of
Yoon. Hundreds of thousands of participants in this
rally called for his reinstatement, arguing that the
dismissal was politically motivated and emphasizing
the need for stability. According to police, no clashes
occurred despite the proximity of the opposing
protests.

Similar demonstrations were held in major cities,
including Busan, Daegu, and Gwangju, reflecting the
deep divisions over Yoon's impeachment and the state
of South Korean democracy. [Yonhap Agency News]

South Korea: Opposition pressures Acting
President to approve special Counsel Bills
on Yoon and First Lady

(yq) The Democratic Party (DP), South Korea's main
opposition, has urged acting President Han Duck-soo
to swiftly approve special counsel bills targeting
President Yoon Suk Yeol and First Lady Kim Keon Hee.
The DP warned of severe accountability measures if
Han fails to act.

DP floor leader Park Chan-dae pressed Han to decide
whether to endorse or veto the opposition-driven bills,
which call for investigations into President Yoon's brief
martial law declaration on December 3 and allegations
involving First Lady Kim.

Park emphasized that appointing a special counsel to
probe insurrection allegations against Yoon was the
most prudent course of action. He also highlighted the
urgency of investigating claims against Kim concerning
stock manipulation and interference in election
candidate selection.

Earlier this month, the National Assembly passed the
bills following Yoon's temporary imposition of martial
law.
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The ruling People Power Party (PPP) condemned the
DP's actions, arguing that the bills aimed to obstruct
government functions.

Responding to the DP's demands, Han stated he would
base his decision on constitutional principles and legal
frameworks after considering diverse perspectives,
including those from opposition parties, according to
the Prime Minister's Office.

Han holds the authority to return the bills to the
National Assembly for further deliberation by January
1.

Han is currently under police investigation concerning
the brief martial law imposition. Authorities have
questioned him regarding his role in a Cabinet meeting
convened just before Yoon's declaration.

The minor opposition Rebuilding Korea Party
announced it had drafted an impeachment motion
against Han, accusing him of tacitly endorsing Yoon's
martial law. Acting party leader Kim Sun-min called on
the DP to advance the impeachment motion if Han
fails to approve the bills by December 24.

To introduce an impeachment motion against a
Cabinet member, the support of at least 100
lawmakers is required. The Rebuilding Korea Party
holds 12 of the 300 seats in parliament, while the DP
commands a majority with 170 seats. [Yonhap News
Agency]

South Korea: National Assembly holds
hearings on Constitutional Court
nominees

(yq) The National Assembly began two days of
confirmation hearings on December 23 for three
nominees to the Constitutional Court, which will rule
on President Yoon Suk Yeol's impeachment.

The nine-member court currently has six justices
seated, the minimum required to uphold an
impeachment motion.

The opposition Democratic Party (DP) held a hearing
for nominee Ma Eun-hyuk without participation from
ruling People Power Party (PPP) lawmakers. Hearings
for opposition-backed Jeong Gye-seon and ruling
party-backed Cho Han-chang will follow.

Ma highlighted his activism against military rule and
vowed to defend constitutional order.
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Acting President Han Duck-soo's authority to appoint
the nominees remains contested. The PPP threatens
legal action if Han proceeds, while the DP pushes for
immediate appointments, citing parliamentary
approval. The DP plans to submit hearing reports for a
vote later this week. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Police analyzing Yoon'’s
phone records in martial law investigation

(yq) Police are analyzing President Yoon Suk Yeol's
personal phone records as part of their investigation
into his failed martial law declaration earlier this
month.

The special investigation team is reviewing the records
for calls with individuals linked to the December 3
martial law imposition, obtained through a warrant.
Efforts are also underway to secure records from
Yoon's secure phone via the Presidential Security
Service.

Additionally, police have obtained a document Yoon
gave to Finance Minister Choi Sang-mok during a
Cabinet meeting held just before the declaration. The
document reportedly details measures to halt National
Assembly expenses and reallocate funds under martial
law.

On December 13, Choi informed lawmakers the
document focused on securing fiscal stability and
liquidity.

Investigators have questioned ten of the twelve
Cabinet members from the December 3 meeting,
including Unification Minister Kim Yung-ho. Yoon and
former Defense Minister Kim Yong-hyun have not yet
been questioned.

The police suspect procedural and substantive issues
with the Cabinet meeting due to the absence of
minutes and records confirming proper deliberation.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Oversupply tariff on petrol
resin to be levied on China, Taiwan

(jb) The Korea Trade Commission announced on
December 19 that it has requested the Ministry of
Economy and Finance to impose anti-dumping tariffs
on petroleum resin products originating from China
and Taiwan.
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The decision to impose tariffs came after a series of
complaints from a local company, Kolon Industries Inc.,
which stated that Chinese and Taiwanese oversupply
of cheap hydrocarbon resin products were flooding the
local economy, making it difficult for local companies
to thrive.

In addition to imposing tariffs as a punitive measure,
the commission also pledged to carry out prompt and
effective investigations to safeguard domestic
industries from dumping and copyright infringements.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: third spy satellite launched
to bolster surveillance on North Korea

(mc) South Korea has announced the successful launch
of its third military reconnaissance satellite into orbit,
marking a significant step forward in its efforts to
strengthen independent surveillance capabilities.

As part of its goal to deploy five military
reconnaissance satellites by 2025, this satellite is
designed to reduce South Korea's reliance on imagery
provided by the United States and enhance its ability
to monitor North Korean activities quickly and
accurately.

The first two satellites, launched in December 2023
and April 2024, are equipped with electro-optical,
infrared sensors, and synthetic aperture radar (SAR)
capabilities. The third satellite, launched on December
21, features SAR sensors, enabling it to gather data in
all weather conditions—an essential feature for
continuous monitoring.

With the satellites expected to become operational by
2025, South Korea will be able to monitor specific
areas of North Korea every two hours, greatly
improving real-time intelligence. Seok Jong-gun,
Minister of South Korea's Defense Acquisition Program
Administration, emphasized that satellite operations
will aid the military in detecting early signs of North
Korean actions, offering more flexible and
comprehensive monitoring capabilities.

The satellite network is a key component of South
Korea's three-pronged deterrence strategy, which
focuses on countering North Korea's nuclear and
missile threats. [Yonhap Agency News]
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Taiwan: Opposition lawmakers push
through controversial bills

(dgl) Making use of their majority in the parliament
against the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),
opposition lawmakers from the Kuomintang (KMT) and
the Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) pushed through three
controversial bills.

Bill on measures raising bar for Constitutional Court
rulings

PPP and TPP passed an amendment bill to raise the
threshold for Constitutional Court adjudications,
including a requirement for at least ten justices to
preside over a case. The changes also stipulate that
rulings declaring laws unconstitutional must be
supported by at least nine justices and provisions
require the president to nominate replacements within
two months if the number of justices falls below 15
due to retirement, resignation, or death.

Currently, the Constitutional Court requires two-thirds
of all sitting justices for a quorum, with rulings made
by a simple majority. However, with only eight of the
usual 15 justices currently serving due to term
expirations, the amendments could effectively paralyze
the court unless new nominations are confirmed.

President Lai Ching-te's nominees to fill the vacancies
are set for a legislative vote on December 24 but face
opposition from KMT and Taiwan People's Party (TPP)
lawmakers, who claim partisan bias in the selections.

The Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) and civil
society groups criticized the amendments as an
attempt to curtail the court's power, with DPP
legislator Wu Szu-yao labeling the changes "retaliation”
for recent rulings limiting the death penalty and
invalidating KMT-supported legislative powers (see AR
No. 44, October/2024, 5). [Focus Taiwan 1]

Protests against the amendments, organized by civil
society groups, continued for a third day on December
20 outside the Legislative Yuan, Taiwan’s parliament,
as the KMT and TPP extended the legislative session
into the night to finalize the vote. [Taipei Times 1]

Bill on recall of elected officials

In an earlier vote on the same day, the two opposition
parties also passed amendments tightening
requirements for initiating a recall of elected officials,
following heated clashes between Taiwan's ruling and
opposition parties (see AiR No. 51, December/2024, 3).
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Proposed by the KMT and supported by the TPP, the
amendments require recall petition initiators and
signatories to submit photocopies of their
identification cards, introducing stricter verification
measures. Those found guilty of using falsified or
unauthorized IDs for petitions may face up to five
years in prison or fines up to NTD 1 million
(USD30,592).

Currently, petitioners need only provide ID numbers
and registered addresses, a process criticized for
susceptibility to abuse. The new amendments aim to
address these concerns but faced opposition from the
DPP, which attempted to delay deliberations through
lengthy speeches. These efforts were overridden by
the KMT-TPP majority.

A more controversial KMT proposal, requiring recall
votes to exceed the original vote count for the official's
election to succeed, was not addressed in the session,
as it had only recently cleared committee review and
remains pending. [Focus Taiwan 2]

Bill on allocation of government revenues

In addition, the KMT and the TPP also approved
amendments to the Act Governing the Allocation of
Government Revenues and Expenditures, which grants
local governments an additional NTD 375.3 billion (USD
11.5 billion) in funding from the central government.
This marks the first revision of the act in over 25 years.

The changes aim to return more revenue to local
governments to fund public works projects. Key
amendments include increasing local governments'
share of income tax revenue from 10 percent to 11
percent and granting them the full amount of business
tax revenue after deductions for uniform invoice
lottery payouts. Additionally, the land value increment
tax will now fully belong to local governments, as
opposed to the previous system where the central
government retained 80 percent.

While the opposition parties argue the revisions will
improve local financial conditions and address
imbalances between urban and rural areas, the DPP
warned that the changes could strain the central
government's budget, which currently retains 75
percent of total tax revenue compared to the pre-1999
ratio of 60 percent.

The Ministry of Finance echoed these concerns,
cautioning that the additional NTD 375.3 billion
allocation to local governments could undermine the
central government's fiscal stability and affect critical
policies, including economic development, social
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welfare, and national defense. It also criticized the
opposition for pushing the amendments through
without thorough discussions. [Taipei Times 2]

Government vows countermeasures

Premier Cho Jung-tai criticized the amendment, calling
them "difficult to implement." Cho expressed regret
over the new measures, arguing that these provisions
had not undergone thorough legislative discussions.

Cho indicated that the Cabinet would seek "remedies"
under the Constitution, although he did not specify the
next steps. The executive branch can challenge a law
by requesting reconsideration by the legislature or
taking it to the Constitutional Court.

President Lai Ching-te echoed Cho's concerns, warning
that the measures could undermine recall petitions,
restrict Constitutional Court rulings, and reduce
defense spending. [Focus Taiwan 3]

Taiwan: Auditor General exposes misuse
of labor fund

(sk) Auditor General Chen Ruei-min has criticized the
Ministry of Labor for serious misuse of public funds,
revealing nearly NTD 50 million (USD 1.53 million) of
the Employment Stabilization Fund had been
misappropriated. In response to an inquiry of
Legislator Liao Hsien-hsiang from the main opposition
party, the Kuomintang (KMT), Chen stated that the
National Audit Office plans to recover these funds and
report procurement violations to judicial authorities.
[TVBS]

In early November 2024, a staff member of the Labor
Ministry was found dead by suicide in the office,
triggering public outrage over allegations of workplace
bullying and toxic conditions. The incident led to the
resignation of Labor Minister Ho Pei-shan, who
became the shortest-serving minister in the Ministry's
history (see AiR No. 48, nov/2024, 4).

The investigation into workplace bullying and staffer
suicide uncovered deeper systemic issues, including
significant misuse of the employment stabilization
fund. During the investigation into the workplace
issues, ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP)
Legislator Lin Shu-fen accused former Labor Minister
Hsu Ming-chun of misusing the funds to organize a
concert in September. Legislator Huang Kuo-chang
from Taiwan People's Party, the minor opposition
party, uncovered that USD 107 thousand had been
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spent on the event. The 2.5-hour concert, which
included 30 minutes of Hsu performing onstage, was
held to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the Gender
Equality in Employment Act. [Focus Taiwan] [UDN, in
Chinese]

Chen further revealed that the Employment
Stabilization Fund has faced a shortfall of over NTD 20
billion (USD 611,000) in the past three years.
Additionally, the National Audit Office has reclaimed
over NTD 300 million (USD 9.1 million) in misused
funds, though violations of labor laws continue, with
misallocated resources intended to support hundreds
of employees and firms. [CNA 1, in Chinese]

The Employment Stabilization Fund is financed by
monthly “employment stabilization fees” from
employers of migrant workers in industries such as
fishing, caregiving, and construction on designated
central governmental projects. The fund is meant to
mitigate the impact of hiring migrant workers on the
local job market by promoting national employment,
improving workers' welfare, and managing
employment-related affairs for foreign nationals.
However, its misuse has diverted critical resources
away from their intended purpose, compounding the
Ministry of Labor's challenges. [CNA 2, in Chinese]

Taiwan: Opposition Taiwan People’s Party
in turmoil over Chairman Ko Wen-je's
potential resignation

(sk) Being held in incommunicado detention in
September, Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) Chairman Ko
Wen-je has now been granted permission to send a
resignation letter to TPP Secretary-General Vincent
Chou and his party. However, according to the TPP,
this resignation letter, which cites prolonged legal
procedures interfering with TPP operations as the
reason for Ko's decision, has not been officially
received by the party. The court's announcement of
the letter has sparked controversy within the TPP.
[Focus Taiwan] [Mirror Media, in Chinese]

As former Taipei Mayor, Ko has been charged with
violations of the Anti-Corruption Act due to the alleged
financial dealing related to the controversial
enlargement of the Core Pacific Mall's floor space from
392 percent to 840 percent, as well as the
embezzlement on political donations during Ko's
presidential campaign under the public relation
company Muko. Prosecutors justified Ko's
incommunicado detention, citing fears of collusion or
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interference in the investigation. [Taiwan News] [CNA
1, in Chinese]

Taipei District Court accepted Ko's request on this
letter delivery only since the letter content was just
about regular party operation, rather than the alleged
offenses under the Anti-Corruption Act, without any
risk of colluding with accomplices or witnesses, or
destroying evidence. However, the court's
proclamation of the resignation has drawn criticism
from the TPP. [CNA 2, in Chinese]

Ko's party TPP proclaimed the resignation should be
processed by TPP's internal negotiation under its
bylaw, instead of the announcement by a judge.
Secretary-General Chou expressed his shock at the
public announcement of the letter's contents by the
court, and emphasized TPP would continue to support
and defend Ko and support his claims of innocence. As
a TPP's legislator at the Legislative Yuan, Chang Chi-kai
disclosed TPP's central emergency operation group
members and other legislators believed Ko is politically
persecuted. TPP would not agree on Ko's resignation
and keep persuading him to stay. [CNA 3, in Chinese]
[CNA 4, in Chinese] [CNA 5, in Chinese]

As the investigation nears its conclusion next week, the
TPP's future remains uncertain. Ko, widely regarded as
the key figure holding the party together, has been
instrumental in maintaining solidarity within the TPP,
the third-largest party in the Legislative Yuan.
However, a growing trend of withdrawals among
supporters in central and southern Taiwan, as well as
some local staff, underscores the challenges the party
faces without its central figure. [UDN, in Chinese]

Taiwan: Civil groups demand better
protections for migrant workers

(dql) Civil society groups rallied in Taipei to demand
stronger protections for migrant workers and
increased oversight of the Ministry of Labor (MOL). Key
demands called out on the International Migrants Day
included greater transparency in the use of the
ministry's employment stabilization fund, which faced
criticism after former Labor Minister Hsu Ming-chun
reportedly diverted millions of NTD for a concert (see
article above).

The groups also advocated for migrant workers to
have the freedom to change employers without relying
on brokers, an end to the current limit on years they
can work in Taiwan, and reforms to the controversial
caregiver dispatch program.
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The Employment Service Act currently restricts workers
from changing employers unless under exceptional
circumstances, such as employer death or factory
closures.

The MOL defended the program, which seeks to
expand eligibility for hiring dispatched caregivers to
include families with seniors or individuals with acute
medical needs. Critics argue that the program and the
current brokerage system, which charges high fees and
limits job mobility, contribute to exploitation and an
increase in absconding workers.

As of October, there were 89,666 unaccounted-for
migrant workers in Taiwan, a rise from 85,797 in the
previous year. The MOL stated that requests to change
employers are reviewed on a case-by-case basis and
highlighted its program to allow workers to transition
to "intermediate skilled foreign workers," waiving their
employment duration limits. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Satellite partnerships explored to
bolster internet resilience amid security
threats

(sk) To strengthen communication resilience against
potential Chinese attacks, Taiwan's Minister of National
Science and Technology Council, Wu Cheng-wen,
confirmed ongoing discussions with Amazon regarding
potential cooperation with its Kuiper broadband
internet satellite constellation. Wu explained that
Kuiper is currently the most advanced satellite internet
system under development globally, making
collaboration a feasible option. [Reuters]

Wu noted that the bandwidth provided by the existing
French OneWeb satellite service is insufficient for
Taiwan's needs. In addition to Amazon'’s Kuiper, he
highlighted the possibility of collaborating with other
communication companies in Europe and Canada.

For instance, Arianespace, a French company jointly
operated by Airbus and Safran, could assist Taiwan in
launching domestically produced satellites into space.
Wu stated that Taiwan plans to carry out these
launches using its own rockets, with a site likely located
in the southeastern coastal region, where a military
missile launch site already exists. However, he
acknowledged that it could take five years for the
launch site to become operational. [Radio Taiwan
International, in Chinese]

Amazon'’s Kuiper, a planned network of over 3,000
satellites aimed at expanding global broadband access,
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is seen as a competitor to SpaceX's Starlink. Wu argued
that collaborating with Starlink could be considered
under conditions of security clearance and approval by
the U.S. government. However, this collaboration may
be complicated by SpaceX's significant economic ties to
China and its CEO Elon Musk’s pro-Beijing stance.
According to an unnamed Taiwanese official, a joint
venture with Starlink is unlikely, as SpaceX reportedly
refuses to allow Chunghwa Telecom or other
Taiwanese firms to hold more than a 50% stake. [CNA,
in Chinese] [Taiwan News]

To enhance the resilience of its internet infrastructure
against potential disruptions, Taiwan is focusing on
low-Earth orbit communication satellites as an
alternative to undersea cables. The importance of such
satellite services has been demonstrated in crises like
the war in Ukraine, where Starlink played a critical role
in restoring communications in areas impacted by
Russian attacks.

Taiwan: Alarm sounded over low
awareness of China threat among youth

(dgl) Concerns about the younger generation's
awareness of cross-strait threats have increased
following a recent survey revealing that less than 40
percent of young Taiwanese support regulating
influencers linked to pro-China unification.

The Asia-Pacific Elite Interchange Association (APEIA)
presented the survey results showing that 56.3 percent
of all respondents agreed on the need for laws to
regulate influencers involved in China's United Front
efforts, while only 37.9 percent of respondents aged
20-24 shared this view.

The survey, conducted amidst allegations of China
recruiting Taiwanese influencers for unification efforts,
highlighted a documentary by YouTuber Pa Chiung,
where Taiwanese rapper Chen Po-yuan revealed his
unwitting involvement in promoting a pro-unification
agenda. The United Front, a strategy employed by the
Chinese Communist Party, aims to influence
individuals to support China's political goals, including
Taiwan's unification.

Experts voiced concern that young Taiwanese show
comparatively low awareness of these efforts,
attributing this to the influence of Chinese social media
and a widespread perception that cross-strait
exchanges are harmless. They further noted that
influencers, often focusing on lifestyle topics, may
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subtly promote China's political narratives, influencing
youth perceptions of China. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Nighttime live-fire drill conducted

(sk) As part of its monthly exercise, Taiwan's Army
conducted a live-fire nighttime drill in offshore Penghu
County, with the Penghu Defense Command deploying
artillery systems and tanks to simulate a nightfall
invasion by enemy forces. [Taipei Times]

The Penghu Defense Command emphasized that the
drill aimed to enhance military readiness, coordination,
and response capabilities amid growing threats,
ensuring robust defense and security for the Taiwan
Strait. [CNA, in Chinese]

Since the inauguration of President Lai Ching-te in
May, China has conducted large-scale military
exercises around Taiwan, including the “Joint Sword-
2024A" drill shortly after Lai's inauguration and the
“Joint Sword-2024B" drill following his National Day
address in October. This marks the second nighttime
live-fire drill in Penghu during Lai's administration, with
the first conducted in late October featuring aerial,
land, and naval simulations. [Focus Taiwan]

Penghu, located in the Taiwan Strait, has historically
served as a significant midway point for ships
navigating the Strait. From a geopolitical perspective,
Penghu is seen as a critical frontline defense in the
First Island Chain, linking Japan and the Philippines. Its
military history includes serving as a battleground and
springboard for foreign forces attacking Taiwan, such
as the Dutch invasion in 1622, the Qing dynasty’s Shi
Lang invasion in 1683, the Sino-French War in 1883,
and the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894. [Now News, in
Chinese]
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Bangladesh: Youth uprising leaders,
opposition alliance push for political
transformation ahead of elections

(Im) Youth leaders behind the July-August student-led
mass uprising, which resulted in the ouster of then-
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, have begun drafting the
charter for their anticipated political party. Drawing
inspiration from youth-driven parties in South Asia,
such as India’s Aam Aadmi Party and Lok Janshakti
Party and Sri Lanka’s National People’s Power, they aim
to establish a political structure that resonates with
grassroots movements.

The leaders, affiliated with the Jatiya Nagorik
Committee and the Anti-Discrimination Student
Movement, have not finalized a name for the party.
They plan to seek public suggestions after forming
ward-level committees. The proposed names will then
be put to a vote, reflecting their commitment to
participatory decision-making.

While the Anti-Discrimination Student Movement will
not be directly tied to the new party, several prominent
figures from the platform are expected to assume
leadership roles. Among them, Nahid Islam, an adviser
to the movement, is reportedly considering stepping
down to lead the new political initiative. Other likely
leaders include Nasiruddin Patwary, convener of the
Jatiya Nagorik Committee; its spokesperson Samantha
Sharmin; and Sarjis Alam, a key figure in the uprising.

Since the ouster of the Awami League on August 5, the
idea of forming a political party has gained
momentum. The Jatiya Nagorik Committee, established
in September, has already set up committees in
around 100 districts and upazilas, with plans to expand
further.

A key leader from the committee stated that
grassroots-level organizational work is expected to
conclude by December, paving the way for the party’s
launch within the next two months. The party's final



charter will be developed in consultation with civil
society members and other stakeholders. [The Daily
Star 1]

In parallel, the 12-party alliance, which previously
collaborated with the BNP in anti-Awami League
movements, has pledged support for BNP's demand to
hold elections by 2025. The alliance criticized potential
delays and vowed to pressure the interim government
to adhere to this timeline.

During a meeting at the BNP chairperson'’s office in
Gulshan, the alliance leaders expressed solidarity with
the BNP's electoral strategy while voicing concerns
over perceived state backing for the new youth-led
political initiative. The meeting marked the start of
BNP’s broader consultations with like-minded parties
to unify opposition forces.

BNP leaders, including Standing Committee member
Nazrul Islam Khan, emphasized the importance of
maintaining alignment on shared goals. Discussions
with allied parties addressed the country’s political and
economic challenges and included plans for joint
programs to reinforce opposition unity. Key alliance
figures, such as Jatiya Party (Kazi Zafar) Chairman
Mostafa Jamal Haidar, stressed the need for collective
action to shape the political landscape ahead of the
elections. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: BNP welcomes High Court
verdict on 15th Amendment, calls for
broader reforms

(asa) The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) has
expressed its appreciation for the High Court's recent
verdict invalidating several provisions of the
controversial 15th amendment to the constitution,
including the abolition of the caretaker government
system. Speaking at a press conference in Dhaka, BNP
Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir
emphasized that the ruling underscored the principle
that constitutional amendments should be made by a
parliament elected through a credible process.

Fakhrul reiterated the BNP's longstanding opposition
to the 15th amendment, enacted by the Awami League
government in 2011, describing it as a mechanism to
establish one-party rule and undermine democracy.
The amendment introduced significant changes across
55 clauses, altering the constitution's structure, which
the BNP believes compromised its democratic essence.
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While welcoming the invalidation of key provisions,
Fakhrul noted that the verdict preserved some aspects
of the amendment and left others for future
parliamentary review. He added that the BNP, along
with other political parties and petitioners, had hoped
for a more definitive ruling, particularly one declaring
the entire amendment illegal. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Yunus assures no place for
Islamic extremism, celebrates Economist
accolade

(Im) Bangladesh’s de facto leader, Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus, emphasized that Islamic
extremism will not resurface in Bangladesh,
highlighting the progressive and secular spirit of the
nation's youth. In an interview with The Economist's
foreign editor Patrick Foulis, Yunus responded to
concerns raised by American and Indian officials about
potential risks of extremism, asserting, "I can assure
that's not taking place at all. These are very
enthusiastic young people -- they are very neutral
about their religion."

The interview coincided with Bangladesh being named
The Economist’s "Country of the Year" for 2024,
recognizing the nation’s strides toward liberal
governance following the student-led uprising that
toppled the previous regime. Yunus attributed this
transformation to the energy and determination of
young people, especially young women who played a
prominent role in the uprising. "They are as capable as
anybody else," he said, noting that three leaders of the
uprising now serve in his cabinet.

Reflecting on his temporary role as Chief Adviser,
Yunus expressed his intention to return to his previous
work fostering global social enterprise movements
once the 2025 elections are completed. "l was taken
away from my job. I'll be happy to go back to the work |
always did and enjoyed," he stated.

The Economist praised Bangladesh’s transition, stating,
"For toppling a despot and taking strides towards a
more liberal government, Bangladesh is our country of
the year." [The Daily Star 1]

Meanwhile, Jamaat-e-Islami Ameer Shafiqur Rahman
has called for national unity while criticizing what he
described as India's interference in Bangladesh’s
internal affairs. Speaking at a party conference in
Moulvibazar, Rahman urged India to respect
Bangladesh’s sovereignty, saying, “We don't interfere in
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your internal matters, so please don't interfere with
ours.”

Rahman also accused India of hypocrisy over
communal harmony, urging it to reflect on its own
treatment of minorities. Highlighting Bangladesh’s
tradition of recognizing all citizens as equals, Rahman
called for unity among Bangladeshis to secure a
prosperous future. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Nasimul Gani appointed
home secretary amid cabinet reshuffle

(mt) Nasimul Gani, formerly a contract-based senior
secretary in the President’s Office, has been appointed
as Bangladesh's new home secretary. The Ministry of
Public Administration announced the decision on
December 22. Gani replaces Mohammad Abdul
Momen, who recently became the chairman of the
Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC).

Gani, a retired additional secretary, previously served
as private secretary to Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) leader and former speaker Jamir Uddin Sircar.
During the Awami League’s tenure, Gani was placed on
mandatory retirement but returned to government
service on a two-year contractual basis with senior
secretary rank in August 2024.

His predecessor, Mohammad Abdul Momen, also has
ties to previous BNP-led administrations. He held key
positions under the BNP-Jamaat-e-Islami coalition
government, including roles at the agriculture ministry
and as chairman of Bangladesh Road Transport
Authority. Like Gani, Momen was subjected to
mandatory retirement during the Awami League's rule
in 2009. [BD News 1]

Meanwhile, ACC Chairman Momen, who assumed
office on December 11, has taken steps to underscore
his commitment to transparency. In a public
statement, he disclosed his wealth, including two flats
in Dhaka's Bosila, a plot in Purbachal, and movable and
immovable assets valued at BDT 7.1 million (USD
59,640). He also revealed a pending acquisition of a
700-square-foot apartment and a land allocation
through the BCS administration committee. [BD News
2]

Bangladesh: Election Commission cancels
BCC contract over NID data breach, warns
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of legal action

(mt) Bangladesh's Election Commission (EC) has
terminated its agreement with the Bangladesh
Computer Council (BCC) for violating terms related to
National Identity Card (NID) data sharing. The BCC
allegedly transferred or used EC data unlawfully,
breaching the 2022 agreement that strictly prohibits
such actions.

EC Director General ASM Humayun Kabir warned that
those involved would face consequences, stating, "No
one can escape." The EC is also investigating whether
the BCC created an unauthorized database.
Additionally, the BCC owes BDT 21.33 million (USD
179,172) in unpaid fees, which the EC has demanded
within 15 days. [BD News]

Bangladesh: High Court acquits ex-
minister Babar in arms smuggling case,
reduces ULFA leader's sentence

(mt) The High Court of Bangladesh has acquitted
Lutfozzaman Babar, a former state minister of home
affairs during the Bangladesn Nationalist Party (BNP)-
led government, and six others in the 10-truck arms
haul case. The court also reduced the sentence of
Paresh Barua, military commander of the Indian
separatist group ULFA (United Liberation Front of
Asom), from the death penalty to life imprisonment.
Six other convicts previously sentenced to death had
their sentences reduced to 10 years in prison.

The 2004 case involved the seizure of 10 truckloads of
weapons at Chittagong Urea Fertiliser Limited (CUFL)
Ghat in Chattogram, sparking accusations of smuggling
under the Arms Act and Special Powers Act. In 2014, a
special tribunal sentenced several high-profile figures,
including Babar, Jamaat-e-Islami leader Maulana
Matiur Rahman Nizami, and senior intelligence
officials, to death. Nizami and another convict have
since passed away, leading to the dismissal of their
cases.

The High Court dismissed the death sentences after
hearing appeals from the convicts. Those acquitted
include former intelligence officials, CUFL executives,
and government officials. Convicts whose sentences
were reduced to 10 years include former National
Security Intelligence (NSI) officers and alleged
smugglers.[BD News]
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Bangladesh: ACC widens anti-graft
crackdown targeting Sheikh Hasina,
family, and high-profile figures

(mt/Im) The Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) of
Bangladesh has intensified its anti-corruption
campaign, launching a series of investigations into
former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, her family, and
other prominent figures linked to the previous
government.

Sheikh Hasina, her son Sajeeb Wazed Joy, her sister
Sheikh Rehana, and British MP Tulip Siddig, Rehana'’s
daughter, are accused of embezzling USD 7.5 billion
from major projects, including the Rooppur Nuclear
Power Plant and the Ashrayan housing project.
Allegations suggest USD 5.5 billion was
misappropriated from the Rooppur project - the
country's first nuclear energy facility developed in
collaboration with Russia - through transactions
involving Malaysian banks. Another USD 1.95 billion
was reportedly siphoned from projects under the
Bangladesh Export Processing Zones Authority (BEPZA)
and Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority (BEZA). The
investigation follows Hasina's departure to India on
August 5 after a mass student uprising. [The Daily Star]

The ACC's crackdown has expanded to other high-
profile cases, exposing systemic financial misconduct
during the Awami League's tenure. Former Education
Minister Mohibul Hasan Chowdhury Nowfel is accused
of illegally amassing BDT 30 billion (USD 273.6 million),
with transactions amounting to BDT 1.13 billion (USD
10.3 million) across 41 bank accounts. Nowfel,
untraceable since August, is one of several figures
under investigation. [BD News 1]

Former NTMC Director General Ziaul Ahsan faces
allegations of corruption, abuse of power, and money
laundering. Ahsan's accounts were frozen following his
arrest in August, and he was subsequently dismissed
from service. [BD News 2]

The ACC has also filed cases against 58 individuals,
including the son of S Alam Group's owner and former
Islami Bank chairman, for embezzling BDT 10.92 billion
(USD 99.5 million) through fraudulent loans. This case
is part of a broader investigation into irregularities
involving the misuse of BDT 32.57 billion (USD 297
million) in loans at the bank. [BD News 3]

Other investigations include corruption allegations
against former ministers Obaidul Quader and Salman F
Rahman, focusing on illegal asset accumulation and
fraudulent loans worth BDT 19.07 billion (USD 174
million). [BD News 4]
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Suspicious financial activities tied to Jahangir Alam,
Sheikh Hasina's former personal assistant, have also
come under scrutiny, with USD 58.5 million deposited
across 23 accounts, nearly all withdrawn shortly after
being deposited. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Adviser Nahid calls for
structural reforms to combat transport
sector corruption

(Im) Corruption continues to plague Bangladesh's road
transport sector, with political influence deeply
intertwined in its operations, Information and
Broadcasting Adviser Nahid Islam stated during a
dialogue organized by the Road Safety Foundation at
the Bangladesh Press Institute. Nahid highlighted that
systemic issues persist despite evolving dynamics,
calling for institutional management and structural
reforms to restore order.

Nahid urged political parties to address corruption
within their ranks, noting that many irregularities
involve party-affiliated individuals. He criticized past
governments for prioritizing development projects that
failed to benefit the public directly and emphasized the
importance of inclusive, people-centered policies.

A recent Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB)
report revealed widespread corruption in the private
bus sector, with operators reportedly paying over BDT
10.59 billion (USD 88.96 million) annually in extortion.
Of this, more than BDT 9 billion (USD 75.66 million) is
allegedly directed toward bribes for vehicle
registration, certification, and renewal through the
BRTA. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Dispute among top
government officials over promotions
intensifies

(Im) Tensions have risen among Bangladesh's
government officials over promotions, with
disagreements between the administration cadre and
officers from 25 other cadres. The conflict centers on
promotions to the deputy secretary and higher posts,
sparking plans for strikes and counter-statements.

Officers from the 25 cadres announced a pen-down
strike for December 24 and a rally in Dhaka on January
4, calling for competitive exams for promotions. They
argue that higher posts belong to the government and
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should be open to all cadres on equal terms. However,
they have not demanded similar exams for promotions
within their own cadres.

In response, District Commissioners from all 64
districts issued statements opposing the protests,
while the administration cadre has refrained from
officially joining the movement. Instead, junior officers
within the cadre are pushing for tougher measures,
including work abstention.

The dispute has roots in the historical quota system,
which reserved 25 percent of deputy secretary
positions for non-admin cadres. While this was initially
seen as a way to address disparities, recent changes in
recruitment have reduced the justification for
maintaining such quotas.

The Public Administration Reform Commission has
proposed a 50:50 quota between the administration
cadre and other cadres for deputy secretary posts, a
shift from the current 75:25 ratio. Admin cadre
officials, however, argue that the position of deputy
secretary should remain exclusive to their cadre.

Administrative experts criticized the strike plans,
emphasizing that such actions violate conduct rules for
government employees. Former secretary AKM Abdul
Awal Mazumder described these moves as
"unacceptable," particularly during national crises.

Anwar Ullah, president of the Bangladesh
Administrative Service Association, stressed that the
promotion system has been resolved by the courts and
expressed confidence in the Reform Commission's
decisions. In contrast, Muhammad Mofizur Rahman,
coordinator of the Inter-Cadre Disparity Removal
Council, argued that the positions do not inherently
belong to any specific cadre and should be accessible
to all qualified candidates. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Health Sector Reforms
Commission tackles unethical practices in
Chattogram

(Im) The Health Sector Reforms Commission, led by
National Professor Dr. AK Azad Khan, held its first
stakeholder meeting in Chattogram, addressing
unethical practices like doctors receiving commissions
from pharmaceutical companies.

Held at the Chittagong Medical College auditorium, the
meeting included healthcare representatives; however,
the absence of patient and civil society representatives
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drew attention to the need for a more inclusive
discussion. Experts stressed improving health services
and education, granting autonomy to professionals,
and raising standards in private medical colleges
through semi-government oversight. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Adviser AF Hassan Ariff
passes away at 85

(Im) Adviser AF Hassan Ariff, who oversaw the
ministries of land and civil aviation and tourism in
Bangladesh's interim government, passed away on
December 20 at the age of 85.

Ariff, born in Kolkata in 1941, began his legal career at
the Calcutta High Court before moving to Dhaka in
1970, where he became a senior advocate of the
Supreme Court. He served as Bangladesh's attorney
general from 2001 to 2005 and as an adviser during
the 2008-09 caretaker government.

Following his appointment to the interim government
on August 8, Ariff initially managed the Local
Government Ministry before taking on responsibilities
for the land and civil aviation ministries. [The Business
Standard]

Bangladesh: Trainee doctors resume
protests in Shahbagh demanding higher
allowances

(mt) Postgraduate trainee doctors in Bangladesh have
resumed their work stoppage, staging a protest at
Dhaka's Shahbagh intersection to demand a doubling
of their monthly allowance from BDT 25,000 (USD 210)
to BDT 50,000 (USD 420). The doctors have vowed to
continue their protests until their demands are met.

The protests follow years of agitation for increased
allowances. In July 2023, under the previous Awami
League government, allowances were raised from BDT
20,000 (USD 168) to BDT 25,000 (USD 210), but the
doctors argue this amount remains insufficient.

The Health Ministry has invited a delegation of six
protesting doctors for discussions, yet the protesters
claim prior assurances from various authorities have
yielded no tangible progress. They cite delays in
securing approval from the Ministry of Finance, leaving
their demands unmet.
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This protest marks a continuation of demonstrations
since 2022, including hunger strikes and sit-ins. Most
recently, the Doctors' Movement for Justice gave a 48-
hour ultimatum on December 14, followed by
meetings involving ministry officials and advocacy
groups. However, the promised approvals for
increased allowances have not materialized, prompting
the latest action. [BD News]

Bangladesh: Interim government refutes
reports of 2,200 attacks on Hindus in 2024

(Im) Bangladesh’s interim government has challenged
recent claims that there were 2,200 incidents of
violence against Hindus in Bangladesh during 2024,
describing the figure as "misleading and highly
exaggerated."

In a written statement, the interim government
responded to reports from Indian media outlets,
including India Today and Anandabazar, which cited
India’s Ministry of External Affairs. These reports
claimed incidents against Hindus in Bangladesh
numbered 47 in 2022, 302 in 2023, and 2,200 in 2024.

According to Ain O Salish Kendra, an independent
human rights organization, there were 138 reported
violent incidents against religious minorities in
Bangladesh between January and November 2024.
These incidents involved 368 house attacks and
injuries to 82 individuals.

The interim government stated it is actively
investigating these incidents and has taken legal action
in many cases. Between August 4 and December 10, at
least 97 cases were filed, and 75 individuals were
arrested for alleged attacks on religious minorities.
Many incidents occurred during the period of political
transition between August 5 and August 8, when there
was no sitting government.

The statement clarified that most of these attacks were
politically motivated, urging stakeholders to avoid
spreading "misleading information" about hate crimes.

The dispute follows a statement made in India’s
parliamentary lower house by Minister of State for
External Affairs Kirti Vardhan Singh, who cited data
from minority and human rights organizations
indicating 2,200 reported cases of violence against
Hindus and other minorities in Bangladesh this year.
[The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Media Reform Commission to
survey public trust in media

The Media Reform Commission has announced plans
to conduct its first-ever National Media Survey from
January 1 to 7, 2025. The survey aims to assess public
trust in the country’s media landscape and will cover a
sample of 48,000 respondents, involving 842
surveyors.

Further details on the methodology and scope of the
survey are expected to be shared in the coming weeks.
[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Survey reveals over 150
broadcast journalists lost jobs in 2024

(Im) A survey by the Broadcast Journalist Centre (BJC)
revealed that over 150 broadcast journalists lost their
jobs in 2024, with many facing violations of labor
rights. The findings are based on data from 30 national
television channels.

The survey highlighted that 48.3 percent of TV
channels do not provide termination benefits, while
44.8 percent fail to give the legally mandated notice
period before terminations. Salary delays are
prevalent, with less than half of the channels paying
workers on time. In some cases, workers wait two to
five months for arrears, and 35 percent of channels
pay salaries in irregular installments.

Workplace protections are lacking, with more than 82
percent of channels failing to establish sexual
harassment prevention committees, despite a 2009
High Court ruling requiring such committees. Health
and life insurance are provided by only 20 percent and
10 percent of the channels, respectively. Provident
funds are available at a quarter of the channels, while
gratuity is offered by just 10 percent.

The survey also found that 90 percent of TV channels
do not provide regular annual salary increments, and
72.4 percent do not pay overtime for work during
government holidays. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Dengue claims two more
lives, cases exceed 100,000 this year

(vk) As of December 22, the death toll from dengue in
Bangladesh has reached 563 this year, following two
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additional fatalities reported in the last 24 hours,
according to the Directorate General of Health Services
(DGHS).

During the same period, 165 new dengue cases were
recorded, with 44 patients hospitalized in Dhaka's city
corporation areas. Currently, 1,064 dengue patients
are receiving treatment across the country. Since
January 1, 2024, the total number of reported cases
has surpassed 100,000.

This year's figures follow a record-breaking 2023, when
dengue claimed 1,705 lives, marking it as the deadliest
year for the mosquito-borne disease in Bangladesh.
[The Financial Times]

Bangladesh: Five injured in fire at Gazipur
garment warehouse

(Im) A fire broke out this afternoon at the warehouse
of M&U Times, a garment factory in Gazipur's Sreepur,
leaving five individuals injured. The cause of the fire
remains undetermined, with further details pending
investigation, firefighters said. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Fatal clash erupts at Bishwa
ljtema grounds amid Tablighi Jamaat
rivalry

(mt) A violent clash between two factions of Tablighi
Jamaat, an Islamic missionary movement focused on
spiritual reform and spreading the message of Islam,
erupted at the Bishwa ljtema grounds in Tongi last
week. The confrontation left three people dead and
many injured. The conflict stems from a longstanding
leadership rivalry within the organization over control
of the ljtema, one of the world's largest Islamic
gatherings. [BD News 1] [BD News 2] [BD News 3] [BD
News 4] [BD News 5] [BD News 6]

Bangladesh: Teenagers stage bank
robbery inspired by movies

(mt) Three teenagers, armed with fake pistols and
knives, attempted a dramatic robbery at a bank in
Dhaka, taking 16 people hostage. The standoff, which
lasted three hours, ended peacefully when the
suspects surrendered after negotiations with law
enforcement. Investigations revealed that the trio—
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two aged 16 and one aged 22, all madrasa students—
were inspired by films and sought adventure and
money to purchase iPhones. [BD News 1] [BD News 2]
[BD News 3] [BD News 4]

Bangladesh: Ten injured in BNP factional
clash in Munshiganj

(Im) At least ten people were injured in a violent clash
between two factions of the Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) in Munshiganj Sadar upazila on December
21. The confrontation involved the use of firearms and
explosive devices, with five individuals sustaining bullet
wounds. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: 37,000 road fatalities in five
years, calls for urgent reforms

(Im) Over 37,000 lives were lost in road accidents in
Bangladesh between 2020 and November 2024,
according to a report by the Road Safety Foundation.
The report, unveiled during a national dialogue held at
the Press Institute of Bangladesh in Dhaka, also
highlighted that road accidents injured more than
65,000 individuals during the same period.

The dialogue emphasized the disproportionate use of
road space, with private vehicles occupying 70 percent
despite carrying only 11 percent of passengers, leaving
just 30 percent for public transport. This disparity was
termed "grossly unfair" to the majority of citizens.

Speaking at the event, Information Adviser Nahid Islam
stressed the need for structural reforms and the
eradication of corruption in the transport sector. He
also criticized unplanned infrastructure projects that
fail to prioritize public safety, calling for fundamental
changes in development planning. [The Daily Star]

Bhutan: Honouring tourism and monastic
leaders on National Day

(mt) Bhutan's 117th National Day celebrated the
nation’s achievements with King Jigme Khesar Namgyel
Wangchuck awarding the Druk Thuksey Medal, the
nation'’s highest civilian honor for exceptional service
to the country. This year, the tourism sector was
honored for advancing sustainable economic growth
and Bhutan's international reputation, while former
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Tshugla Lopen Samten Dorji, a senior monk and
former head of Buddhist education in Bhutan, received
the medal for his exceptional contributions to
monastic education. [Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

Nationwide celebrations, including in Trashigang and
among Bhutanese communities abroad, showcased
cultural pride and unity. His Majesty conferred
distinctions, including red scarves to individuals like
Dasho Arun Kapur for contributions to education and
white scarves to leaders in governance and law.
National Order of Merit medals recognized
achievements in cultural preservation, environmental
conservation, and medical innovation. [Kuensel 3]
[Kuensel 4] [Kuensel 5] [Kuensel 6] [Kuensel 7]

Bhutan: Accountant misappropriates USD
15,000 in Bumthang Dzongkhag

(mt) The Royal Audit Authority (RAA) has revealed the
misappropriation of BTN 1.26 million (approximately
USD 15,120) by an accountant in the Bumthang
Dzongkhag Administration during the 2022-23
financial year. The funds, earmarked as stipends for
Chumey Central School, were diverted through
fraudulent practices involving double payments and
unauthorized fund usage.

The RAA's investigation confirmed that excess
payments were refunded in cash under the
accountant's instructions and subsequently deposited
into the Audit Recoveries Account. While the
misappropriated amounts have been recovered, the
case has been referred to the Anti-Corruption
Commission for further inquiry. [Kuensel 1]

Separately, the RAA uncovered significant lapses in
DoAT's ADB-funded "Air Transport Connectivity
Enhancement" project, aimed at improving
infrastructure at Bumthang, Gelephu, and Yonphula
domestic airports. The audit found that DoAT failed to
reimburse BTN 19.086 million (USD 228,000) in pre-
financing expenses and made unjustified payments of
BTN 3.07 million (USD 36,700) due to improper rate
analysis. An overpayment of BTN 757,000 (USD 9,000)
was also identified and later recovered.

Further, substandard construction at Bumthang
Airport, including defective ceiling boards and flooring,
was accepted, while contractors failed to submit
required "as-built" drawings and renew performance
guarantees for ongoing projects. The RAA
recommended stricter adherence to financial protocols
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and contractor obligations to prevent similar lapses.
[Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Ministry of Education and
National Council clash over teacher
transfers

(Im) Bhutan's Ministry of Education and Skills
Development (MoESD) and the National Council (NC)
are at odds over teacher transfer practices. The NC
criticized the ministry for inconsistencies and alleged
non-compliance with civil service regulations, leading
to dissatisfaction and mismatches in teacher
placements, particularly in rural areas.

The NC highlighted issues such as surplus teachers
denied transfers, urban-rural disparities, and teachers
assigned outside their areas of specialization. The
MoESD defended its policies, citing a systematic
process guided by Royal Civil Service Commission
(RCSC) rules and monitored through annual HR audits.
It denied reports of surplus teachers and pointed to an
electronic deployment system ensuring precise
placements.

The NC urged the ministry to revisit its deployment
system to address inefficiencies and improve
education quality. While 312 teachers were transferred
this year, the ministry emphasized stability, restricting
frequent redeployments. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Schools implement pathways for
assessing learning difficulties and
disabilities

(mt) Bhutan's Ministry of Education and Skills
Development has introduced systematic processes in
schools to better identify and support students with
learning difficulties and disabilities, addressing
widespread public confusion between the two.

Schools prioritize medical diagnoses for visible
disabilities, while educational assessments by teachers
are used for identifying invisible challenges like
intellectual disabilities. These teacher-led evaluations
aim to provide tailored support without labeling
students as having a disability. Children showing
persistent challenges are referred for further clinical
assessment if needed.
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The National Health Survey reported that 6.8 percent
of Bhutan's population aged five and older, or 48,325
individuals, self-identified as having disabilities, with
the most common issues related to self-care, hearing,
mobility, and vision. Experts suggest the actual
numbers may be higher. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: RBP targets fake social media
accounts amid rising cybercrime

(Im) The Royal Bhutan Police (RBP) is cracking down on
fake social media accounts linked to cyberbullying,
defamation, and hate speech. Collaborating with
agencies like the Bhutan InfoComm and Media
Authority (BICMA) and the Department of Media,
Creative Industry, and Intellectual Property (DOMCIIP),
the RBP aims to trace offenders and foster responsible
online behavior.

The initiative focuses on harmful content and seeks
cooperation from social media companies, while
urging citizens to use platforms constructively. In a
recent case, a 37-year-old man operating a fake
account was arrested for sharing a video linked to the
death of a 20-year-old TikToker. Investigations are
ongoing, with all implicated individuals in custody.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Punatsangchhu-Il synchronises
two units with national grid

(mt) The Punatsangchhu-Il Hydroelectric Project (PHPA-
Il) achieved a key milestone on Bhutan's National Day,
December 17, by synchronizing two 170 MW units with
the national grid. The units, expected to generate 4.3
million units of electricity daily when fully operational,
are undergoing final tests, with commercial operations
to follow soon.

This progress is set to reduce Bhutan's energy imports
from India during lean seasons, with the remaining
four units planned for commissioning by 2025, raising
the country's total hydropower capacity to 3,465 MW.
The project, a joint venture with India, started in 2010
with costs now estimated at BTN 94.45 billion (USD
1.14 billion). [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Inflation eases to 1.34 percent in
October 2024
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(Im) Bhutan's annual inflation rate dropped to 1.34
percent in October 2024, down from 5.07 percentin
the same period last year and slightly lower than
September's 1.35 percent. This marks a significant
easing in the cost of goods and services, as reported by
the National Statistics Bureau.

Food prices remained the main driver of inflation,
rising by 4.62 percent, with food and non-alcoholic
beverages increasing by 5.14 percent. However, non-
food inflation saw a decline of 1.72 percent, driven by
drops in housing, utilities, health, and transport
indices. Month-on-month inflation rose by 0.65 percent
in October due to price increases across both food and
non-food categories.

Despite the overall easing trend, the purchasing power
of the ngultrum continues to decline, with BTN 100 in
June 2024 now equivalent to BTN 56.4 in December
2012 terms. Last year, inflation eased to 4.23 percent,
attributed largely to a drop in the non-food index,
while food prices saw a marginal rise. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: National Strategy for the
Development of Statistics unveiled

(mt) The National Statistics Bureau (NSB) has unveiled
its National Strategy for the Development of Statistics
(NSDS) 2024-2029. This strategy aims to enhance
Bhutan'’s statistical systems, ensuring data accessibility
and utility for policymaking and service delivery.
Developed with support from PARIS21, the NSDS aligns
with the 13th Five-Year Plan and outlines initiatives to
improve data quality, governance, and capacity-
building within the National Statistical System. Key
focus areas include publishing detailed statistics,
advancing data governance frameworks, and fostering
expertise in data science and predictive analytics. The
strategy is expected to drive data-driven decision-
making, contributing to Bhutan's broader
developmental goals.

In Paro, experts and policymakers convened for the
Mid-Latitude Region Network (MLRN) International
Expert Group Meeting. The conference, themed on
accelerating responses to climate change, addressed
challenges in mountain ecosystems, including
biodiversity loss and socio-ecological resilience.
Organized by the Ojeong Resilience Institute (OJERI),
the Tarayana Foundation, and the Bhutan Trust Fund
for Environmental Conservation, the event emphasized
science-based approaches to climate resilience. A new
partnership between Tarayana and OJERI aims to
foster joint research and promote sustainable
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development. These efforts underscore the urgency of
addressing climate vulnerabilities in mountainous
regions globally. [Kuensel 1] [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Matrixport to establish regional
base in Gelephu Mindfulness City

(Im) Matrixport, a leading platform for cryptocurrency
financial services, managing USD 6 billion in assets, has
applied for a Financial Services Permission License to
operate in Bhutan’'s Gelephu Mindfulness City (GMC),
marking its first venture into South Asia. The company
is the inaugural license applicant under GMC's financial
services and virtual asset regulatory framework,
introduced in December 2023.

The GMC is a transformative economic initiative by
Bhutan, envisioned as a hub for technology and
innovation with a particular focus on blockchain and
cryptocurrency sectors. Designed to attract global
firms in digital finance and sustainable technology,
GMC reflects Bhutan's strategic pivot toward
diversifying its economy beyond hydropower and
agriculture. [Kuensel]

India: Parliament’s Winter Session ends in
acrimony and low productivity

(Im) The Winter Session of India's Parliament
concluded on December 20 with sharp disputes, low
productivity, and contentious proceedings, highlighting
one of the most turbulent legislative terms in recent
memory. Both the Lok Sabha (lower house) and the
Rajya Sabha (upper house) were adjourned sine die
amid escalating clashes between the ruling National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) and the opposition INDIA
bloc.

According to PRS Legislative Research, the Lok Sabha's
productivity was a mere 54.5 percent, while the Rajya
Sabha functioned at just 40 percent. Question Hour
was largely ineffective, with the Lok Sabha operating
for less than 10 minutes on most days and the Rajya
Sabha failing to hold it on 15 of 19 days. Across both
Houses, only seven bills were passed, marking the
lowest legislative performance in six Lok Sabha terms.
[The Hindu 1]

Contentious debates dominated the session, notably
over allegations of insults to Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the
principal architect of the Indian Constitution, and
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controversies surrounding the Adani Group. The latter,
an Indian conglomerate led by Gautam Adani, has
come under scrutiny for alleged misconduct. In
November, U.S. federal prosecutors charged Adani and
associates with securities fraud and bribery, accusing
them of orchestrating a USD 265 million scheme to
secure solar energy contracts through illicit payments.
Domestically, opposition parties accused the
government of shielding Adani and evading
discussions on critical issues, including industrial
accountability and constitutional safeguards. The
ruling BJP, in turn, blamed the opposition for frequent
disruptions that hampered legislative progress.

Tensions peaked on December 19 during rival protests
at Parliament's gates. The demonstrations, organized
by the BJP-led NDA and the Indian National Congress
(INC)-led INDIA bloc, escalated into a physical
altercation. Two BJP MPs were reportedly injured, and
accusations of intimidation included claims against
Congress leader Rahul Gandhi. In the aftermath, Lok
Sabha Speaker Om Birla banned demonstrations at
Parliament's gates, citing the need to maintain
decorum within parliamentary premises. INC leaders,
meanwhile, demanded the release of CCTV footage,
alleging that BJP members had manhandled INC
president Mallikarjun Kharge. The Hindu 2] [The Hindu
3]

The incident has also led to legal consequences. A case
against Opposition Leader Rahul Gandhi, related to the
altercation, was transferred to the Delhi Police Crime
Branch. Filed by BJP MP Hemang Joshi, the FIR accuses
Gandhi of "physical assault and incitement" during the
scuffle. [The Hindu 4]

Adding to the session’s turbulence were internal
divisions within the INDIA bloc. The INC focused on
allegations against industrialist Gautam Adani, while
other parties, including the Trinamool Congress and
Samajwadi Party, differed in their priorities. Despite
these differences, opposition unity surfaced in the final
days as leaders collectively condemned remarks by
Home Minister Amit Shah that were perceived as
disparaging to Ambedkar. [The Hindu 1]

India: JPC to examine 'One Nation, One
Election’ bills amidst sharp political divide

(Im) India’s Parliament has approved the formation of a
39-member Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) to
examine the proposed 'One Nation, One Election' bills,
a significant step toward synchronizing state and
national elections. The Constitution (129th
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Amendment) Bill, 2024, and amendments to the
Government of Union Territories Act, 1963, aim to
reform the electoral process by aligning election
schedules across the country. Initially planned for 31
members, the JPC was expanded to 39 after smaller
political parties requested inclusion to ensure broader
representation.

The committee, chaired by senior ruling Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) MP P.P. Chaudhary, comprises
members from across the political spectrum, including
representatives from the BJP, the main opposition
Indian National Congress (INC), and regional parties
such as the DMK, TMC, and SP. The panel is tasked
with submitting its report by the last week of the 2025
Budget session. However, the proposed reforms have
triggered heated debates, with the government
arguing the move will reduce election costs and
improve governance, while critics claim it undermines
federalism and the Constitution’s basic structure.

The bills were introduced in Parliament’s lower house,
the Lok Sabha, on December 17 amidst sharp
opposition from parties like the INC, Trinamool
Congress, and AIMIM, which denounced the proposals
as unconstitutional and centralizing power at the
expense of state governments. They argue that the
alignment of elections would require curtailing or
extending the tenure of state legislatures, infringing on
their autonomy and undermining democratic
accountability. The government countered that the
bills represent a long-overdue electoral reform that
aligns with the Constitution’s principles and safeguards
democratic integrity.

The ruling BJP, which supports the 'One Nation, One
Election' framework as part of its electoral manifesto,
faces challenges in passing the constitutional
amendment due to a lack of a two-thirds majority in
Parliament. Voting during the bills’ introduction
highlighted this divide, with 263 MPs voting in favor
and 198 against, falling short of the supermajority
required for constitutional amendments.

BJP heavyweight Home Minister Amit Shah emphasized
the importance of detailed deliberations, stating that
the bills would undergo rigorous examination in the
JPC, with multiple levels of review before being
debated again in Parliament. The high-level committee
chaired by former President Ram Nath Kovind in 2023
had already explored the feasibility of simultaneous
elections, with mixed responses from political parties
—32in favor and 15 opposing.

Supporters of the initiative, including BJP allies like the
Shiv Sena and TDP, argue that simultaneous elections



would reduce governance disruptions caused by
frequent electoral cycles. However, opposition leaders,
including INC MP Manish Tiwari and AIMIM's
Asaduddin Owaisi, argue that the bills threaten the
diversity of India’s federal democracy, concentrating
power in the central government and weakening
regional voices.[Hindustan Times] [The Indian Express]

India: Lieutenant Governor approves ED
prosecution of Arvind Kejriwal in Delhi
excise policy case

(Im) Delhi Lieutenant Governor V.K. Saxena has
granted the Enforcement Directorate (ED) permission
to prosecute Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) chief and former
Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal in the Delhi excise policy
case. This decision follows months of investigations
into alleged corruption and irregularities in the excise
policy introduced by the Delhi government in 2021.

The case revolves around accusations that the excise
policy, intended to privatize liquor sales and increase
revenue, led to undue benefits for certain private
entities in exchange for kickbacks. Allegations include
violations of policy procedures and deliberate financial
favors, with a purported loss to the state exchequer.
Key figures in the AAP, including former Deputy Chief
Minister Manish Sisodia, were implicated, with Sisodia
arrested earlier this year and currently in jail.

Kejriwal has been under scrutiny but has not been
jailed in connection to the case. His name appeared in
the chargesheets, prompting the ED to seek approval
for prosecution. The Delhi High Court recently granted
the ED additional time to respond to a petition by
Kejriwal and Sisodia challenging the trial court's
cognizance of the chargesheets.

This approval marks a significant development as the
AAP leader faces legal action ahead of the 2025 Delhi
Assembly elections, intensifying the political and
judicial spotlight on the case. AAP has consistently
denied the allegations, claiming the investigations are
politically motivated. [The Hindu]

India: BJP MP moves privilege motion
against Parliament’s opposition leader
Rahul Gandhi

(ad) Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) MP Nishikant Dubey
has moved a privilege motion against Leader of
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Opposition in Parliament's lower house, Rahul Gandhi,
demanding his suspension over sharing a “criminally
edited” clip of Home Minister and BJP heavyweight
Amit Shah on social media platform X (formerly
Twitter). Dubey accused Gandhi of sharing the video
with the intent to “foment public sentiments” and
degrade the dignity of both Parliament and the
country. He claimed Gandhi's actions amounted to
“Breach of Parliamentary Privileges” and “Contempt of
the House,” and called for his immediate suspension
from the House and its Committees, followed by a
thorough investigation by the Committee of Privileges.

The motion came a day after main opposition Indian
National Congress (INC) leader Mallikarjun Kharge, the
Leader of Opposition in Parliament’s upper house,
moved a similar motion against Shah, alleging
contempt of the House. Dubey criticized Gandhi's
conduct, accusing him of misquoting parliamentary
proceedings to intentionally provoke discord. He urged
lower house Speaker Om Birla to investigate the
matter and suspend Gandhi until the inquiry is
complete. [The Hindustan Times]

India: Protests in Jammu & Kashmir over
reservation policy

(ad) Protests have intensified in Jammu and Kashmir as
students and political leaders, including members of
the ruling National Conference (NC) and opposition
parties, demand a review of the recently implemented
reservation policy. Demonstrators gathered outside
Chief Minister Omar Abdullah’s residence on Gupkar
Road, with his son and prominent figures from the NC,
including MP Ruhulla Mehdi, joining the protests.
Opposition leaders from the People's Democratic Party
(PDP) and Awami Itihad Party have also voiced their
opposition.

The reservation policy, introduced by the
administration under Lieutenant Governor Manoj
Sinha before the assembly elections, reduces the
general category reservation quota while increasing
quotas for Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other Backward
Classes (OBCs), and other reserved categories. Key
changes include a 10 percent reservation for Pahari
tribes and three others, raising the ST quota to 20
percent, and an 8 percent reservation for OBCs, with
15 new castes added to the OBC list. These
amendments were made through legislative changes
in early 2024, including the Jammu and Kashmir
Reservation (Amendment) Act and updates to
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe orders.
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The policy has sparked widespread anger among
students and politicians, who view it as unjust. Critics
argue the policy unfairly reduces opportunities for the
general category and lacks proper consultation. NC MP
Ruhulla Mehdi emphasized the need for rationality and
blamed administrative ambiguities between the
elected government and the Lieutenant Governor's
office for delays in addressing the issue.

In response to the outcry, the government formed a
three-member panel on December 10 to review the
policy. The committee, comprising ministers Sakina
Itoo, Javed Ahmad Rana, and Satish Sharma, has yet to
set a deadline for submitting its recommendations.
Additionally, the Jammu and Kashmir High Court has
sought a response from the government on petitions
challenging the policy and consolidated the cases for
review. [The Hindustan Times]

India: Court denies bail to ex-IAS trainee
accused of fraud

(ad) The Delhi High Court has denied anticipatory bail
to former IAS trainee officer Puja Khedkar, who faces
allegations of forgery, cheating, and misuse of benefits
for disadvantaged groups to secure her civil service
selection. The court observed that her actions,
including allegedly forging an OBC certificate and
disability claims, were part of a "larger conspiracy"
aimed at deceiving the Union Public Service
Commission (UPSC) and undermining public trust.

Khedkar, who was dismissed from the IAS in
September 2024, has denied the charges, claiming they
are retaliatory following a sexual harassment
complaint she filed against a senior officer. She has
also maintained that her documents, including her
disability claim, were verified and valid.

Despite these assertions, the UPSC canceled her
selection in August, and she was blacklisted for life.
Further scrutiny revealed discrepancies, including her
ineligibility for OBC non-creamy layer benefits and her
failure to undergo a mandatory health check-up for
disability exemptions. [NDTV]

India: YouTube targets clickbait and
misinformation with new policy
enforcement
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(Im) YouTube has announced plans to intensify its
crackdown on misleading content in India, targeting
videos with titles and thumbnails that do not align with
the actual content. The new measures, aimed at
combating "egregious clickbait," will gradually roll out
over the coming months.

The platform cited examples of violations, such as
videos falsely claiming breaking news updates or
sensational information, like reports of dying
presidents, that bear no relation to the video content.
YouTube emphasized the importance of addressing
these issues, particularly for videos on breaking news
or current events, to ensure viewers are not misled.
[The Hindu]

India: Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan
addresses NREGA issues, calls for better
coordination

(ad) Union Minister for Rural Development, Shivraj
Singh Chouhan, chaired a meeting to discuss issues in
the implementation of the National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (NREGA). Key concerns raised included
delayed wage payments, deletion of job cards,
ineffective social audits, and the suspension of funds in
West Bengal. Civil society groups emphasized delayed
payments and the need for better verification
processes for job card deletions.

Chouhan stressed the need for better coordination in
the NREGA implementation to prevent fraud and
ensure transparency. He also highlighted the necessity
of ensuring that funds are used effectively, so the
government can continue providing jobs under NREGA.
The issue of West Bengal, where NREGA funds have
been halted since December 2021 due to alleged
misappropriation, was also discussed. A suggestion
was made to form a committee, including members
from both ruling and opposition parties, as well as civil
society, to address the issue.[The Hindustan Times]

India: Minister C R Patil attributes
unemployment crisis to past
governments' failures

(ad) Jal Shakti Minister C R Patil has blamed previous
governments for India's unemployment crisis,
asserting that had they performed their duties
properly over the last 70 years, the current
government would not have had to address this issue.
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He argued that the ongoing unemployment situation
could have been avoided had past administrations
implemented effective policies.

Patil emphasized the Modi government's achievements
in addressing poverty, stating that in just 10 years, 250
million people have been lifted out of poverty. He also
highlighted the government's distribution of 5
kilograms of foodgrain per person to 800 million
citizens per month, free of cost, as part of their poverty
alleviation efforts.

In response to opposition claims about the
government's failure to generate employment, Patil
questioned what previous governments had done to
address the issue and urged them to explain why
unemployment persists despite their long tenure. He
noted the global recognition of India’s efforts, including
praise from the United States for lifting such a
significant number of people out of poverty. [The
Indian Express]

The Jal Shakti Ministry, led by Patil, is responsible for
managing water resources, ensuring safe drinking
water supply, and overseeing water-related projects in
India.

India: Five rebels killed in Kashmir clashes

(Im) Indian security forces killed five suspected
militants in Kashmir during clashes on December 19,
marking another violent episode in the contested
Himalayan region. The Indian army’s Chinar Corps
reported that two soldiers were injured in the
operation, which is part of ongoing efforts to combat a
decades-long insurgency in the region.

Kashmir, a Muslim-majority area claimed by both India
and Pakistan since their partition in 1947, has been a
flashpoint for conflict, with over half a million Indian
troops stationed there. The insurgency, spanning 35
years, has claimed tens of thousands of lives, including
at least 120 this year alone. Rebel groups in the region
advocate for either independence or a merger with
Pakistan. [The Defense Post]

India: Defence Ministry signs USD 917
million deal with L&T for K9 Vajra artillery
guns

The Indian Defence Ministry has signed a contract
worth INR 76.29 billion (approximately USD 917
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million) with Larsen & Toubro (L&T) for the
procurement of 100 additional 155 mm/52 caliber K9
Vajra-T self-propelled tracked artillery guns. The
agreement, under the "Buy Indian" initiative, aims to
modernize India's artillery systems and enhance the
operational readiness of the Indian Army.

Equipped with advanced technology, the K9 Vajra
delivers long-range, high-accuracy firepower and is
capable of operating in sub-zero temperatures in high-
altitude areas. The artillery proved critical when the
Army deployed it in Eastern Ladakh during heightened
tensions with China. Originally designed for desert
operations, the K9 Vajra’s success in mountainous
terrain has prompted plans to procure 200 additional
units in two phases. [The Hindu]

India: Expansion of undersea cable
network enhances connectivity and
resilience

(Im) India is set to enhance its undersea cable network
with the launch of two major submarine cable systems,
the India Asia Xpress (IAX) and India Europe Xpress
(IEX), within the next three months. Owned by Reliance
Jio, with strategic investment from China Mobile, the
IAX will link Chennai and Mumbai to Singapore,
Thailand, and Malaysia, while the IEX will connect India
with France, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Djibouti.
Spanning over 15,000 kilometers, these cables aim to
bolster India's internet capacity and international
connectivity.

This expansion comes amid rising concerns about
submarine cable security and disruptions. In March,
cable damages connecting India to West Asia and
Europe temporarily affected traffic, highlighting the
importance of resilient infrastructure. However,
vulnerabilities remain, particularly at choke points like
the Malacca Strait, where multiple cables converge,
increasing the risk of disruptions.

On a regional level, Bangladesh recently paused plans
to sell bandwidth to India’s Northeast, though the
impact is minimal due to India's robust domestic fiber
infrastructure. Despite this setback, experts believe
Bangladesh will continue to engage with India on
connectivity issues, given its reliance on India for over
half of its internet bandwidth. [The Hindu]
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Maldives: Investigations intensify into
irregularities in land allocations under
housing schemes

(Im) The Maldives is undergoing an expansive
investigation into alleged irregularities in land
allocations under the Binveriyaa and Gedhoruveriyaa
housing schemes. These programs, designed to
allocate land and flats to eligible recipients, have faced
accusations of corruption, including wrongful awards
to individuals not listed as official beneficiaries. The
Prosecutor General, Abbas Shareef, has called for a
robust criminal investigation, emphasizing the
significant public interest and demanding weekly
progress reports to ensure transparency and
accountability. [the edition 1]

Under former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's
administration, the Binveriyaa scheme designated over
9,000 land plots for Male' residents. With the allocation
process completed last month, HDC was tasked with
marking the plots' boundaries. However, ongoing
investigations into alleged misconduct have cast a
shadow over the initiative, intensifying public and
political scrutiny and raising calls for justice and
accountability.

The controversy has led to widespread suspensions
and passport confiscations. Twenty individuals,
including former senior officials of the Housing
Ministry such as Akram Kamaluddeen, Mohamed Arif,
Lirgam Waheed, and Ahmed Vishan Naseem, have had
their passports confiscated.

The Privatization and Corporatization Board
suspended all Housing Development Corporation
(HDC) board members except newly appointed
Chairperson Ahmed Nasif. Suspended officials include
Managing Director Ibrahim Fazul Rasheed and several
senior executives. Fazul's brother, Mohamed Fazeel
Rasheed, has been accused of forgery for submitting
falsified documents to claim land under the Binveriyaa
scheme. Fazeel has also been suspended from his role
as Deputy Managing Director at Malé Water and
Sewerage Company (MWSCQ). [the edition 2] [the
edition 3] [the edition 4] [the edition 5] [the edition 6]

Former HDC Chairman Ahmed Zuhoor further alleged
systemic corruption within HDC in a detailed letter to
President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu. Zuhoor accused Fazul
of prioritizing personal enrichment, citing cases of
unauthorized land allocations, financial
mismanagement, and restructuring posts to
consolidate control. Despite raising these concerns,
Zuhoor was dismissed from his role in May, and Fazul
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has yet to publicly address the allegations. [the edition
7]

The Maldives Police Service and the Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC) have intensified their investigations,
collaborating to address allegations of forgery,
fraudulent land allocations, and procedural violations.
Police have seized documents from both HDC and the
Housing Ministry, and forensic teams are reviewing
evidence. Allegations involve falsified land registry
documents, including one submitted by Fazeel
Rasheed, and similar cases involving other individuals.
The Housing Ministry confirmed these individuals were
not listed as recipients under the housing schemes.
[the edition 8] [the edition 9] [the edition 10] [the
edition 11]

Amid the growing scrutiny, HDC's Chief Internal
Auditor has ordered a freeze on financial transactions
related to the Binveriyaa scheme, including the
issuance of land and units, procurements, and new
hires. These measures aim to ensure integrity during
the investigation. [the edition 12]

The controversy has reached parliament, with
Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) MP Mohamed
Ibrahim raising the issue as urgent. In a letter to
Parliament Speaker Abdul Raheem Abdulla, MP
Mohamed criticized the government for inaction and
demanded an investigation to prevent future
irregularities. The opposition MDP has called for
Fazul's dismissal and legal action against all involved,
criticizing investigative agencies for delays and urging
the return of fraudulently allocated land to rightful
beneficiaries. [the edition 13]

In parallel, a devastating fire last week destroyed the
Housing, Construction, and Environment Ministry
buildings. Although some have speculated that the fire
may have been set to destroy evidence linked to the
land scandal, police have found no indications of such
a connection. Forensic teams are actively reviewing
CCTV footage and other evidence. [the edition 14]

Maldives: Efforts intensify to recover
documents and investigate Housing
Ministry fire

(Im) Authorities in the Maldives are actively addressing
the aftermath of December 12's fire that destroyed the
Tin Building, which housed the Housing, Construction,
and Infrastructure Ministries, and the adjacent Green
Building, home to the Environment Ministry and an
office of the Malé City Council. The fire, which raged for
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four hours, left both buildings unusable and destroyed
numerous vital documents, particularly from the City
Council's Vital Registration Office.

Malé Mayor Adam Azim confirmed that key records,
including birth and death certificates, as well as land
and residence registration documents, were lost in the
fire. Efforts are underway to recover these records,
with the Department of National Registration (DNR)
and the Department of Judicial Administration (DJA)
agreeing to provide digital copies of missing
documents, including housing registries and court
decisions. Azim emphasized plans to digitize all city
council information to improve future resilience and
service delivery.

The fire incident has also prompted investigations at
multiple levels. The Maldives Police Service and the
MNDF are under scrutiny from the Parliamentary
Security Services Committee, which plans to question
officials about the fire and its management. The
opposition Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) has
accused the MNDF of negligence in controlling the
fire's spread and called for further investigations,
including an appeal to the National Integrity
Commission. However, MDP lacks the parliamentary
numbers to call for an emergency session.

Police Commissioner Ali Shujau confirmed that the
investigation is ongoing, with an Indian team of experts
now collaborating with local authorities. CCTV footage
from the scene is being analyzed, and the public has
been urged to share any relevant information. [the
edition 1] [the edition 2] [the edition 3] [the edition 4]

Maldives: Progressive Party of Maldives
(PPM) officially dissolved

(Im) The Elections Commission (EC) has initiated the
dissolution of the Progressive Party of Maldives (PPM)
following a unanimous vote by its senate on February 2
to dissolve the party. The EC has instructed PPM to halt
all political activities and transactions, allowing only
actions necessary to finalize its dissolution. Any
unresolved matters must be settled directly with the
party before the process concludes.

PPM, once the ruling party from 2013 to 2018,
originated from the Z-DRP faction of former President
Maumoon Abdul Gayoom's DRP. After its formation,
former President Abdullah Yameen won the party's
leadership and later took full control following a legal
dispute with Maumoon in 2016. However, after losing
the presidency, Yameen formed the People’s National
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Congress (PNC) to retain influence, leading both
parties in coalition.

Last year, PNC became prominent after its candidate,
President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu, won the presidential
election, leaving PPM largely inactive. Yameen resigned
from PPM after his release from jail before Muizzu's
inauguration and has since registered a new party, the
People’s National Front (PNF). [the edition]

Maldives: Attorney General voids nine
settlement agreements of previous
government

(Im) The Attorney General's Office has declared nine
settlement agreements signed by the previous
government's Settlement Committee, amounting to
over MVR 1 billion (approximately USD 65 million) in
funds and goods, as void ab initio. These agreements,
which granted funds, extended leases, and canceled
rents and fines, have been ruled non-binding and
unenforceable.

The agreements involved companies and individuals.
These agreements included extensions of land and
resort leases, monetary compensation, and
cancellations of financial obligations. The Attorney
General's Office stated that the agreements
contravened the Constitution and legal frameworks,
lacked the Auditor General's advice, and appeared to
unlawfully enrich specific individuals. Institutions have
been instructed to revoke these agreements and
recover any compensation already paid.

The Parliament's Public Accounts Committee has also
deemed the agreements invalid from inception,
supporting measures to retrieve funds and rectify the
agreements' legal standing. [the edition]

Maldives: President Muizzu ratifies
amendment to enhance criminal
procedures

(Im) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has ratified the
fiftth amendment to the Criminal Procedure Act, passed
by parliament on December 9. The amendment
introduces new guidelines and procedures to improve
the existing bail system, specifying conditions for
requesting bail after conviction and providing a
framework for appealing such decisions.
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Key changes include enhanced measures to combat
cybercrimes committed via advanced technologies.
Law enforcement agencies will now have the authority,
through court orders, to intercept personal
information and access subscriber and communication
data. Additionally, a real-time data access system will
be established in collaboration with financial and law
enforcement authorities.

The amendment also empowers authorities to freeze
assets and suspend financial transactions linked to
scams, aiming to safeguard public interests and
prevent financial exploitation. The legislation has been
published in the Gazette and is set to take effect. [the
edition]

Maldives: Former Attorney General Azima
ordered to pay USD 278,000 to Maldives
Islamic Bank

Former Attorney General Aishath Azima Shakoor has
been ordered by the Civil Court to repay MVR
4,282,514 (approximately USD 278,370) and an
additional MVR 266,512 (approximately USD 17,330) in
charity payments to Maldives Islamic Bank (MIB) under
the terms of a loan facility she obtained.

The ruling comes after the court quashed a previous
judgment issued in Azima's absence. The earlier order
mandated repayment for a diminishing musharakah
property finance facility, which Azima secured with a
mortgaged flat in Platinum Residence. Despite the
annulment of the initial ruling under Article 124(a)(2) of
the Civil Procedure Act, the Civil Court found Azima
had failed to fulfill her repayment obligations.

The court directed Azima to pay at least the monthly
due amounts and clear the entire outstanding balance
within three months. Until the facility is fully settled,
MIB retains all rights and powers outlined in the
original agreement. [the edition]

Maldives: Former MIRA deputy
commissioner appointed as reform
commissioner

Asma Shafeeu, former Deputy Commissioner of
Maldives Inland Revenue Authority (MIRA), has been
appointed as Commissioner of the Economic Reform
Office, a newly established entity under the Finance
Ministry tasked with improving the government’s


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-gd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-gd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-gh/

financial system. Asma, who served at MIRA for 14
years, concluded her five-year term as Deputy
Commissioner on October 31, 2023.

The Economic Reform Commissioner position,
announced on December 4 and filled after applications
closed on December 8, is responsible for developing
reform strategies, preparing reports on economic,
fiscal, and state-owned enterprise (SOE) reforms, and
creating frameworks to enhance economic
performance.

This appointment aligns with significant measures
outlined in the 2025 state budget to reduce
government spending, including targeted subsidy
reductions and corporate expenditure cuts, which the
Economic Reform Office is expected to oversee. [the
edition]

Maldives: Applications reopened for Anti-
Corruption Commission membership

The President’s Office has reopened applications for
membership positions in the Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC) following the nullification of a
previous announcement. The application period will
remain open until December 31.

The vacancies arose after Vice President Abdul Salaam
and Member Thoha Mohamed resigned following a
parliamentary committee's decision to dismiss them
over alleged integrity and disciplinary issues. In his
resignation letter, Thoha maintained that he had
fulfilled his duties freely and honestly but stated that
the allegations and the no-confidence motion created
an environment incompatible with independent work.

The current ACC membership now consists of
President Adam Shamil and members Shiyama
Mohamed and Shazna Hashim. [the edition]

Maldives: Fenaka MD Muaz resigns, cites
financial challenges

(Im) F Muaz Mohamed Rasheed, the Managing Director
of Fenaka Corporation, resigned, citing the company's
ongoing financial difficulties as the primary reason.
Fenaka, which is responsible for providing utility
services in the Maldives, including electricity, water,
and waste management, has faced mounting
challenges with its expenses outpacing revenues.
Muaz, who was appointed in November 2023,
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explained in his resignation letter that despite efforts
to reduce costs and improve the financial situation, the
company could no longer sustain operations under
current conditions.

Fenaka has made significant strides in its financial
reforms this year, with operational costs reduced by
MVR 160 million (USD 10.4 million) and MVR 900
million (USD 58.5 million) of its debt repaid. However,
the company remains burdened by a large debt pile,
initially standing at over MVR 4 billion (USD 259
million), due to factors like overemployment and
mismanagement of resources. Fenaka's efforts have
included reducing staff numbers and halting
unprofitable projects. The company has also paid MVR
600 million (USD 39 million) to vendors, ensuring all
payments to 281 vendors have been completed.

Despite these measures, Fenaka continues to struggle,
with 40 percent of its annual revenue being allocated
toward debt repayment. The company is now seeking
further debt restructuring and financial assistance to
remain viable. [the edition 1] [the edition 2]

Maldives: MITDC spent USD 3.39 million
with no projects completed, audit reveals

(Im) The Maldives Integrated Tourism Development
Corporation (MITDC) has spent MVR 52.35 million (USD
3.39 million) on three tourism projects since its
establishment in 2016, but none have been completed,
according to an Auditor General's report. The projects
—the Baresdhoo Integrated Resort Island, Kaashidhoo
Tourist Village, and 'Project Palm' lagoon development
—faced mismanagement and feasibility issues.

The Baresdhoo project, which cost MVR 22.02 million
(USD 1.43 million), was terminated with USD 975,000 in
advance payments unrecovered. The Kaashidhoo
project utilized 52 percent of its USD 1.66 million
budget but left incomplete buildings, while the lagoon
development project was halted after paying MVR 3.6
million (USD 234,000) to a Singaporean firm for plans
later deemed unviable.

Private investors contributed MVR 55.3 million (USD
3.59 million) to Baresdhoo, but MVR 36 million (USD
2.34 million) remains unpaid to 22 individuals. The
report concludes that MITDC lacks financial capacity to
repay funds or restart projects without government
support, recommending a halt to operations unless
new revenue sources are secured. [the edition]
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Maldives: PSM Managing Director resigns,
denies political pressure

(Im) Public Service Media (PSM) Managing Director
Mohamed Saeed resigned last week, just shy of
completing four months in the role. Saeed, who
previously served as Permanent Secretary of the
Education Ministry, cited health reasons for his
resignation and dismissed rumors of political pressure.
He stated that his health condition would require
frequent travel abroad, making it incompatible with his
professional responsibilities.

Saeed's resignation comes amid controversies at PSM,
including the omission of a Qur'anic verse during an
event broadcast and the airing of inappropriate
content during an English news segment. Both
incidents led to employee suspensions for negligence.

Saeed succeeded former Broadcom member Zeena
Zahir, who also resigned shortly after her appointment
without providing a public explanation. Before his PSM
role, Saeed was a senior civil servant at the Education
Ministry but was dismissed in 2019 after allegations of
employee mistreatment during the 2018 presidential
election. [the edition]

Maldives: NSPA deputy CEO dismissed
amid corruption allegations

(Im) Deputy CEO of the National Social Protection
Agency (NSPA), Shiuna Ahmed, has been dismissed
from her position. While the reasons for her removal
remain unclear, Shiuna announced on social media
that she was relieved of her duties on December 19.

In her statement, Shiuna denied any involvement in
corruption, asserting her integrity amidst widespread
allegations of corruption within the government.
Further details regarding her dismissal have not yet
been disclosed. [the edition]

Maldives: Operation Kurangi collects
biometric data of over 18,000 foreigners

(Im) The government's Operation Kurangi, launched on
May 2 to regularize illegal immigrants, has so far
collected biometric data from 18,919 foreigners,
according to Home Ministry State Minister Abdul
Majeed. The operation, spanning 194 islands, has
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completed work on 50 islands and is set to run over
two phases across three years.

The first phase involves fingerprinting foreigners to
verify compliance with Maldivian laws. The second
phase will identify undocumented immigrants and
facilitate their deportation in collaboration with
respective embassies. Authorities aim to provide
opportunities for foreigners to regularize their status
while ensuring compliance with the law.

The Ministry of Homeland Security and Technology,
along with the police and Immigration, is spearheading
the initiative to address illegal immigration effectively.
To date, over 5,000 undocumented immigrants have
been deported through joint operations. [the edition]

Maldives: Minister praises police for
efforts in promoting safety

(axc) Islamic Affairs Minister Dr. Mohamed Shaheem Ali
Saeed has praised the Maldives Police for their
increasing efforts to ensure security and harmony in
the country. Speaking at an event marking the signing
of a Memorandum of Understanding between his
ministry and the police, the minister highlighted the
collaboration between the two bodies in addressing
religious extremism through communication and
dialogue.

The Police Commissioner also discussed the upcoming
launch of a religious program for the police, aimed at
enhancing their service and supporting efforts to
maintain peace and order. The event concluded with
the signing of the agreement to strengthen
cooperation between the institutions.[PSMNews]

Nepal: Ruling CPN-UML announces three-
month ward-level campaign, with eyes on
2027 elections

(Im) The ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML) has shifted its focus to
the 2027 general elections, announcing a three-month
ward-level campaign starting January 16 and passing
resolutions aimed at becoming the largest party. The
party, which performed poorly in recent by-elections,
acknowledged its organizational weaknesses during a
workshop with party leaders and committed to
strengthening its structure to connect with the public.
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Critics argue the CPN-UML's election-centric strategy
undermines its responsibility to deliver effective
governance, reflecting a broader trend of Nepali
political parties prioritizing future electoral gains over
addressing current mandates. Analysts point out that
political parties lacking clear ideological direction often
resort to such tactics to maintain relevance.

Supporters of the CPN-UML's approach, however, view
it as a natural long-term strategy in a fragmented
political landscape marked by a hung Parliament.
Political campaigns, including previous initiatives like
the CPN-UML's mid-hill highway-centric outreach, are
seen as efforts to rebuild public trust and party
strength amid growing disenchantment with Nepal's
political system. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: RSP Chair Lamichhane faces
suspension over money laundering
charges

(Im) Rabi Lamichhane, leader of the Rastriya Swatantra
Party (RSP), sitting Member of Parliament and a former
home minister, faces suspension from his
parliamentary position following a series of charges
linked to the Suryadarshan Cooperative fraud case.
Filed under Nepal's Money Laundering Prevention Act
2008, the accusations include cooperative fraud,
organized crime, and money laundering, implicating
Lamichhane alongside 30 other individuals, including
former Deputy Inspector General (DIG) Chhabilal Joshi.
The charges carry potential penalties of up to 15 years
imprisonment and fines double the embezzled
amount. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The charges allege embezzlement of NPR 2.7 billion
(USD 19.98 million) through the diversion of
cooperative funds to ventures like Gorkha Media
Network, which operated the now-defunct Galaxy 4K
Television. Lamichhane, a former partner in the media
company, left in 2022 to enter politics. Eight companies
and multiple cooperatives, including Suryadarshan,
Supreme, Sahara, Swarnalaxmi, and Sano Paila, are
also implicated in the fraudulent activities.

The Kaski District Court is overseeing the case, with
supplementary chargesheets already filed against
Gitendra Babu Rai, chairman of Suryadarshan
Cooperative, and 18 others. These filings expand the
scope of allegations to include organized crime and
money laundering, highlighting broader financial
irregularities across multiple cooperatives in Nepal.
[The Kathmandu Post 2] [The Kathmandu Post 3]
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Under Clause 27 of the Money Laundering Prevention
Act, Lamichhane faces automatic suspension from his
parliamentary position pending case resolution.
Speaker Devraj Ghimire is expected to formalize the
suspension soon. Lamichhane, representing Chitwan'’s
Constituency-2, now confronts significant legal and
political challenges as investigations proceed. [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, Home Minister Ramesh Lekhak has
ordered an inquiry into the leak of a photograph
showing Lamichhane, who has been in detention for
over two months, in police custody. The leaked image,
widely circulated on social media, shows Lamichhane
lying on a small bed under a blanket in a detention cell.
The photo has raised concerns about security
protocols in police custody, prompting the home
minister to call for strict action against police
personnel involved in the breach. [The Kathmandu
Post 4]

The cooperative fraud scandal has sparked allegations
of selective enforcement by law enforcement agencies.
Critics, particularly from Lamichhane’s RSP, question
why high-profile figures like Nepali Congress Vice
President Dhan Raj Gurung and Communist Party of
Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist) leader Rishikesh
Pokharel have not been similarly investigated. While
warrants and notices have been issued against their
relatives, police claim no direct evidence implicates
these leaders, accusations dismissed by opposition
voices. [The Kathmandu Post 5]

Nepal: Pressure mounts for transparent
transitional justice appointments

(rs/Im) Nepal's transitional justice process remains
stalled due to political deadlock among major parties,
delaying the appointment of leadership to the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) and the
Commission of Investigation on Enforced
Disappearances (CIEDP). These commissions, critical
for addressing grievances stemming from the Maoist
insurgency (1996-2006), have been vacant since 2023,
with over 63,718 complaints registered and 2,400
cases pending.

A recommendation committee led by former Chief
Justice Om Prakash Mishra shortlisted 40 candidates
from 156 applications but failed to finalize
appointments within its two-month tenure due to
disagreements among the Nepali Congress,
Communist Party of Nepal (CPN) (Unified Marxist-
Leninist), and CPN (Maoist Centre). Initial plans to
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appoint Agni Kharel and Radheshyam Adhikari as
chairs of the TRC and CIEDP fell through due to a lack
of consensus, prompting the committee to request the
government to restart the selection process.
Meanwhile, victims' groups had criticized the
shortlisted candidates for lacking credibility and
trustworthiness, accusing political parties of prioritizing
partisan interests over justice.

Against this backdrop, victims' groups and human
rights defenders have demanded meaningful
consultations with victims and their representation in
the decision-making process, warning that further
delays risk eroding trust and derailing the transitional
justice process. [The Himalayan Times] [The
Kathmandu Post 1]

International organizations, including Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch, and the
International Commission of Jurists, have echoed these
concerns, emphasizing the need for transparency,
impartiality, and competence in the selection process.
They warned that a third failure in Nepal's transitional
justice efforts could signal the country’s unwillingness
or inability to ensure accountability for grave human
rights violations. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Chief Justice urges Bar to nominate
representative to Judicial Council amid
delays

(Im) Chief Justice Prakash Man Singh Raut has publicly
called on the Nepal Bar Association (NBA) to
recommend its representative to the Judicial Council,
citing delays in appointing judges as a result of the
vacancy. The council, responsible for nominating
justices, has been unable to function fully since the
NBA's previous representative, Ram Prasad Shrestha,
retired on November 30.

The absence of the NBA representative has stalled the
appointment of four Supreme Court justices and 20
high court judges. The council wrote to the NBA for a
replacement over two weeks ago, but the association
has delayed its response due to ongoing tensions with
the judiciary.

The conflict stems from a 2023 amendment to council
regulations under then-Chief Justice Bishowambhar
Prasad Shrestha, which adjusted the ranking of judges.
The NBA has criticized the amendment as
discriminatory, claiming it unfairly demotes judges
from legal backgrounds in favor of career judges. The
association demands the regulation’s revocation and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ydt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ydi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ydi/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ydd/

has refused to proceed with judicial appointments
until its concerns are addressed.

Council members, including Sapana Pradhan Malla and
Ram Prasad Bhandari, have urged the NBA to resolve
the impasse, stressing the need for timely
appointments to uphold judicial efficiency. However,
the NBA remains firm on its stance, complicating
efforts to fill long-standing vacancies.

The Judicial Council, led by the chief justice, includes
the senior-most Supreme Court justice, the law
minister, and two advocates—one each recommended
by the government and the NBA. Without a full council,
judicial appointments remain at a standstill, impacting
the performance of Nepal's courts, which have
struggled with incomplete benches for over two years.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Bill seeks to extend CIAA oversight
to Cabinet decisions to curb corruption

(Im) A new bill aims to amend Nepal's Commission for
Investigation of Abuse of Authority (CIAA) Act-1991 to
bring certain Cabinet decisions under the anti-graft
body's jurisdiction. The legislation seeks to address a
legal loophole that has historically exempted Cabinet
“policy decisions” from scrutiny, allowing politicians to
evade corruption investigations.

The proposed amendment, endorsed by a
parliamentary subcommittee, defines "policy
decisions" more narrowly. Decisions made to benefit
specific individuals or private organizations, which are
contrary to publicly announced policies, would no
longer qualify as policy decisions and could be
investigated by the CIAA.

This move follows criticism of the current law, which
exempts all Cabinet decisions from CIAA oversight,
leading to a practice of forwarding even routine
matters to the Council of Ministers to escape scrutiny.
Notably, this loophole has shielded high-profile figures,
such as former prime ministers involved in the Lalita
Niwas land scam, from prosecution.

The bill, supported by members of major political
parties, is expected to progress through Parliament
with broad backing. However, lawmakers emphasize
that some Cabinet decisions, particularly those aligned
with broader policy frameworks, may still remain
outside CIAA’s purview. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Supreme Court declares local
governments' legislative authority not
absolute

(Im) The Supreme Court of Nepal has ruled that local
governments' legislative powers are not absolute and
must align with federal laws, emphasizing that Nepal's
federal structure operates on cooperation,
coordination, and coexistence between its three tiers
of government.

This verdict came after the Kathmandu Metropolitan
City (KMC) amended its Education Act in 2018, enabling
ward chairpersons to serve as ex-officio chiefs of
school management committees, leading to the
dismantling of existing committees. Seventeen sacked
committee chairpersons challenged this decision,
arguing it violated the federal Education Act, 1971, and
principles of natural justice.

The court concluded that KMC's actions undermined
public participation in school management and invited
political interference. It also noted that local
governments' legislative jurisdiction must not
contradict federal or provincial laws, especially in
matters like education, which falls under concurrent
authority as per Schedule 9 of the Constitution.

The ruling reinstated the dissolved committees and
emphasized that ward chairpersons leading school
management committees create conflicts of interest,
as they are also responsible for supervising schools
under the Local Government Operation Act, 2017. The
decision sets a precedent for ensuring local
governance aligns with constitutional and federal
frameworks. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Tribhuvan University faces
concerns over misuse of 'study abroad'
provisions

(Im) Tribhuvan University (TU), Nepal's oldest and
largest academic institution, is under scrutiny for
widespread misuse of its paid study leave provisions,
with reports revealing that at least 42 faculty members
who traveled abroad for further studies have failed to
return, violating university regulations. Officials
acknowledge the lack of proper records and are now
compiling data to address the issue.

TU allows its teaching staff, primarily lecturers and
assistant professors, to pursue MPhil or PhD programs
abroad on paid study leave, provided they serve the
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university for five years post-completion. However,
many faculty members have flouted this rule, and in
some cases, have continued to draw salaries despite
prolonged absences.

The university, which receives the lion's share of
Nepal's higher education budget—NPR 12.26 billion
(USD 90.27 million) out of the NPR 17.46 billion (USD
128.68 million) allocated for university education—has
pledged to enforce stricter oversight and implement
disciplinary actions under its existing Teacher Staff
Service Rules. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Cabinet approves promotions and
several key decisions

(rs) The Nepali Cabinet has promoted Deputy
Inspectors General (DIGs) Durga Singh and Bharat
Bahadur Bohara to Additional Inspectors General (AlG).
Singh will head the Human Resources Development
Department, while Bohara will lead the Province
Coordination Department.

The Cabinet also made several key decisions, including
appointing Nepal Rastra Bank as the regulator for
public vehicle purchase loans, and extending the
Nepal-India passenger traffic agreement until
November 2025. It approved the use of national forest
land for transmission line towers and extended the
Mulkharka to Chisapani trail in Shivapuri National Park
by 3.5 kilometers.

Other decisions included amendments to the Civil
Aviation Authority Act, the approval of the Nepal
Aviation Service Authority Bill, and the upgrade of
Pokhariya Hospital to a 50-bed facility. Additionally,
land acquisition was approved for infrastructure
development in various municipalities. [The Himalayan
Times]

Nepal: Madheshi Commission demands
action over discrimination at NPL match

(Im) The Madheshi Commission has called for stringent
action against groups involved in racial and communal
behavior during the Nepal Premier League (NPL),
specifically targeting supporters of the Janakpur Bolts
during their match against the Karnali Yaks. The
commission, a constitutional body tasked with
addressing issues of discrimination and ensuring the
rights and representation of the Madheshi community,
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criticized state authorities for their failure to act,
labeling such inaction as irresponsible and
counterproductive to Nepal's constitutional values of
equality and inclusion.

Madhesh Province Chief Minister Satish Kumar Singh
condemned the attacks as "unbearable and
distressing," emphasizing that sports should promote
unity and harmony. He urged authorities to ensure
legal consequences for those involved in the
discriminatory incidents.

The Janamat Party, a political party led by CK Raut and
advocating for the rights and inclusion of marginalized
communities in Nepal, expressed grave concern over
the racial abuse and assault targeting Madheshi
community supporters of the Janakpur Bolts. The
Janamat Party called on the government to identify and
penalize the offenders.

Nepali Congress General Secretary Gagan Thapa
echoed similar sentiments, labeling the behavior as
unacceptable and calling for immediate action to
uphold justice and prevent further harm. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: lllegal mining threatens Chure
foothills amid allegations of official
collusion

(Im) lllegal mining of sand, pebbles, and stones
continues unchecked in Nepal's Chure foothills in
Kailali district, despite restrictions. Allegations suggest
collusion between municipal officials, contractors, and
forest user groups, enabling daily extraction and
transportation from the Machhali stream and Ratopani
areas in Godawari Municipality.

The Chure range, critical for Nepal's ecosystem, faces
extensive environmental degradation due to mining,
deforestation, and overgrazing, causing water scarcity
downstream. Residents report illegal activities
involving fees collected by municipal authorities, Soni
Construction Company, and forest groups, though
officials deny granting permits.

Godawari Municipality previously authorized Soni
Construction for legal mining in designated areas but
the company has allegedly extended operations
illegally. Critics warn continued mining will irreparably
damage the Chure region, escalating risks for
downstream communities. [The Kathmandu Post]
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Nepal: Detainee dies of cardiac arrest
during treatment

(Im) A 30-year-old detainee in judicial custody for drug-
related charges at Jaleshwar Prison in Mahottari died
of cardiac arrest while receiving treatment at Jaleshwar
Hospital. The detainee had been in custody for six
months following charges filed by the Mahottari
District Court.

The prison administration stated that the individual
was rushed to the hospital after experiencing
discomfort but passed away during treatment.
Authorities confirmed cardiac arrest as the cause of
death. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: ChildSafeNet, UNICEF launch
report on online child protection

(Im) ChildSafeNet, a Nepali non-profit organization
dedicated to ensuring online safety for children and
young people, collaborated with UNICEF Nepal to
release a report titled “Nepal’s Digital Generation:
Challenges and Solutions for Child Online Protection.”
The report outlines strategies to address risks such as
cyberbullying, identity theft, and sexual exploitation,
urging collective action to safeguard children online.

At the launch event, Minister Nawal Kishore Sah Sudi
reaffirmed the government's commitment to online
safety, while UNICEF's Jee Hyun Rah emphasized the
urgency of addressing digital threats. A panel
discussion highlighted challenges like cyber
exploitation and the role of Al in worsening risks,
calling for increased budgets and policy reforms to
create a safer digital environment for Nepali children.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Women face delays, corruption in
domestic violence cases

(Im) Women in Nepal seeking justice for domestic
violence and property division endure prolonged
delays, corruption, and systemic inefficiencies in the
judicial process. Many cases take years—sometimes
over a decade—to resolve, leaving victims vulnerable
to ongoing harassment, financial strain, and separation
from their children.

Although reforms like family benches in six district
courts aim to expedite cases, they exclude those
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involving additional complexities or contested
divorces. Interim court orders provide some relief, but
the implementation of final decisions is often delayed,
leading to frustration and despair among victims.

Corruption further undermines the process, as
powerful defendants exploit bribes and connections to
manipulate outcomes, even defying Supreme Court
rulings. Procedural hurdles, coupled with inefficiencies
in enforcement, leave many victims without justice.

Advocates emphasize the urgent need for
transparency and efficiency in Nepal's judicial system
to ensure timely justice and support for survivors.
Without significant reform, the system risks
perpetuating cycles of abuse and discouraging victims
from seeking legal recourse. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Private sector to construct power
transmission line for first time

(rs) Nepal's private sector will, for the first time,
construct the Tamor-Dhungesanghu 220 kV
Transmission Line under a public-private partnership
(PPP) valued at USD 28 million. The agreement was
formalized between Rastriya Prasaran Grid Company
Limited (RPGCL), Hydroelectricity Investment and
Development Company Limited (HIDCL), and five
private power producers.

The 32-kilometer transmission line, designed to carry
700 MW of electricity, is a critical component of Nepal's
ambition to generate 13,000 MW of electricity by 2030.
Private firms will hold 74 percent of project ownership,
while HIDCL will provide debt financing. Officials hailed
the initiative as a significant milestone in diversifying
and accelerating the development of the nation’s
power infrastructure.

Funding for the project will come from wheeling
charges levied on private power companies using the
transmission line. [The Rising Nepal]

Nepal: NEA reports over USD 67.5 million
profit in three months

(rs) The Nepal Electricity Authority (NEA) recorded a
profit of USD 68.33 million before tax for the first three
months of the current fiscal year, spanning from mid-
July to mid-September.
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NEA's total income during the reporting period
reached USD 313.50 million, derived from electricity
sales, interest, and other revenue streams. Operating
and maintenance expenses accounted for USD 245.18
million, while electricity sales from various distribution
centers generated USD 217.13 million. [Ratopati]

Nepal: Remittance per capita from the US
surpasses other nations, driven by
growing diaspora

(Im) A recent report by the Institute for Integrated
Development Studies (IIDS) reveals that remittance
contributions per capita from the Nepali diaspora in
the United States significantly outpace those from
other countries. The study estimates that the Nepali
population in the US has surged to 185,000-215,000,
with 68.3 percent arriving post-2010, driven by
educational opportunities, job prospects, and
improved living standards.

The states with the highest concentration of Nepalis
include Texas, California, Virginia, Maryland, and New
York. Career advancement and quality of life are key
motivators for migration, alongside limited job
prospects and political instability in Nepal. Economic
opportunities abroad also play a major role, with many
Nepalis utilizing programs like the US EDV, which saw
5.3 million Nepali applicants between 2012 and 2021.

In 2023, remittances from the US to Nepal totaled USD
1.28 billion, accounting for 11.6 percent of Nepal's total
remittance inflows. Per capita, Nepali workers in the
US sent an average of USD 8,633 annually, significantly
higher than those in Qatar (1.51 times), Malaysia (2.28
times), the UAE (1.72 times), and Saudi Arabia (1.95
times). [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Jhapa residents face rising danger
from elephant encounters

(rs) In Jhapa district, wild elephants have been entering
densely populated areas daily for the past two weeks,
especially in Mechinagar, Shivasatakshi, Damak, and
Kamal Rural Municipality. The elephants, seeking food,
are causing fear and prompting locals to patrol their
neighborhoods at night. The animals, often coming
from nearby forests, have become more settlement-
focused, increasing the risk of destructive behavior.
Experts advise caution, urging residents not to provoke
the elephants. [The Rising Nepal]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yhk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yhu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ykl/

Pakistan: PTI-Government dialogue begins
with committees meeting amid rising
tensions

(an/lm) The long-anticipated talks between the main
opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) and the
government began with the first meeting of joint
committees from both sides at Parliament House. The
meeting was chaired by National Assembly Speaker
Ayaz Sadiq, following the formation of the committees.

The government's committee, formed by Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif based on Sadiq’s
recommendation, included key ruling coalition figures
such as Deputy Prime Minister Ishaq Dar, political aide
Rana Sanaullah, Senator Irfan Siddiqui, PPP's Raja
Parvez Ashraf and Naveed Qamar, and Istehkam-i-
Pakistan Party leader Aleem Khan. On the PTl side, the
committee included former Speaker Asad Qaiser,
Sahibzada Hamid Raza, and Senator Raja Nasir Abbas.

The PTI committee presented its demands, including
the release of political prisoners, particularly PTI
founder and ex-Prime Minister Imran Khan, and a
judicial inquiry into the May 9 violence and the
November 26 crackdown. They also demanded the
resumption of communication with their imprisoned
leader. Qaiser emphasized that the negotiations would
continue, with the next meeting scheduled for January
2, where PTl would formally present their "charter of
demands." [Dawn 1] [Dawn 2]

Imran Khan, who has been incarcerated since August
2023 on charges he claims are politically motivated,
has assigned Barrister Saif to unite opposition parties
in support of PTI's demands. The party’s push for
Khan's release and its civil disobedience movement
remain central to the ongoing political unrest, with
protests and tensions escalating after violent clashes in
May and November 2024.

Khan had previously warned that failure to meet his
demands would lead to a call for overseas Pakistanis to
halt remittances, a crucial source of income for
Pakistan's fragile economy. Remittances totaled USD
30.3 billion in the fiscal year 2023-24, and a boycott
could worsen the country's economic difficulties. While
the PTI briefly postponed its civil disobedience
campaign, senior party members, including Khan’s
sister Aleema Khan, advised against actions that could
further harm the economy. Khan, however,
emphasized that the government must act promptly,
or the movement will intensify. [Arab News 2] [Arab
News 3]
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Tensions between PTI and the government have
heightened following violent protests in May 2023 and
November 2024. The May protests, triggered by Khan's
arrest, saw attacks on military and government
buildings, including the General Headquarters in
Rawalpindi. The government accuses PTI supporters of
inciting violence, with over 100 individuals facing
military trials. PTI claims the government used
excessive force, resulting in deaths, injuries, and mass
arrests among its supporters.

Tensions between PTl and the government have been
mounting since the May 2023 protests triggered by
Khan's arrest, which saw attacks on military and
government buildings, including the General
Headquarters in Rawalpindi. The government accuses
PTI supporters of inciting violence, with over 100
individuals facing military trials. PTI claims the
government used excessive force, leading to deaths,
injuries, and mass arrests among its supporters.
Military courts have convicted 25 individuals connected
to the May 2023 riots, further intensifying concerns
among PTI supporters.

Pakistan: Verdict reserved against ex-
Prime Minister Khan, wife in USD 239
million Al-Qadir Trust case

(mra) The Islamabad accountability court has
postponed its verdict in the high-profile corruption
case involving former Prime Minister Imran Khan and
his wife, Bushra Bibi, in connection with the Al-Qadir
Trust. Initially scheduled for December 23, the court
has decided to delay the decision due to winter
vacations and a high court course, with January 6,
2025, set as the new date for the verdict. [NDTV]

The case alleges that Khan and his wife were involved
in facilitating the illegal transfer of PKR 50 billion
(approximately USD 180 million) to a private account
for land purchases by Bahria Town Ltd, a property
development company. The funds, which were
returned to Pakistan from the UK, were allegedly
misused in a transaction involving Malik Riaz, a
property tycoon, and several co-conspirators. The
National Accountability Bureau (NAB) claims the couple
violated the National Accountability Ordinance, and
the properties linked to the case have been frozen.
Several individuals, including Malik Riaz's associates,
have absconded and been declared proclaimed
offenders.

Imran Khan and Bushra Bibi were indicted on February
27,2024, for their roles in the alleged corruption.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yki/

Imran Khan, who has been in custody since 2023, has
denied the charges, calling them politically motivated.
He claims that his political rivals are using state
institutions to target him and suppress opposition.

In response to the charges, the PTl and its supporters
have rallied for Khan's release, citing his legal troubles
as part of a broader pattern of political repression.
Despite ongoing protests and violence stemming from
his arrest, talks between PTI and the government
continue as both sides have formed negotiation
committees to address the political crisis. [DAWN]
[The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: Former foreign minister, serving
chief minister among 14 indicted in GHQ
attack case

(Im) Former Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi
and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Chief Minister Ali Amin
Gandapur, key allies of jailed ex-Prime Minister Imran
Khan, were indicted alongside 12 other Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) members on charges related to
the May 9, 2023, attack on the General Headquarters
(GHQ) in Rawalpindi. The incident followed Khan's brief
arrest in a land graft case, which sparked nationwide
protests and attacks on military installations.

The charges stem from accusations that PTI supporters
ransacked state buildings and military facilities,
including the Lahore residence of the army's top
commander. Since the protests, hundreds of PTI
members, including top leaders, have been arrested,
with 113 individuals indicted in connection to the GHQ
case.

Qureshi, speaking outside Adiala Jail, denied
involvement, stating he was in Karachi during the
attacks and alleging political persecution. Alongside
Gandapur, others indicted include Senate opposition
leader Shibli Faraz and former ministers Shehryar
Afridi and Kanwal Shauzab. Applications contesting the
charges will be heard in an Anti-Terrorism Court on
Friday.

The May 9 protests led to nearly 2,000 arrests and at
least eight deaths, with the government deploying the
military to restore order. Despite a subsequent ban on
PTl ahead of Pakistan's February 2024 elections,
independent candidates affiliated with the party
secured the most seats, though not enough to form a
government. Khan remains in prison, facing multiple
convictions, and his party alleges that the legal cases
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are politically motivated at the behest of the military, a
claim the army denies. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Opposition PTI, rights groups
condemn military court convictions

(an) Pakistan’s main opposition Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTI) has strongly opposed the military court
convictions of its supporters, deeming them a violation
of fundamental human rights and principles of justice.
Jailed PTI founder Imran Khan, in a statement shared
via his social media, called the trials a "miscarriage of
justice" and urged international bodies to take notice
of the military court proceedings, which he described
as a "blatant violation of human rights." Khan
condemned the military trials as politically motivated
and criticized the lack of due process.

PTl leaders, including former National Assembly
speaker Asad Qaiser, also condemned the military
court decisions, asserting that they failed to meet the
standards of natural justice. Qaiser argued that the
trials were a breach of constitutional rights and vowed
to challenge the convictions at every available forum.
He expressed concern over the erosion of public
confidence in the judicial system, which he described
as "paralyzed."

Omar Ayub Khan, the Leader of the Opposition in the
National Assembly, rejected the military court
sentences, calling them "kangaroo courts" that lacked
the legal authority to try civilians. He warned that such
decisions undermined the Constitution’s separation of
powers.

Human rights organizations also condemned the
military trials. The Human Rights Commission of
Pakistan (HRCP) reiterated its position that civilians
should never be tried in military courts, arguing that
such trials violate Pakistan's Constitution and
international human rights obligations. Amnesty
International echoed these concerns, labeling the
move as an "intimidation tactic" aimed at silencing
dissent.

On the other hand, government officials celebrated the
military court convictions. Information Minister
Attaullah Tarar described the May 9 riots as a
conspiracy to undermine national defense, asserting
that those involved in the violence had been brought
to justice. He claimed that "no one involved in the May
9 events will be spared," while Defence Minister
Khawaja Asif emphasized that the convictions were
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only for those "used" in the riots, with plans to go after
the planners of the attacks. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Two petitions challenging 26th
Constitutional Amendment files with
Supreme Court

(an/tf) The Supreme Court of Pakistan continues to
address significant issues arising from the 26th
Constitutional Amendment, enacted on October 21,
2024. The amendment introduced major changes to
the judicial appointment process, including a rotating
seat for women and non-Muslims on the Judicial
Commission of Pakistan (JCP) and a revised process for
selecting the Chief Justice of Pakistan (CJP). These
reforms have sparked legal challenges and
controversies over their implications for judicial
independence and inclusivity.

Two petitions filed under Article 184(3) of the
Constitution challenge the amendment, arguing that
the rotating seat for women and non-Muslims reduces
representation to a token gesture and violates
constitutional guarantees of equality and inclusivity.
The petitions also highlight Pakistan's commitments
under the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(UDHR) and the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) to
ensure equitable participation for marginalized groups.

In a separate petition, eight former Supreme Court Bar
Association presidents contend that the amendment
politicizes judicial appointments and undermines the
principle of seniority. They warn that the changes
compromise judicial independence and public trust in
the judiciary. These petitioners have requested a full
court bench to adjudicate the matter. [Dawn 1]

Separately, on December 20, the Supreme Court
dismissed a plea by former Chief Justice Jawwad S.
Khawaja to delay hearings on intra-court appeals
challenging the military trials of civilians. Khawaja
argued that hearings should wait until the court
determines the constitutional validity of the 26th
Amendment, claiming that nullification could
undermine the decisions. The seven-member bench,
led by Justice Aminuddin Khan, rejected the plea as
frivolous, imposing a fine of PKR 20,000 (USD 72).

The bench emphasized that judicial rulings remain
valid regardless of subsequent legislative changes. It
criticized repeated attempts to obstruct the
proceedings, citing earlier objections to the bench’s
formation and procedural delays. The court
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underscored the urgency of addressing cases involving
detainees held for over 18 months, affirming its
commitment to ensuring timely justice. [Dawn 2] [The
Express Tribune]

Pakistan: PPP expresses concerns over
government’s performance, calls for
intensified dialogue

(an) Pakistan People's Party (PPP) leaders have
expressed a "lack of confidence" in the federal
government led by the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz
(PML-N), citing unresolved commitments and
ineffective collaboration. In response, PPP Chairman
Bilawal Bhutto-Zardari directed party members to
intensify their engagements with the federal
government to address pressing concerns ahead of the
PPP Central Executive Committee meeting.

During a meeting at Bilawal House attended by key
PPP figures, including governors from Punjab and
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and chief ministers from Sindh
and Balochistan, participants detailed frustrations over
unfulfilled federal commitments, particularly regarding
resource allocation in the Public Sector Development
Program (PSDP). The PPP has argued that joint
decision-making on PSDP allocations, agreed upon
with the PML-N, has not been honored.

Sindh government officials, including Karachi Mayor
Murtaza Wahab, highlighted specific grievances, such
as the delay in approvals for provincial projects at the
Executive Committee of the National Economic Council
(Ecnec) level. They also criticized the federal
government's handling of infrastructure development,
including its decision to dissolve the Sindh
Infrastructure Development Company Ltd (SIDCL)
while proposing a new federal entity with a similar
mandate.

In Punjab, PPP representatives voiced concerns over
insufficient attention to provincial issues, while
broader dissatisfaction arose over perceived unilateral
decision-making by the federal government. The PPP
chairman urged party leaders to focus on achieving
tangible outcomes through enhanced dialogue with
the PML-N, emphasizing the importance of presenting
progress during the upcoming Central Executive
Committee meeting.

These developments come amidst ongoing talks
between the PML-N and PPP, which have yet to yield
significant progress. The PPP holds a significant
position in Pakistan's coalition government. In the
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National Assembly, the PPP is the second-largest party
in the multi-party coalition, currently holding 70 seats
in the 336-member house. In the 96-member Senate,
the PPP has emerged as the largest party, currently
holding 24 seats. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Supreme Court criticizes state
focus on political engineering, highlights
institutional failures

(an) The Supreme Court of Pakistan has criticized the
state for prioritizing political maneuvering over
addressing systemic issues, including ineffective
investigations and justice delivery. During the hearing
of a pre-arrest bail plea for a fugitive in a 2011 double
murder case, Justice Athar Minallah expressed regret
that institutions appeared more preoccupied with
"toppling and installing governments" than serving the
common man. Justice Jamal Khan Mandokhail and
Justice Malik Shahzad Ahmed Khan echoed concerns
over flawed investigations and inadequate
accountability.

Justice Minallah lamented the state’s failure to resolve
historical injustices, including the murders of three
former prime ministers, and observed that political
engineering by state institutions erodes public trust.
Justice Mandokhail highlighted disparities in
investigative quality across provinces, particularly in
Sindh and Punjab, and the inability to progress in high-
profile cases, such as the assassination of Balochistan’s
senior-most judge.

The court underscored the pervasive distrust in
institutions, with citizens increasingly turning to the
judiciary for redress. Observing that investigative
agencies often target political opponents rather than
ensuring justice, the bench rejected the bail plea and
directed the arrest of the fugitive. [Dawn]

Pakistan: Cabinet approves landmark
amendments to century-old criminal
procedure code

(Im) Pakistan's federal cabinet has approved
amendments to the 1898 Code of Criminal Procedure
(CrPC), aiming to modernize the country’s criminal
justice system. These changes, described as “landmark
reforms,” address issues such as outdated legal
provisions, delays in case resolution, and inadequate
protections for vulnerable groups. The amendments


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yuj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-yut/

must now be approved by parliament and signed into
law by the president.

Key reforms include enhanced protections for women,
children, the elderly, and individuals with disabilities by
allowing their statements to be recorded outside police
stations. Only female officers will now be permitted to
arrest women, aligning with international standards.
Modern technology, such as electronic recording of
witness statements, has also been incorporated to
facilitate cross-examinations.

The amendments strengthen prosecutors' roles,
introduce timelines to expedite trials, and simplify the
filing of police complaints. Trials must now conclude
within a year, with limited extensions, while appeals
must be resolved within six months to a year.
Additionally, terminology in the CrPC has been
updated to remove outdated and stigmatizing
language regarding mental health.

While legal experts and civil society have largely
welcomed the reforms, concerns remain about
effective implementation and the potential for political
misuse. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Islamabad judge suspends order
requiring vetting of TV defense analysts

(Im) Justice Babar Sattar of the Islamabad High Court
has suspended a 2019 notification issued by the
Pakistan Electronic Media Regulatory Authority
(PEMRA) requiring television channels to seek
clearance from the military's media wing, the Inter-
Services Public Relations (ISPR), before inviting retired
military officers as defense analysts. The suspension
will remain in effect until a final decision is reached,
with the next hearing set for February 11, 2025.

The notification had sparked significant debate, with
the court questioning PEMRA's authority to regulate
content in this manner and its connection to Pakistan's
sovereignty or security under Section 20-A of the
PEMRA Ordinance. Justice Sattar also demanded the
presentation of documentation detailing PEMRA's
rationale for issuing the directive.

This development is part of broader tensions between
Pakistan's judiciary and the military. Justice Sattar is
among six Islamabad High Court judges who accused
the ISI, Pakistan's military intelligence agency, of
coercion and interference in politically sensitive cases,
including those involving former Prime Minister Imran
Khan. These allegations include incidents of
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surveillance, abductions, and intimidation aimed at
influencing judicial outcomes. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Court orders arrest of police
officers over staged killing of blasphemy
suspect

(Im) An anti-terrorism court in Sindh has issued non-
bailable arrest warrants for six police officers, including
a deputy inspector general, accused of staging the
extrajudicial killing of Dr. Shahnawaz Kunbhar, who
was charged with online blasphemy. Dr. Kunbhar was
fatally shot in a police encounter in Mirpurkhas on
September 18, an incident authorities initially
described as accidental during an attempted arrest.

A government inquiry later revealed the killing was
staged, prompting mass protests across Sindh and
social media backlash. The Sindh provincial
government suspended 10 officers and filed charges
against 34 individuals, marking a rare instance of state
action against law enforcement in such cases.

The court has directed the Federal Investigation
Agency to ensure the accused officers appear by
January 8, 2025. Evidence from a medical board's
examination of Kunbhar's exhumed body indicated
signs of torture, including broken ribs.

The case has reignited debates on Pakistan’s
blasphemy laws, which human rights groups argue
foster discrimination and violence. Calls have
intensified for legal reforms and accountability for
abuses, particularly in the handling of blasphemy
accusations by law enforcement. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Prime Minister orders
crackdown on officials aiding human
traffickers after Greek boat tragedy

(Im) In the wake of a migrant boat disaster off Greece
on December 14, which claimed the lives of at least five
Pakistani nationals, Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has
directed immediate action against human trafficking
networks and government officials accused of
complicity.

Sharif identified four districts in Punjab—Gujranwala,
Gujrat, Sialkot, and Mandi Bahauddin—as hotspots for
trafficking networks and instructed the Federal
Investigation Agency (FIA) to take strict measures
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against both traffickers and officials facilitating such
activities. He also called for strengthened coordination,
legislative reforms, and expedited investigations into
prior incidents, including the 2023 boat disaster near
Pylos, Greece, which killed hundreds, including 262
Pakistanis.

In response, the FIA arrested individuals linked to
organizing and facilitating the recent journey.
Authorities reported that victims of the latest tragedy
had paid significant sums, hoping for safe passage to
Europe, but were instead exposed to life-threatening
conditions.

The arrests highlight the perilous routes used by
trafficking networks, where victims are often taken to
Libya before boarding overcrowded boats bound for
Europe. The FIA revealed that it has presented 174
human smuggling cases in court this year, resulting in
four convictions.

Sharif has emphasized the need for robust
preventative measures, including the implementation
of an Integrated Border Management System (IBMS) to
monitor and prevent illegal movement. Authorities are
also launching a public awareness campaign to deter
dangerous migration attempts. [Arab News 1] [Arab
News 2]

Pakistan: Students march for road safety
in Gilgit-Baltistan

(Im) Students in Gilgit-Baltistan, a semi-autonomous
region in northern Pakistan known for its breathtaking
mountains and glaciers, are marching over 150
kilometers from Gilgit to Skardu, demanding tunnels
on the hazardous Juglot-Skardu Road (JSR) to prevent
landslides and accidents. The Baltistan Students
Federation (BSF) highlighted that the road’s original
construction plan included five tunnels, none of which
were built, leaving the route increasingly dangerous.

The road, critical for connecting Skardu to the rest of
the region, has seen over 100 fatalities in recent years
due to poor infrastructure. Civic groups and opposition
leaders back the students’ call for immediate safety
upgrades, urging the government to prioritize lives
over delays. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Balochistan Assembly reviews
bill to ban child marriage
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(tf) The Balochistan Assembly has begun deliberations
on a draft bill aimed at preventing child marriage and
safeguarding children's rights. Deputy Speaker Ghazala
Gola presided over a high-level meeting, joined by
Ayesha Raza Farooq, chairperson of the National
Commission for the Rights of Children (NCRC),
assembly members Hadiya Nawaz Behrani and
Kulsoom Niaz Baloch, and representatives from
various organizations.

Discussions centered on establishing a minimum
marriage age, enforcing penalties for violations, and
providing gender-specific protections under the
proposed legislation. Farooq emphasized that the bill
seeks to secure children's futures and protect their
fundamental rights. [DAWN]

Child marriage remains a pressing issue in Balochistan,
where socio-cultural norms, economic pressures, and
limited access to education contribute to high rates of
early marriage, particularly among girls. These
practices often lead to adverse health, education, and
economic outcomes for young individuals, reinforcing
cycles of poverty and gender inequality.

Pakistan: Eighth mpox case of the year
confirmed in traveler from abroad

(sn) Pakistan’s health ministry has confirmed the
country’s eighth mpox case this year, involving a 32-
year-old man who recently returned from a Gulf
country. Mpox, a viral infection causing flu-like
symptoms and pus-filled lesions, poses higher risks to
children, pregnant women, and individuals with
weakened immune systems. Pakistan reported its first
case in August 2024 and has since implemented
screening protocols at airports and border entry points
to monitor the virus.

The World Health Organization declared a global
health emergency in August over a new mpox strain,
clade |, first detected in the Democratic Republic of
Congo. However, Pakistan has not reported any cases
of this mutated strain. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Plans underway to end take-or-
pay contracts with independent power
producers

(Im) Pakistan is preparing to terminate take-or-pay
contracts with independent power producers (IPPs) to
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alleviate the financial burden of capacity payments—
fees paid to IPPs regardless of the electricity supplied
to the grid. These agreements, introduced a decade
ago to address chronic power shortages, have led to
excess capacity as economic challenges curtailed
energy consumption.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif's cabinet recently
approved settlement agreements with eight bagasse-
based IPPs, aiming to reduce electricity tariffs and save
approximately PKR 300 billion (USD 1.07 billion). These
reforms could lower electricity costs by PKR 3.50 to
6.50 per unit, with the government pledging to clear
outstanding dues within 90 days.

The move follows sustained public and industry
protests over high energy bills, as fixed costs and
capacity payments were passed on to consumers.
Earlier, the government terminated agreements with
five IPPs and directed the Central Power Purchasing
Agency to seek tariff reductions through the National
Electric Power Regulatory Authority (NEPRA).

This initiative was a significant focus during
negotiations with the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) for a USD 7 billion bailout program approved in
September. Pakistan has also been in talks to
restructure energy-sector debt owed to China and
implement structural reforms, though progress has
been gradual. The government has expressed its
commitment to promoting private partnerships to
develop the energy sector further. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Prime Minister Sharif orders
crackdown on tax evasion, mandates
revenue modernization

(an) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has ordered strict
measures to combat tax evasion and modernize
Pakistan's revenue collection system, emphasizing the
urgent need for compliance and technological
advancements within the Federal Board of Revenue
(FBR). During a meeting in Lahore to review revenue-
enhancing strategies, Sharif called for stringent action
against tax defaulters and urged them to comply with
the law.

The government has identified non-compliance as a
critical issue, with plans to target tax evaders through
advanced technology and broaden the tax base. Sharif
received briefings on implementing video analytics in
the sugar industry and instructed its rapid deployment
in the cement and tobacco sectors. These efforts aim
to increase revenues, curb hoarding, stabilize prices,
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and eradicate tax fraud and under-invoicing. He also
emphasized the swift digitization of the FBR's value
chain to enhance transparency and efficiency.

Pakistan's tax-to-GDP ratio, among the lowest in the
region at just over 9 percent, is a focal point of reform,
with the government aiming to increase it to 13.5
percent in the coming years. Tax reforms align with the
recommendations of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), tied to a USD 7 billion loan package approved
earlier this year, which also called for targeting
untaxed sectors and enforcing penalties against
affluent individuals outside the tax net. [Arab News]
[Dawn]

Pakistan: Economic recovery gains
traction with surplus and reduced
inflation

(Im) Pakistan’s economic recovery gained momentum
in November 2024, as the country recorded a current
account surplus of USD 729 million, marking the fourth
consecutive month of surplus, according to the State
Bank of Pakistan (SBP). Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
hailed the development as a sign of economic stability
after years of financial challenges.

The surplus reflects improvements in macroeconomic
indicators and growing investor confidence, both
domestically and internationally. Sharif attributed the
progress to government policies that have reduced
inflation, stabilized the currency, and improved
economic conditions. Finance Minister Muhammad
Aurangzeb and the government’s economic team
received praise for their efforts in achieving this
milestone, which has also boosted stock market
performance. [Arab News 1]

Adding to the optimism, Pakistan's Consumer Price
Index (CPI) dropped to 4.9 percent in December 2024,
the lowest inflation rate since April 2018. The decline is
attributed to structural reforms under a USD 7 billion
International Monetary Fund (IMF) program and
targeted measures to stabilize prices for essential
commodities. This has helped restore investor
confidence and provided a foundation for continued
economic growth.

During a meeting of the Economic Coordination
Committee (ECC), Finance Minister Aurangzeb
emphasized the importance of sustaining these gains.
He outlined the government's commitment to
strengthening key sectors such as agriculture,
manufacturing, and infrastructure while pursuing
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economic diversification to improve living standards
across Pakistan.

The ECC also highlighted strategies to maintain price
stability and long-term prosperity, noting that
sustained reforms and increased investment inflows
will be essential to securing the USD 350 billion
economy's future stability. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Government advances plans for
35 special economic zones to boost
investment

(Im) Pakistan is set to establish 35 special economic
zones (SEZs) as part of its strategy to attract foreign
investment, stimulate industrial growth, and
strengthen its USD 350 billion economy. The initiative,
discussed during a Board of Investment (BOI) progress
review chaired by Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, aims
to leverage SEZs as key engines for economic recovery
and growth.

A comprehensive survey using Geographical
Information System (GIS) and drone technology has
provided valuable insights into the resources and
challenges of SEZs nationwide. This data will accelerate
project implementation and optimize these zones for
industrial development.

The SEZ initiative is a core component of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), which is
transitioning from energy and infrastructure projects
to fostering industrial production and exports. Recent
discussions with Chinese businesses during Prime
Minister Sharif's visit to China emphasized relocating
operations to SEZs and strengthening bilateral
economic ties.

Federal Minister for Investment Abdul Aleem Khan
highlighted that over 200 business-to-business
agreements have been finalized with Chinese firms,
with memorandums of understanding worth USD 70
million already signed. The government is also actively
courting investment from Gulf countries and other
global partners.

To enhance investor appeal, Pakistan is implementing
reforms under the Special Investment Facilitation
Council (SIFC), a hybrid civil-military initiative designed
to eliminate bureaucratic hurdles. This one-window
operation streamlines investment processes and
introduces eco-friendly infrastructure and renewable
energy initiatives under the "Green Pakistan
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Investment" model, targeting environmentally
conscious global investors.

Key infrastructure projects include connecting
Karachi's industrial hub to Port Qasim and constructing
business facilitation centers. The forthcoming "Ease of
Doing Business Act 2024" is expected to introduce
approximately 150 reforms, enhancing operational
efficiency within SEZs and fostering a more investor-
friendly environment. [Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]
[LM1]

Pakistan: Final polio eradication campaign
for 2024 ends amid significant challenges

(sn/Im) Pakistan’s final nationwide polio vaccination
campaign for 2024 concluded on December 22, aiming
to immunize 44 million children across 143 districts.
However, the campaign was marked by significant
disruptions, including security threats, boycotts, and
societal resistance, underscoring the persistent
challenges in eradicating the disease. [Arab News]

The country, alongside Afghanistan, remains one of
only two nations where polio is endemic. In 2024,
Pakistan reported 64 polio cases, with Sindh alone
accounting for 18 and Balochistan reporting the
highest at 26. The government deployed 80,000
frontline workers and 15,000 security personnel
nationwide, reflecting the scale and urgency of the
effort. [The News International]

Despite these efforts, polio workers faced escalating
threats. On December 17, a roadside bomb in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa (KP) killed three police officers assigned
to protect vaccination teams, following a shooting
incident on December 16. Such attacks highlight the
dangers health workers face, particularly in provinces
like KP and Balochistan, where militant groups
frequently target vaccination drives. In 2024 alone, 20
people were killed in attacks on polio teams in KP.

In Balochistan, the campaign was further disrupted
when healthcare workers boycotted vaccinations on
December 18, protesting the government's proposed
hospital privatization plans. This forced authorities to
postpone the vaccination drive until December 30.
Compounding the challenges, misinformation, cultural
resistance, and religious beliefs in remote areas
continue to hinder immunization efforts. [ABC NEWS]
[The Hindu]

Ayesha Raza Farooq, the prime minister’s focal person
for polio eradication, reaffirmed the government'’s
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zero-tolerance policy toward any mistreatment of polio
workers. The government has promised strict action
against perpetrators of violence or harassment
targeting vaccination teams. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Deadline set for disarmament in
Kurram as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
government faces criticism

(Im/tf/an) Authorities in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) have
set a February 1 deadline for Sunni and Shia tribes in
Kurram district to surrender weapons and dismantle
bunkers. This decision, announced by the KP apex
committee on December 20, aims to curb sectarian
violence that has claimed over 100 lives and triggered
severe food and medicine shortages. Humanitarian aid
routes will open intermittently under strict security,
and helicopter services will be used for emergencies.
Authorities also plan to combat sectarian propaganda
by shutting down inflammatory social media accounts.
[Arab News]

The KP government, led by Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI), has faced harsh criticism in government-
controlled Senate for its handling of the crisis.
Senators, including Minister for Religious Affairs
Chaudhry Salik, condemned the lack of action despite
federal offers of assistance. Majlis Wahdat Muslimeen
(MWM) Senator Raja Nasir Abbas dismissed claims of
sectarian violence, attributing the unrest to unresolved
land disputes, and called for a Senate committee to
investigate the crisis. He also highlighted residents’
refusal to disarm without security guarantees due to
threats from militants near the Afghan border. [Dawn

1]

Meanwhile, KP Adviser on Health Ihtesham Ali denied
reports of deaths due to medicine shortages, but local
chemists claimed over 60 lives, including 31 children,
were lost due to disrupted supplies. Calls have
intensified for urgent action to deliver essential aid to
the violence-hit region. [Dawn 2]

Pakistan: Security forces kill 11 militants
amid surge in attacks in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa

(Im) Pakistani security forces have killed 11 militants in
separate operations in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province.
The operations, conducted in the Tank, North
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Waziristan, and Mohmand districts, followed a recent
surge in militant activity in the region.

Seven militants were killed during an intelligence-
based operation in Tank, while two others were
neutralized in North Waziristan and two more in
Mohmand after intense exchanges of fire. Weapons
and ammunition were recovered, and authorities are
conducting follow-up operations to eliminate any
remaining threats in the areas.

The region has faced escalating violence, including
attacks by the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and
other groups targeting security convoys, law
enforcement, and civilians. Earlier this month, six
Pakistani soldiers and 22 militants were killed in
separate clashes in the province.

Pakistan has repeatedly accused Afghanistan’s Taliban-
led administration of harboring militants responsible
for cross-border attacks, a claim Kabul denies,
attributing the unrest to Pakistan's internal security
challenges. The operations are part of Islamabad's
efforts to counter the growing militant threat in its
northwestern region. [Arab News]

Pakistan: NADRA to launch new facial
recognition verification

(sn) Pakistan is set to launch a facial recognition
system on January 15, 2025. This system will improve
service through the PAK-ID mobile app and National
Database and Registration Authority (NADRA) service
centers. The improvements are expected to aid elderly
individuals and those who experience challenges
through fingerprint identification and generalize the
current system.

The Chairman of NADRA, Muhammad Munir Afsar,
commented on the importance of technological
advancements amid difficulties in the sector and the
potential for future Iris ID scanners. Afsar presented at
the Pakistani government's presentation of the Digital
Nation Pakistan Bill, which recently secured USD 78
million in funding from the World Bank. Pak-ID was
introduced in 2023 as Pakistan continues to seek
simpler registration and identification methods.
[Biometric Update] [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan: SDG efforts earn global praise,
says National Assembly speaker
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(mra) Pakistan's National Assembly Speaker Sardar
Ayaz Sadiq highlighted global recognition of the
country’s efforts towards the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), with praise from the UN, China, and
others. Speaking at a National SDG meeting, Sadiq
emphasized the need to scale efforts at the provincial
level.

The meeting discussed Pakistan’s challenges, including
climate change, economic instability, and gender
inequality. Bilal Azhar Kayani, head of the SDGs
Parliamentary Taskforce, emphasized the importance
of political commitment. Punjab's Environment
Minister, Marriyum Aurangzeb, presented climate
action plans, while Dr. Abid Qaiyum Suleri from SDPI
urged increased climate financing. UNDP’s Dr. Samuel
Rizk stressed the urgency of addressing critical SDGs,
citing Pakistan’s low ranking on the gender gap index
and the need for greater female workforce
participation. [APP_News]

Seychelles: Government to discontinue
Seychelles News Agency after 10 years

(Im) The Seychelles government has announced the
closure of the Seychelles News Agency (SNA), effective
January 1, 2025, ending its decade-long operation as
the country’s first online news platform. This decision
follows the government's move to streamline media
operations by integrating SNA into the National
Information Services Agency (NISA), which publishes
the Seychelles Nation newspaper.

Despite earlier plans for integration, the NISA board
opted to discontinue SNA, citing the lack of
government funding for the agency's eight staff
members. Attempts to offer alternative positions to
SNA employees were unsuccessful, leaving them
without roles.

The closure has sparked concerns among media
stakeholders. The Association of Media Practitioners of
Seychelles (AMPS) criticized the decision, warning it
would shrink the nation’s limited media landscape and
end free access to news online in English and French.
The Seychelles Nation and other print and online news
outlets are available only via subscription, leaving the
Seychelles Broadcasting Corporation as the sole free
news source in Seychellois Creole, English, and French.
[Seychelles News Agency]
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Sri Lanka: President hints at timeline for
local and provincial council elections

(Im) Sri Lanka's President Anura Kumara Dissanayake
has indicated that Local Government elections are
likely to take place before the Sinhala and Tamil New
Year in April 2025. During a visit to Kandy, the
President also announced that Provincial Council
elections are expected to be held within the same year.

President Dissanayake explained that while
nominations for Local Government elections were
initially called in March 2023, many political alliances
active at the time have since dissolved, leading to the
cancellation of those nominations. Fresh nominations
will be invited, and necessary arrangements made to
ensure elections are conducted by the stated
timelines. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Court petition challenges
eligibility of new minister

(Im) A writ petition has been filed in the Court of
Appeal challenging the eligibility of Dr. Upali Pannilage,
Minister of Rural Development, Social Security, and
Community Empowerment, to serve as a Member of
Parliament (MP) and hold ministerial office.

Social and political activist Oshala Herath lodged the
petition, citing that Dr. Pannilage was employed by the
University of Ruhuna, a public corporation, at the time
of his appointment as an MP and Cabinet Minister. The
petitioner argues this violates Article 91(1)(e) of the
Constitution, which disqualifies individuals with an
interest in public contracts or employment in public
corporations from holding parliamentary seats.

The court is yet to schedule a hearing on the matter.
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: SLPP's Geethanath
Cassilingham accuses government of
continuing rejected policies

(Im) Geethanath Cassilingham, the Chief Organizer of
the Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna (SLPP) for Jaffna
District, has criticized the current government for
failing to fulfill its electoral promises, accusing it of
continuing the same policies rejected by voters under
former President Ranil Wickremesinghe.
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Cassilingham noted that over 80 percent of voters
rejected Wickremesinghe's policies during the last
election, choosing the National People's Power (NPP)
to bring about change. He argued that instead of
delivering meaningful reforms, the new administration
has misled voters by maintaining the status quo.

Cassilingham specifically criticized President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake for failing to renegotiate the
terms of the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
agreement. Despite campaign promises to reduce the
tax burden, the same IMF policies have been
implemented, leaving families struggling with rising
costs of living and basic necessities. [Daily Mirror]

Jaffna, located at the northern tip of Sri Lanka, is a
predominantly Tamil region with a rich cultural
heritage. In the 2024 parliamentary elections, the NPP
secured a significant victory in Jaffna District, obtaining
24.85 percent of the votes and winning three seats.

Sri Lanka: Dr. Jagath Wickramaratne
elected Speaker

(raa) Dr. Jagath Wickramaratne of the ruling National
People's Power alliance was unanimously elected as
the 23rd Speaker of the Parliament of Sri Lanka. His
nomination was proposed by Prime Minister Dr. Harini
Amarasuriya and seconded by Minister Bimal
Rathnayake.

Dr. Wickramaratne succeeds Asoka Ranwala, who
stepped down on December 13 following controversies
over the legitimacy of his academic qualifications.
[Daily News]

Sri Lanka: D.V. Chanaka named new SLPP
national convenor

(Im) MP D.V. Chanaka has been named the new
National Convenor of the Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP), marking a key step in the party's
internal restructuring efforts. This move comes after
the SLPP's sharp decline in the 2024 parliamentary
elections, where it secured only 3 seats—a dramatic
fall from the 145 seats it previously held.

The announcement was made during a meeting at the
residence of former President Mahinda Rajapaksa in
Wijerama.
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As part of the restructuring, former MP Johnston
Fernando has been tasked with overseeing the
organization and appointment of new rural and
divisional leaders to revitalize the party's grassroots
presence. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Investigation into President’s
Fund reveals political beneficiaries amid
denials of misuse

(Im) The government has pledged to release additional
names of politicians who benefited from the
President’s Fund, following a recent disclosure of
payments made to politicians from 2005 to 2024. The
investigation is expanding to include earlier
administrations, such as that of former President
Chandrika Kumaratunga, with efforts underway to
locate missing records.

Preliminary findings revealed that some politicians,
including Pradeshiya Sabha members, Provincial
Council members, and ministers, received substantial
amounts, with single transactions exceeding LKR 10
million (USD 34,000). This contrasts sharply with the
LKR 500,000 (USD 1,700) typically allocated to ordinary
citizens for medical assistance, usually in installments.
The government has assured that further information
will be made public as the investigation continues.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Among those named, MP Dayasiri Jayasekera denied
allegations of misusing the Fund. He confirmed
receiving LKR 400,000 in 2019 for heart surgery, a sum
approved by then-President Maithripala Sirisena. He
provided documentation showing the Fund partially
covered his treatment costs, with the remainder paid
out of pocket.

Jayasekera dismissed the allegations as politically
motivated and called for a transparent review of the
Fund's allocations. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Arrest warrants issued against
former Central Bank governor in bond
scam case

(raa) Colombo Chief Magistrate Thilina Gamage issued
open warrants on December 19 against former Central
Bank Governor Arjuna Mahendran and Ajahn Gardiner
Punchihewa for failing to appear in court regarding a
money laundering case tied to the 2015 Central Bank
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bond scam. The case includes allegations of financial
misconduct, conspiracy, and offences under the Penal
Code, with indictments already filed in the High Court.

The court also ordered prison officials to produce
Arjun Aloysius, another suspect currently in remand
custody over separate VAT evasion allegations, for the
next hearing. Other suspects, including representatives
from Perpetual Treasuries Limited and several
individuals, were present during the session. Defense
attorneys requested that charges against Kasun
Palisena be dismissed due to insufficient evidence. The
Magistrate instructed investigators to present their
findings on this request in the next hearing. [Daily
News]

Sri Lanka: Former health minister's bank
accounts with USD 68,000 suspended

(Im) The Commission to Investigate Allegations of
Bribery or Corruption has suspended two bank
accounts belonging to former Health Minister Keheliya
Rambukwella, with a combined balance of
approximately LKR 20 million (USD 68,000). The
suspension, initially set for seven days, is part of
ongoing investigations under the Anti-Corruption Act
and is expected to be extended after being presented
in court.

Earlier this year, several assets linked to Rambukwella,
his wife, and other relatives were frozen. On July 5,
2024, the Colombo High Court suspended fixed
deposits and insurance policies totaling LKR 97.125
million (USD 329,000) held by Rambukwella’s family
members. This order was extended until January 4,
2025. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Cardinal praises government’s
renewed commitment to Easter Sunday
investigation

(Im) Archbishop of Colombo, Cardinal Malcolm Ranjith,
expressed confidence that the current government will
bring justice to the victims of the 2019 Easter Sunday
bombings, which claimed over 260 lives and injured
hundreds more. The Cardinal emphasized his
optimism about the investigation, stating that the
government has been providing regular updates and
appears committed to conducting a transparent probe.
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The Easter Sunday attacks, carried out on April 21,
2019, targeted three churches—St. Sebastian's Church
in Negombo, St. Anthony's Shrine in Colombo, and
Zion Church in Batticaloa—as well as three luxury
hotels in Colombo. The bombings, attributed to a local
Islamist extremist group, shocked the nation and
raised serious concerns about national security lapses.

In the aftermath, previous investigations into the
attacks faced widespread criticism for being poorly
conducted, with allegations of negligence, lack of
transparency, and inadequate reporting. Victims'
families and religious leaders, including Cardinal
Ranijith, accused authorities of failing to uncover the
full extent of the perpetrators' network and criticized
the lack of accountability for those who ignored prior
intelligence warnings.

President Anura Kumara Dissanayake, shortly after
taking office, visited St. Sebastian's Church in
Katuwapitiya, one of the bombing sites, and assured a
fresh and thorough probe into the attacks. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CID investigates alleged human
trafficking under South Korea's 'E8 visa'
scheme

(Im) The Criminal Investigation Department (CID) has
initiated an investigation into allegations of human
trafficking linked to the misuse of South Korea's E-8
visa scheme, which facilitates short-term seasonal
employment. This follows a complaint filed by the
Chairman of the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign
Employment (SLBFE).

The SLBFE alleged that the E-8 visa system was
operated illegally, lacking proper employment
contracts and a legal framework, reportedly due to the
intervention of a former minister. The investigation
aims to address these irregularities and ensure
accountability.

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs and Foreign
Employment Arun Hemachandra stated that the
government is addressing errors made by previous
administrations, including irregularities within the
Foreign Employment Bureau.

The Deputy Minister also highlighted reforms in the
diplomatic service, noting that many politically
appointed diplomats have been recalled. Moving
forward, he assured that only qualified individuals
would be selected for such positions. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Arrest warrant issued for BBS
leader Gnanasara Thera over court
absence

(Im) The Colombo Chief Magistrate’'s Court has issued
an arrest warrant for Ven. Galaboda Aththe Gnanasara
Thera, the General Secretary of the Bodu Bala Sena
(BBS), after he failed to appear on the judgment day in
a case against him. The case involves allegations of
hate speech directed at the Muslim community, with
charges of inciting communal disharmony.

Despite the defense counsel's explanation that
Gnanasara Thera was unable to attend due to ongoing
medical treatment, the court required supporting
medical documentation and scheduled the next
hearing for January 9, 2025.

The Bodu Bala Sena is a hardline nationalist Buddhist
organization in Sri Lanka that has faced criticism for
alleged anti-Muslim rhetoric and involvement in
communal tensions. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Fitch upgrades credit rating to
'CCC+' from 'Restricted Default'

Sri Lanka’'s economic recovery gained momentum as
Fitch Ratings upgraded the country’'s Long-Term
Foreign-Currency Issuer Default Rating (IDR) to 'CCC+'
from 'RD' (Restricted Default). This reflects an
improved credit standing following completed
sovereign bond restructuring and better
macroeconomic prospects. The Local-Currency IDR
also rose to 'CCC+' from 'CCC-', indicating reduced
default risks. Fitch highlighted that Sri Lanka's domestic
debt optimization, completed in September 2023,
involved restructuring treasury bills and Central Bank
provisional advances. [Daily Mirror 1]

As part of its debt restructuring, Sri Lanka issued USD
10.4 billion in macro-linked bonds, including USD 1.6
billion in governance bonds and LKR 155 billion (USD
425 million) in rupee-denominated bonds. These
bonds were issued after 97.86 percent of International
Sovereign Bond (ISB) holders approved restructuring
USD 12.55 billion in debt. Citigroup, the dealer
manager for the ISB exchange, announced that the
new Eurobonds, Exchange Fee Bonds, and Local LKR
Bonds were issued on December 20, 2024, with
settlement processes expected soon. [Daily Mirror 2]
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Additionally, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) is
set to review Sri Lanka’s proposed tax revisions and
revenue measures in its forthcoming Staff Report for
the Third Review under the Extended Fund Facility
(EFF). The report will evaluate recent government tax
policies announced by President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake. The IMF Executive Board will assess the
Staff-Level Agreement in the coming months, and upon
approval, Sri Lanka will receive USD 333 million under
the EFF arrangement. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Stock market surpasses 15,000-
point milestone

(Im) For the first time in history, the All Share Price
Index (ASPI) of the Colombo Stock Exchange surpassed
the 15,000-point mark on December 23, reaching
15,022.77 by 11:15 a.m. The index advanced by 212
points during the morning session, with a recorded
turnover exceeding LKR 3.84 billion (USD 11.4 million).
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Western Province leads 2023
GDP contribution with 43.7 percent share

(Im) The Western Province, home to Sri Lanka's capital
Colombo, maintained its dominance in Sri Lanka’s 2023
gross domestic product (GDP), contributing 43.7
percent of the total economic output, though slightly
below its 2022 levels. The North Western and Central
Provinces followed as distant contributors, with shares
of 10.9 percent and 10.3 percent, respectively.

Sri Lanka’'s economy grew by 5.5 percent in the third
quarter of 2023, accelerating from 4.7 percent in the
second quarter, driven by growth in agriculture (3.0
percent), industrial (10.8 percent), and services (2.6
percent) sectors. Despite these gains, the economy
contracted by 2.3 percent for the year, a slower decline
compared to the 7.3 percent contraction in 2022
during the foreign currency crisis. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: PDMO to centralize debt
management for greater transparency
and efficiency

(Im) The newly established Public Debt Management
Office (PDMO) will centralize Sri Lanka’s debt
management operations, consolidating functions


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-jjh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-jjk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-jju/

previously handled by the Central Bank, External
Resources Department, and Treasury Operations
Department. The PDMO, operational since December 2
under the Public Debt Management Act (PDMA) of
2024, aims to strengthen public debt management,
enhance accountability, and ensure efficient borrowing
practices. Full operationalization is expected by
January 2026.

The PDMO's key responsibilities include managing
government debt, issuing loan guarantees,
coordinating domestic and external borrowings,
preparing debt service forecasts, and improving access
to financial markets. It will also oversee risk
assessments and provide transparency by recording
and reporting public debt.

State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs), Provincial Councils,
and Local Authorities must submit borrowing details
and debt records to the PDMO, ensuring compliance
with the PDMA. The office will be led by a Director-
General appointed by the Cabinet, tasked with
coordinating all public debt-related activities to ensure
sustainability and long-term fiscal health. [Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Government extends license-
free rice import period to January 10, 2025

The Sri Lankan government has extended the
temporary removal of rice import restrictions until
January 10, 2025, allowing private importers to bring in
rice without a license. The extension follows an earlier
decision to lift restrictions until December 20 to
address a rice shortage caused by recent flood damage
to paddy cultivation.

Since the policy was implemented, approximately
36,000 metric tons of rice have been imported by
private entities. The move aims to stabilize domestic
supply and manage food security concerns. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: CBSL steps up actions against
pyramid schemes

(Im) The Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CBSL) has
intensified efforts to combat rising pyramid schemes
under Section 83(C) of the Banking Act. Investigations
target individuals and entities promoting or managing
illegal schemes, with several cases now in court or
under review by law enforcement.
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CBSL has acted against numerous entities, including
Qnet, Tiens Lanka Health Care, and the MTFE App,
while warning of ongoing investigations into other
fraudulent operations. The bank is also running public
awareness campaigns to educate citizens about the
risks of engaging in such schemes, reaffirming its
commitment to financial security. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Ministry of Defence enforces
stricter firearm regulations for civilians

(Im) The Ministry of Defence (MOD) has announced
that civilians will be allowed to retain only one firearm
for personal protection, subject to an intelligence
review. This measure aims to enhance public safety
and prevent firearm misuse.

The MOD previously instructed firearm license holders
to return their firearms and ammunition for a
quantitative review by November 21, 2024. About 85
percent have complied. Licensees wishing to retain
firearms were required to submit appeals by October
30, 2024, with the review process set to conclude by
January 20, 2025.

Firearms and ammunition issued by the Army and
Police must also be returned by December 31, 2024.
Non-compliance will result in legal action under the
Firearm Ordinance No. 33 of 1916. The MOD
emphasizes that these measures are crucial for
ensuring public safety and proper firearm regulation.
[Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Notorious underworld figure
'Kudu Salindu’' granted bail

(Im) Salindu Malshitha Gunaratne, alias ‘Kudu Salindu,’
a prominent drug kingpin and underworld figure, was
granted bail by the Panadura Magistrate’s Court under
strict conditions. He was released on three sureties
totaling LKR 3 million (USD 10,200).

Gunaratne had been in the custody of the Criminal
Investigation Department (CID) since his arrest in
Madagascar in March 2023. Alongside his associate,
Nadun Chinthaka Wickremeratne, known as ‘Harak
Kata,’ he was apprehended in a joint operation
involving INTERPOL, Malagasy law enforcement, and
Customs officials.

Following their arrest, the duo was extradited to Sri
Lanka on March 15, 2023, along with six other
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suspects, after Malagasy defense officials alerted Sri
Lanka’s Foreign Ministry. The case is scheduled to be
heard again on February 10, 2025, as legal proceedings
continue. [Daily Mirror]
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Brunei: Hospital infrastructure to be
upgraded

(dqgl) The Ministry of Health (MoH) has announced
plans to upgrade the country’'s hospital infrastructure,
including a new block at Raja Isteri Pengiran Anak
Saleha Hospital, Brunei's largest hospital, an expanded
emergency block at Suri Seri Begawan Hospital in
Kuala Belait, the country’'s second largest hospital, and
the construction of two new health centers and
laboratories.

Additionally, the MoH is preparing to announce a
foreign workers' insurance initiative, which aims to
alleviate employers' financial responsibility for hospital
treatment of foreign workers.

The announcement was made during a parliamentary
session on December 21. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Large haul of contraband seized

(dqgl) Brunei police have seized 75 cartons of cigarettes
and ten cartons of alcohol from a suspicious vehicle
during a crime prevention operation on December 19.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-jtt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-jti/

The vehicle was found by officers patrolling a bush
area near a boat landing site in Temburong District.
Upon inspection, the officers discovered the
contraband inside the vehicle. [Xinhua]

Brunei: Six foreigners detained for
immigration violations

(ga) The Immigration and National Registration
Department (INRD) detained six foreign nationals for
immigration violations during an operation in Mukim
Kilanas. The detainees are suspected of overstaying
after their immigration permits were revoked. Two of
the detainees, Bangladeshi and Indonesian nationals,
were prosecuted. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: NCB blocks largest drug transit
attempt in history

(ga) The Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB) successfully
thwarted an international drug syndicate's attempt to
use Brunei as a transit hub for smuggling illicit
substances. Operation ‘Blockade,’ launched in
November, uncovered a plot to move drugs concealed
in speakers and computers from Brunei to regions
including the Middle East, Europe, East Asia, and
Australia, with the syndicate believed to operate from
the Americas.

The NCB intercepted 36.73 kilograms of
methamphetamine valued at approximately USD
477,000 (BND 640,600) in collaboration with courier
companies and virtual office providers. This represents
Brunei's largest drug seizure, surpassing the 19-
kilogramme haul during Operation Musang King in
2020. The bureau is working with regional and
international agencies, including the U.S. Drug
Enforcement Administration, to identify those
responsible. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: RBPF conducts shooting drills

(ga) The Royal Brunei Police Force (RBPF) conducted
shooting drills on December 19, 21, 23, and 24 at the
RBPF Shooting Range Complex, Bandar Seri Begawan.
The public was advised to avoid the area during these
times to ensure safety. The RBPF expressed gratitude
for public cooperation and provided contact options
for inquiries. [Borneo Bulletin]
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Cambodia: Hun Manet calls on media to
properly reflect societal realities

(mfr) Prime Minister Hun Manet called for a
responsible and ethical media industry to reflect
societal realities and support national development.
Speaking ahead of the December 21 Cambodia Editors
Forum, themed “Journalistic Professionalism and
Expression,” he stressed the need to combat
misinformation and misuse of press freedom while
encouraging constructive criticism.

Manet reaffirmed the government's commitment to
press freedom within Cambodia’s Constitution and
Press Law. He urged media outlets to educate the
public on critical issues such as traffic safety and drug
prevention while adhering to ethical reporting
standards. He warned against practices that harm
public trust, disrupt social order, or compromise
national interests. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodian Journalists Alliance Association (CamboJA)
executive director Nop Vy called for media law reforms
and stronger protections for journalists, citing recent
violence against reporters. [EAC News] [VoA]

Hun Manet's remarks come after gunshot killed
journalist Chhoeung Chheng earlier this month while
he was reporting on the problem of illegally cut timber
in Siem Reap (see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

Cambodia: Pesticide overuse detected

(dql) Swedish researchers have identified the excessive
use of pesticides and herbicides by Cambodian
farmers as a serious threat to crops, waterways, and
ecosystems. A study led by Cambodian researcher
Putheary Ngin of the Royal University of Phnom Penh
detected 56 polar pesticides in groundwater and 43 in
soil samples across four provinces along the Mekong
River. Dissolve easily in water, these chemicals are
primarily linked to vegetable farming, followed by rice
and fish production.

The study emphasized misuse stemming from the
importation of cheaper chemicals from neighboring
countries, often with safety instructions that farmers
cannot read. This has led to health risks for farmers,
potential harm to consumers, and significant
environmental damage. [Khmer Times]
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Cambodia: Hun Manet reaffirms Khmer as
Cambodia’s sole national language

(mfr) Prime Minister Hun Manet has reaffirmed Khmer
as Cambodia’s sole national language and dismissed
recent claims that the Ministry of Education is
introducing Vietnamese as a replacement. He
emphasized that under the governance of the
Cambodian People’s Party, Khmer will remain the
official language, with foreign languages like French
and English serving only supplementary roles in
education.

Speaking to 2,225 top-performing students on
December 23, Hun Manet highlighted the
government's commitment to strengthening Khmer
language education at all levels, starting from primary
schools. Recent measures include promoting early
reading, enhancing early mathematics education, and
increasing the number of qualified Khmer teachers for
young learners. Initiatives such as "Early Reading and
Math Model Schools" aim to build strong foundations
for students.

The Prime Minister noted significant progress in
modernizing Khmer, including its integration into
digital platforms like Google, ensuring accessibility for
future generations. He also cautioned against over-
reliance on technology for early graders, advocating a
focus on reading and writing in Khmer. [The Phnom
Penh Post]

During the event, students who achieved grade A in
the national exams were rewarded with Galaxy Tabs
and cash incentives. Education Minister Hang Chuon
Naron attributed the rise in high achievers, from 11
students in 2014 to 2,225 in 2024, to effective
government reforms and stakeholder collaboration.
[Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Government addresses UN
concerns over Angkor resettlement
program

(mfr) The Cambodian government has responded to
United Nations claims regarding the resettlement of
approximately 40,000 residents from the Angkor
conservation area, asserting that the process was
voluntary and adhered to international standards. The
resettlement aims to protect the UNESCO World
Heritage Site and comply with the Operational
Guidelines of the World Heritage Convention.
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The Apsara National Authority (ANA), a Cambodian
government institution responsible for managing,
preserving, and developing the Angkor Archaeological
Park, emphasized that relocated residents received
legal land ownership, access to infrastructure, and
public services. Benefits included roads, schools,
health centers, and social protection policies. The ANA
reiterated Cambodia’s commitment to human rights
and sustainable community development within the
Angkor area. [Khmer Times]

UN experts, including those specializing in cultural
rights and housing, expressed concerns over alleged
forced evictions, lack of meaningful consultation, and
inadequate living conditions at relocation sites such as
Run Ta Ek and Peak Snaeng. Reports mentioned
insufficient access to electricity, water, and sanitation,
as well as harassment and threats.

In response, Cambodia’s Permanent Mission to the UN
denied claims of coercion and arbitrary displacement.
It stressed that consultations were conducted, and
measures taken only against illegal land occupations.
The mission urged adherence to the Special
Rapporteurs’ Code of Conduct and called for
constructive dialogue on heritage protection and
residents’ rights. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: iDE celebrates 30 years of
transformative impact on rural
communities

(mfr) The Cambodian branch of iDE (International
Development Enterprises), a global nonprofit
organization dedicated to creating sustainable social
and economic change through market-based solutions,
has marked 30 years of its work.

Established in 1994, the organization has launched
over 450 rural entrepreneurs in agriculture and water,
sanitation, and hygiene initiatives and supported
women-led businesses through the “Support Her
Enterprise (SHE)" program had has benefited more
than 1,500 women entrepreneurs.

Looking forward, iDE Cambodia has launched a 10-year
strategy to empower one million women
entrepreneurs and impact 100 million lives globally
across 12 countries, while continuing to prioritize
sustainable development in Cambodia. [The Phnom
Penh Post] [Fresh News Asia]
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Cambodia: Launched a vaccination
campaign to fight increase cases of
measles and rubella

(sal) According to reports from the Ministry of Health,
over the past year, there has been an increase of 375
measles-rubella cases across 17 provinces in
Cambodia. The ministry informed that the cases
increased in schools and some border provinces
starting in late October 2024. This captured the
attention of World Health Organization (WHO) that
initiated measles-rubella immunization activities to
protect 1.5 million children. [Phnom Penh Post]

Starting November 1, 2024, children under 5 years
were vaccinated in 25 provinces to control the spread
of measles-rubella. The rise was caused by increased
spread in vulnerable aged groups, gap in vaccination
coverage and disturbance caused by Covid-19.
Additionally, there is an initiative for routine
vaccination to boost immunity. Furthermore, the
citizens are also informed of the symptoms such as
fever, rashes or cough and should visit the medical
facility. Since measles could be prevented, WHO and
UNICEF support the campaign to make sure every child
receives health equity. [ thestar ]

Cambodia: Investment projects see
increase in 2024

(dqgl) According to date of the Council for the
Development of Cambodia (CDC), the number of
approved investment projects increased from 268 last
year to 414 this year, marking a 54 percent rise. The
investment capital also grew by 40 percent, from USD
4.0 million in 2023 to USD 6.9 million.

The figures were presented during the first meeting of
the CDC's 7th mandate, chaired by Prime Minister Hun
Manet, who also serves as the CDC's president. [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia: Borrowing capacity expanded
under 2025 Budget Law

(mfr) Cambodia’s 2025 Budget Law (BL) permits the
government to increase borrowing capacity to 2 billion
Special Drawing Rights (SDR), equivalent to USD 2.592
billion, up from 1.7 billion SDR (USD 2.204 billion) in
2024. The SDR, an IMF reserve currency, will be used
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for concessional loans requiring prime ministerial
approval.

Despite this increase, Cambodia saw no new loans
from China in the first three quarters of 2024, marking
a shift from previous years. Chinese Ambassador Wang
Wenbin dismissed concerns over strained relations,
reaffirming China’'s commitment to Cambodian
infrastructure projects. Analysts attribute the absence
of Chinese loans to Cambodia’s reduced borrowing
needs or a lack of submitted requests. [Reuters]

The 2025 BL also sets a national revenue target of KHR
29.05 trillion (USD 7.26 billion), a 2.84 percent decrease
from 2024. Expenditures are projected to rise to KHR
35.40 trillion (USD 8.85 billion), reflecting continued
investment in public projects to maintain stability and
growth. Key contributors to national revenue include
taxes on goods and services, international trade, and
tourism, which surged 43.7 percent in 2024 due to
recovering travel activities. Economists highlight the
government's fiscal discipline, reducing the fiscal deficit
to 1 percent of GDP by mid-2024. [The Phnom Penh
Post 1]

Although China has been Cambodia's top creditor, with
over a third of its USD 11.67 billion external debt linked
to Beijing, no new Chinese loans were approved in
2024. Other creditors, including the World Bank and
Japan, stepped in with USD 1 billion in loans, nearly
matching the prior year's lending levels. The World
Bank became Cambodia’s top lender in 2024, providing
USD 564 million, followed by Japan at USD 262 million.
[The Phnom Penh Post 2]

Cambodia: Record number of air
passengers recorded for 2024

(dql) According to the State Secretariat of Civil Aviation
(SSCA), Cambodia's three international airports
recorded 5.59 million air passenger trips from January
to November 2024. This marks a 22 percent year-on-
year increase, with flight movements rising by 14
percent to 52,732, while cargo shipments reached a
record 70,485 tons, a 40 percent increase.

The growth was attributed to eased travel restrictions,
expanded air connectivity, and the country's rising
popularity as a tourist destination.

Tourism data shows Cambodia welcomed 5.37 million
international tourists in the first ten months of 2024, a
22 percent increase from the previous year. Despite a
14.9 percent drop, Thailand ranks as the top source
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market with 1.72 million visitors, while tourists from
Vietnam and China surged by 31.6 percent and 52.5
percent. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Surge in fake news reported

(mfr) Cambodia is grappling with a surge in fake news,
with an estimated ten fabricated stories daily targeting
the nation'’s stability, according to Information Minister
Neth Pheaktra. These stories often originate from
foreign sources and spread via social media, aiming to
incite unrest, provoke ethnic hatred, and destabilize
the government, the minister stated at the second
Media Development Conference on December 19.

The Ministry of Information reported that 651 cases of
fake news were documented between October and
November, while the third quarter saw an 11 percent
increase with 985 cases. Specific incidents included
disinformation about the Cambodia-Laos-Vietnam
Development Triangle Area and over 20 false claims
about Koh Kut Island in one morning, sparking public
alarm.

A ministry survey involving 341 journalists found that
nearly 80 percent believed press freedom in Cambodia
had improved, though Pheaktra urged critics to
evaluate the broader context rather than isolated
incidents. The government emphasized that enforcing
laws against journalistic malpractice, such as extortion,
does not equate to suppressing freedom of
expression. [The Phnom Penh Post] [DISA]

Pheaktra’'s remarks come after gunshot killed journalist
Chhoeung Chheng earlier this month while he was
reporting on the problem of illegally cut timber in Siem
Reap (see AiR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

Cambodia: Sharp increase in Indonesians
victimized by gambling sector

(sal) The Indonesian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
reported a significant rise in the number of
Indonesians identified as victims in Cambodia's
gambling sector. Since 2023, there has been a 638
percent increase in the number of Indonesians
registering at the Indonesian embassy in Cambodia in
connection with gambling and deception. This follows
a notable discrepancy between immigration data,
which shows 89,000 Indonesians with residence
permits, and only 17,212 individuals in the self-report
data. [The Cambodia Daily] [JakartaGlobe.id]
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Judha Nugraha, Director of Indonesian Citizen
Protection, noted a growing trend of Indonesians
illegally leaving the country to work for online gambling
companies abroad, often managing online scams. This
year, the Indonesian embassy in Phnom Penh handled
2,321 legal cases, with 1,761 related to Indonesians
involved in online fraud. [Asia Views ] [CNA]

Indonesia: Former minister questioned in
online gambling investigation

(dqgl) Minister of Cooperatives Budi Arie Setiadi was
questioned by Jakarta Police on December 19 as part
of a probe into an alleged online gambling scandal
involving the Communication and Digitalization
Ministry, which he previously led. The inquiry also
focused on possible corruption by ministry officials.

At least ten officials have been arrested for allegedly
facilitating online gambling websites in exchange for
bribes. Two investigative teams are involved in the
questioning, with Budi being treated as a witness.

After the interrogation, Budi urged the public to stop
spreading false accusations against him, dismissing
rumors about a police search at his residence as
baseless. He emphasized his commitment to helping
authorities dismantle the gambling syndicate.

Budi, a key figure in President Jokowi's campaigns,
shifted support to Prabowo Subianto in the 2024
election. He was appointed Minister of Communication
in Jokowi's final year and became the Minister of
Cooperatives after Prabowo’s inauguration. [Jakarta
Globe]

Indonesia: “Free meal” policy to
commence on January 6

(dgl) The National Nutrition Agency has announced
that the government's Free Nutritious Meal Program
(MBG) will begin on January 6, slightly delayed from the
original start date of January 2. The program will target
schools, Islamic boarding schools, pregnant women,
and breastfeeding mothers across the country.

The first phase, from January to March 2025, aims to
benefit 3 million people, with the second phase (April
to June) targeting 6 million. By the end of 2025, the
program aims to reach 15 to 17 million recipients. The
MBG will provide one free meal per day, covering a
third of children'’s daily caloric needs.
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The program, one of President Prabowo Subianto's
policy priorities, has an initial budget of IDR 71 trillion
(USD 4.4 billion) for its first year, aiming to feed 15
million children. By 2029, it is expected to expand to 80
million beneficiaries. Each meal will cost IDR 10,000
(USD 0.63), lower than the original estimate of IDR
15,000 (USD 0.93) due to budget constraints. The total
estimated budget for the MBG program over the
coming years is expected to reach IDR 400 trillion (USD
24,71 billion).

Trials are underway in schools, with local farmers and
livestock breeders providing the food. [Jakarta Globe]

Meanwhile, the Indonesian Navy has announced plans
to build 96 public kitchens to support the
government's Free Nutritious Meals program for
students. Each kitchen will prepare up to 4,000 meals.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Workers to be protected under
Vat increase, government reassures

(dgl) Minister of Manpower Yassierli has assured that
the government's decision last week to increase the
value-added tax (VAT) to 12 percent from next year on
would not overlook worker protection, especially in
labor-intensive sectors and for those affected by
layoffs. [Reuters]

Yassierli emphasized that the decision is part of a
broader economic strategy, with high-income
individuals paying higher taxes and low-income
earners receiving full protection from the state.

He outlined that to support workers, the government
is offering various welfare programs. For those in
labor-intensive sectors, the government will cover
income tax for workers earning up to IDR 10 million
(USD 618) per month. Additionally, contributions for
the Work Accident Insurance (JKK) program will be
reduced by 50 percent for six months, easing burdens
on both companies and workers.

For workers who lose their jobs, the Job Loss Insurance
(JKP) program offers cash benefits of 60 percent of
wages for five months, a training program worth IDR
2.4 million (around USD 148), and access to the Pre-
Employment Program. [Antaral]

The reassurance comes after Risyad Azhari, a
representative of a group opposing the 12% Value
Added Tax (VAT) increase, confirmed the submission of
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their petition to the Ministry of State Secretariat
(Kemensetneg).

During a protest on December 19 Risyad explained
that the petition was submitted with over 127,000
signatures, emphasizing that the VAT increase would
impose a significant burden on the public. He criticized
the government's 2021-designed policy as outdated
and irrelevant to the current economic situation.

Earlier that day, a diverse group of protesters,
including students, anime fans, and K-pop enthusiasts,
gathered near the State Palace, displaying banners
with messages critical of the tax increase. [Tempp.co]

Indonesia: Ombudsman calls on
government to prioritize village
boundaries

(dqgl) Indonesia’s Ombudsman has urged the
government to prioritize village boundary
determination and affirmation, recommending that it
be included in the national and regional development
plans.

Ombudsman member Dadan S. Suharmawijaya
emphasized that ministries such as the Coordinating
Ministry for Economic Affairs and the Ministry of Home
Affairs should focus on this task to support
administrative functions like the permanent voter list.

Clear village boundaries are crucial for population
administration, village development, business
licensing, and land management. In contrast, unclear
boundaries can lead to disputes over resources and
challenges in issuing licenses.

Suharmawijaya also recommended that the
government evaluate and set a deadline for
determining and affirming village and sub-district
boundaries, while implementing Presidential
Regulation No. 23/2021 to accelerate the One Map
Policy.

As of May 2024, only 6.97 percent of the 75,526 target
villages had confirmed boundaries. This increased
slightly to 7.7 percent by November 2024, with eight
provinces showing progress under 50 percent. [Antara]

Indonesia: Amnesty for productive-age
drug inmates conditional on reserve
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component military training

(dqgl) The government has revealed that it plans to
require productive-age inmates to participate in
reserve component military training as a condition for
receiving amnesty under President Prabowo Subianto.

Coordinating Minister for Legal, Human Rights,
Immigration, and Corrections Yusril Ihza Mahendra
noted that President Prabowo advocates rehabilitation
over imprisonment for drug users.

Mahendra clarified that amnesty differs from a pardon,
which remains entirely at the President's discretion.
Under the new policy, productive-age drug inmates will
undergo military training and then be deployed to
support government programs in regions such as
Kalimantan and Papua, focused on food self-
sufficiency initiatives.

The minister added that the policy emphasizes a
“military pathway rather than a militaristic stance,"
emphasizing that the training is aimed at instilling
discipline and readiness for regional deployment.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Central bank keeps interest
rate unchanged

(Ip) Bank Indonesia, the county's central bank, has
decided to maintain the benchmark interest rate at 6
percent. Perry Warjiyo, Governor of the Central Bank,
announced this decision during a press conference
following the Board of Governors meeting on
December 18.

He stated that in addition to the potential for slower
global economic growth, Indonesia is facing a decline
in the rupiah's value against the dollar, with the
exchange rate surpassing IDR 16,000 per US dollar.
Maintaining the benchmark interest rate is aimed at
stabilizing the rupiah's exchange rate. [Antara News ,
in Indonesian] [Kompas.com, in Indonesian]

Indonesia: Government announces
priorities for Al utilization

(dgl) Communication and Digital Minister Meutya Hafid
has announced that the government has outlined five
key priorities in its national artificial intelligence (Al)
utilization strategy. These included health services,
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bureaucratic reform, talent education, smart city
development, and food security.

Strengthening the country’s health services, Al is used
to improve accessibility and diagnostic accuracy,
enabling early disease detection and more efficient
hospital management. Hafid highlighted the role of Al
in applying the predictive, preventive, participatory,
and personalized (4P) models to enhance public health
services.

Regarding bureaucratic reform, Hafid noted that Al-
based data processing has streamlined government
operations, reducing time and costs, adding that an
electronic-based government system (SPBE) for
integrated services across ministries is scheduled to be
launched in 2025.

In talent education, Al is tailored to individual learning
needs, supporting independent learning and online
resources. The minister also emphasized Al's
importance in smart city development, particularly in
managing data traffic and mobility, with collaboration
from the Bandung Institute of Technology.

Al's role in food security includes optimizing
agricultural productivity, managing land, and
improving weather and climate forecasting, as well as
food and logistics supply chains. [Antara]

Indonesia: Government urged to
strengthen women-led enterprises

(dqgl) The House of Representatives' Commission VI,
responsible for overseeing issues related to energy,
natural resources, research, technology, and the
environment, has urged the government to expand
training and financial support for women-led MSMEs,
ensuring they have the resources to succeed.

The Commission called for the prioritization of women-
friendly policies, particularly in economic
empowerment, and proposed cross-sectoral
collaboration to develop inclusive policies that address
women's needs. [Antaral]

Indonesia: Government commitment to
resilience in agricultural sector to boost
national security reaffirmed
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(Ip) Minister of Agriculture Andi Amran Sulaiman has
reaffirmed his ministry's commitment to developing a
sustainable, resilient, and clean agricultural sector as
part of Indonesia’s national security.

Speaking at the Technical Working Meeting of the
Security Maintenance Agency, held by the Indonesian
National Police on December 20, he emphasized the
ongoing cooperation with several government
agencies, including the Attorney General's Office and
the National Police on measures that strengthen the
country’'s food security and self-sufficiency efforts.

Andi outlined that these measures focus on cleansing
the agricultural sector of any irregularities that could
hinder this strategic national project. He added that
the ministry has specifically requested the National
Police to oversee the distribution of fertilizers,
agricultural technology, and equipment, and to enforce
laws against extortion that harms local farmers and
authorized distributors. [Warta Ekonomi, in Indonesia]

Indonesia: New national defense body to
be established

(Ip) President Prabowo Subianto has issued a
presidential decree to establish the National Defense
Council.

The council is tasked with formulating policies related
to the mobilization of all components of national
defense, assessing the risks of national defense
policies, aligning policies related to priority defense
and security programs, and developing strategies to
address geopolitical, geoeconomic, and geostrategic
issues that support national security, sovereignty, and
integrity. The council is also required to coordinate and
organize both strategic and non-strategic government
agencies to effectively accomplish these objectives.

The day-to-day operations of the council are managed
by the Minister of Defense, Sjafrie Sjamsoeddin. [ipol,
in Indonesian] [VOI]

Indonesia: Smuggling of 4 kg drugs from
Malaysia foiled

(dqgl) The Indonesian Army's (TNI-AD) border security
task force recently intercepted four kilograms of crystal
methamphetamine being smuggled from Malaysia.
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The Army highlighted that last year over 200 kilograms
of crystal methamphetamine were seized in cross-
border operations along the 987-kilometer Indonesia-
Malaysia border. [Antara]

Indonesia: Mastermind behind drug
laboratory arrested

(dqgl) The Indonesian National Police have arrested
Roman Nazarenko, a Ukrainian citizen, who was the
mastermind behind a clandestine drug laboratory in
Bali. Nazarenko was captured at a Thai airport and
arrived at Soekarno-Hatta Airport on December 22.

Nazarenko, who fled Indonesia in May, was linked to a
hydroponic marijuana operation in the basement of a
villa in Bali. He controlled the laboratory's operations,
including the design and procurement of materials.
The operation was uncovered during a police raid in
May at a villa in Badung Regency, Bali.

Authorities seized 9.8 kilograms of hydroponic
marijuana, 437 grams of mephedrone, and large
quantities of precursor chemicals and laboratory
equipment.

Nazarenko faces charges under Indonesia's drug laws,
with penalties including the death sentence or a
minimum of 5 years in prison. [Tempo.co]

Indonesia: 18 police officers detained in
extortion case

(dqgl) The Indonesian National Police has arrested 18
officers from Jakarta Metro Police, Central Jakarta
Police, and Kemayoran Police Precinct for extorting
foreign attendees at Djakarta Warehouse Project
(DWP) electronic music festival held from December 13
to 15. DWP, Indonesia's largest electronic music
festival, attracts thousands of fans annually.

The officers are accused of targeting foreign tourists,
forcing them to take urine tests, and demanding
bribes, even from those who passed the tests.

The allegations have sparked outrage on social media,
with attendees sharing disturbing stories of being
targeted by undercover officers. One Instagram user
recounted feeling unsafe after witnessing random
detentions and bribe demands.
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While the police initially denied the claims, they have
since promised a thorough investigation. [Jakarta
Globe]

Laos: Market solutions to combat rising
prices sought

(cc) Recent reports of soaring prices for essential goods
in Laos have ignited discussions regarding potential
market reforms. The rising cost of living has placed a
significant strain on Laotian households, prompting
calls for government intervention to address this
pressing issue.

In response to these challenges, proposals for market
reforms have emerged. These potential reforms could
encompass measures to promote competition within
specific sectors, thereby driving down prices for
consumers. Streamlining distribution channels to
improve efficiency and reduce transportation and
logistics costs could also offer a potential solution. The
government might also consider implementing
targeted subsidies for essential goods to provide
temporary relief to vulnerable populations. [The
Laotian Times]

Malaysia: Ex-PM's wife acquitted of
money laundering charges

(oc) A Malaysian court has acquitted Rosmah Mansor,
the wife of jailed former Prime Minister Najib Razak, of
money laundering and tax evasion charges, citing
insufficient evidence to proceed with the case.

Both Najib and Rosmah have been under investigation
for their alleged roles in laundering funds from
1Malaysia Development Berhad (1MDB), a state fund
linked to billions of dollars in financial
mismanagement. Najib was convicted in connection
with the scandal, though his prison sentence has since
been significantly reduced.

Rosmah, who has consistently denied any wrongdoing,
remains free on bail as she appeals a separate 10-year
prison sentence issued in 2022. This sentence stems
from her conviction for accepting bribes to help a
company secure a USD 279 million government
contract during Najib's administration. [VOA News]
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Malaysia: Search of missing plane to be
resumed

(oc) Minister of Transport Anthony Loke has confirmed
that the Malaysian government has agreed to resume
the search for the missing flight MH370 in a new area
of the Indian Ocean. This decision comes ten years
after the plane's disappearance, which involved over
200 passengers and crew.

Loke announced that the government plans to conduct
a deep-sea exploration of the southern Indian Ocean
in collaboration with Ocean Infinity, a specialized
ocean search company. The new search area has been
identified based on evidence provided by leading
experts. If terms with Ocean Infinity are finalized, the
renewed search effort could commence as early as
early 2025. [South China Morning Post]

Malaysia: Security guard jailed 18 months
for possession of Daesh-linked materials

(ga) A security guard was sentenced to 18 months in
jail after pleading guilty to four terrorism-related
charges at the High Court in Kuala Lumpur. Judge K.
Muniandy ordered the sentences, each spanning one
year and six months, to run concurrently from the date
of arrest, June 23.

Muhamad Norulaini was charged under Section
130JB(1)(a) of the Penal Code for possessing materials
linked to the Daesh militant group, including three
books, a flag drawing, and two videos, found at his
residence in Kajang. He also faced a charge under
Section 130JB(1)(b) for providing an article related to
Daesh. The Penal Code stipulates a maximum penalty
of seven years imprisonment, a fine, and forfeiture of
the related materials.

An expert report revealed that the materials supported
Daesh ideology, promoting subversive elements
capable of inciting hatred, disrupting national
harmony, and threatening the country’s stability.
[Bernama]

Malaysia: Senate adjourns after passing
26 bills in 12-day session

(ga) The third meeting of the third session of Malaysia's
15th Parliament adjourned on December 19, after 12
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days of deliberations, during which 26 Bills were
passed.

Among the key pieces of legislation approved were the
Cyber Security Bill 2024, amendments to the Penal
Code, Criminal Code, and Legal Profession, and several
Bills related to the Trustees, Water Services, and
Islamic Law under the Prime Minister's Department.
Additionally, Bills regarding Communications, Data
Sharing, and Finance, including the Budget 2025, were
also passed.

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim, who also serves as
Finance Minister, attended the session to present the
Supply Bill 2025 and announced initiatives such as a
higher minimum wage. [Bernama]

Malaysia: UMNO, BN to stay with Unity
Government until GE16, according to
Ahmad Zahid

(ga) The United Malays National Organisation (UMNO)
and Barisan Nasional (BN) have pledged continued
support for Malaysia’'s Unity Government through the
16th General Election (GE16), according to BN
chairman and Deputy Prime Minister Ahmad Zahid.

Speaking at the Negeri Sembilan State BN party
convention, Ahmad Zahid emphasized the importance
of loyalty and unity within the party, citing Prime
Minister Anwar Ibrahim’s confidence in the
government's ability to retain power in future
elections.

He further commended BN ministers for their
contributions, particularly Foreign Minister Mohamad
Hasan, and urged party leaders to strengthen internal
structures, engage with the younger generation, and
leverage social media to prepare for GE16. Ahmad
Zahid also highlighted the need for teamwork within
BN to avoid repeating past election setbacks.
[Bernama]

Malaysia: Young man arrested for alleged
insult towards King and Prime Minister

(oc) The Malaysian police have arrested a 22-year-old
owner of a TikTok account after allegedly making
insulting comments about royalty and Prime Minister
Anwar lbrahim.
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Inspector General Razarudin Husain confirmed that a
report was filed yesterday regarding an individual
using the username @ryanwong_5845.

The man reportedly questioned why King Ibrahim and
Anwar Ibrahim dined at a restaurant that allegedly
lacked a halal certification.

This arrest occurs amid growing concerns over social
media censorship. The International Federation of
Journalists recently reported that censorship is on the
rise in Malaysia, claiming that the Malaysian
government leads the world in takedown requests on
TikTok. [Free Malaysia Today] [International Federation
of Journalists]

Malaysia: Freedom of information bill set
for 2025 tabling

(ga) The Freedom of Information (FOI) Bill will be tabled
in Parliament in 2025 to enhance public service
transparency, Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim
announced on December 17. The decision follows
discussions held during the Special Cabinet Committee
on National Governance (JKKTN) meeting, which
emphasized the need to guarantee and protect
individuals' rights to access government-held
information through legislative measures.

The meeting also acknowledged the establishment of a
Special Task Force for the Corruption Perception Index
(CPI), led by the Chief Secretary to the Government.
The task force aims to improve Malaysia's image in
governance and integrity on the international stage,
particularly among foreign investors. [Bernama]

Malaysia: 69 illegal immigrants detained
at pre-Christmas gathering

(ga) The Negeri Sembilan State Immigration
Department (JIMNS) detained 69 Myanmar nationals at
an unsanctioned pre-Christmas gathering at a hotel in
Bandar Nilai on December 14. The operation lasted
nearly three hours and involved checks on 253 foreign
nationals. Those detained, aged 20 to 46, included 55
men and 14 women, with four suspected masterminds
among them.

JIMNS stated the detainees faced violations under the
Immigration Act 1959/63, Passport Act 1966, and
Immigration Regulations 1963, including overstaying
and lacking valid identification documents. Some
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detainees traveled from Kuala Lumpur and Klang
Valley for the gathering.

All detainees were sent to the Lenggeng Immigration
Depot for further investigation. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Police bust drug syndicate using
banknote-style wraps, two arrested

(ga) Police in Johor Bahru dismantled a drug syndicate
employing a deceptive strategy of packaging drugs in
plastic resembling banknotes, arresting two local men
during three raids on December 21. The Johor Bahru
Selatan district police confirmed the suspects had
been repackaging drugs in rented houses and vehicles
for distribution in the area since October.

The raids yielded 1,246.5 grams of ecstasy powder,
25.1 grams of erimin 5 pills, and 3.8 grams of
ketamine, valued at MYR 210,721.60 (USD 46,358).
Authorities also seized a Perodua Myvi, keys, and MYR
120 in cash, bringing the total confiscation value to
MYR 235,841.60.

Both suspects tested positive for methamphetamine
and ketamine, with prior drug and criminal records.

They have been remanded under Section 39B of the
Dangerous Drugs Act 1952. [Bernamal]

Myanmar: Junta-backed political parties
to deploy armed security for 2025 election

(tl) Pro-military political parties in Myanmar, including
the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP)
and the National Interest and Development Party
(NIDP), are preparing to deploy armed security
personnel for the junta's planned 2025 elections. At a
December 5-6 meeting with 51 political parties, the
junta's National Solidarity and Peacemaking
Negotiation Committee (NSPNC) announced that
selected members would be assigned armed security
duties. The USDP has already pledged full cooperation,
while the NIDP enlisted 16 members for this role.

The regime plans to provide training, salaries,
uniforms, and weapons to security personnel, but the
details of the arms have not been specified. Concerns
have been raised by election observers about the
potential intimidation caused by armed party
members, which could reduce voter turnout.
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The regime will also deploy 10,000 pro-regime militia
personnel for overall election security. The election will
only take place in 161 out of 330 townships due to
ongoing conflicts. Armed security will be permitted
near polling stations in unstable areas. Junta leader
Min Aung Hlaing has reiterated that the election will
proceed as scheduled in 2025, with the winning party
expected to take power. [Independent Mon News
Agency][The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Pro-military figure Hla Swe
urges political parties to align with
Myanmar’s military

(tl) Hla Swe, a former lieutenant colonel and head
member of the Union Solidarity and Development
Party (USDP) has urged all the political parties
registered with Myanmar's junta-controlled election
body to align with the military regime. Writing in the
December 17 edition of his Bullet News Journal, Hla Swe
asserts that parties must support the State
Administration Council (SAC) to ensure the success of
future elections.

Known for his staunch pro-military stance, Hla Swe
claims the military is fighting various armed groups
and insists political parties must help it reclaim lost
territories. He also advocates increasing recruitment
for the military and criticizes actions undermining its
strength, such as the release of conscripted workers.

The USDP, established to maintain military influence
during Myanmar’s 2010 elections, continues to back
the junta. During a December meeting with the junta’s
National Solidarity and Peace Negotiation Committee,
the USDP pledged full cooperation in securing the
junta’s planned 2025 elections, even taking up arms if
necessary.

Nicknamed “Bullet Hla Swe" for his hardline approach,
Hla Swe has a controversial history. He proposed using
force during peace talks in Kachin State, formed Pyu
Saw Htee militias, and supported the junta’s execution
of pro-democracy activists. [The Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Military leadership sees major
reshuffle

(tl/nf) In a significant reshuffling of military leadership,
Myanmar’s junta Senior General Min Aung Hlaing has
appointed several new officers to key positions within
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the armed forces, including the number three
coordinating commander. This move marks the latest
in a series of leadership changes under Min Aung
Hlaing's regime.

The top military post of Coordinator of Coordination
(Army, Navy, Air Force) has been vacated by General
Maung Maung Aye, with Lieutenant General Kyaw Swar
Lin now filling the role. At just 35 years old, Kyaw Swar
Lin is seen as a trusted ally of junta leader Min Aung
Hlaing.

The reshuffle also includes several other high-profile
changes within Myanmar’s military leadership. General
Hla Htay Win, who entered politics after his retirement
in 2015, and General Khin Aung Myint, former Air Force
Commander-in-Chief, both saw their positions altered
or retired. Meanwhile, General Mya Htun Oo, initially
expected to be the next Commander-in-Chief, has
been reassigned to the position of Minister of Defense.

Furthermore, General Maung Maung Aye has
transitioned from the Ministry of Defense to a Deputy
Prime Minister position. As part of this reshuffle,
General Tin Aung San was promoted from the Ministry
of Defense to Minister in the Prime Minister's Office,
and General Than Htike assumed the vacant post of
Chief of Staff (Army).

Other changes include a re-organization of regional
military commands, such as the transfer of General
Wai Lin from the Southwestern Regional Command to
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Brigadier General Soe
Kyaw Htet has been appointed as the new commander
of the Southwestern Regional Command.

These leadership changes are part of a broader trend
of military restructuring under the junta, with a focus
on consolidating power in the hands of loyalists to
Senior General Min Aung Hlaing. The current military
structure will now include ten generals, up from the
previous nine. Since the coup, over 50 top military
officers, ranging from generals to brigadier generals,
have been removed or reassigned, with many of these
changes reflecting the wishes of Senior General Min
Aung Hlaing to secure greater control over the military
apparatus. [BBC News] [Democratic Voice of Myanmar
- DVM in Burmese][RFA in Burmese]

Myanmar: UNDP warns of escalating
human trafficking and migration crisis

(tl) A report by the United Nations Development
Program (UNDP) released on International Migrants'
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Day highlights Myanmar's significant migration and
human trafficking challenges.

The UNDP report notes that in recent years, online
fraud and forced labor have become major issues, with
victims often coerced into criminal activities in
Myanmar’s border towns, such as Myawaddy. Young
people in Myanmar are particularly vulnerable to
trafficking, with brokers exploiting them for forced
labor in countries like Thailand, Malaysia, and China.

The report also cites food insecurity as a driving factor
for migration. According to 2022 data, many people in
Asia-Pacific, including Myanmar, face challenges
affording healthy food. Myanmar, alongside countries
like Afghanistan, is identified as experiencing
significant food insufficiency, which contributes to the
growing migration problem in the region. [VOA in
Burmese]

Myanmar: WFP calls for protection of
humanitarian aid amid escalating crisis in
Rakhine

(anl) The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP)
has urged all parties in the conflict to uphold
international humanitarian law by respecting and
protecting humanitarian personnel and assets. On
December 18, the WFP reported allegations that WFP-
marked food bags were found in a building previously
used by border guard forces in northern Rakhine State.
However, the organization could not verify this claim
due to restricted access to the region. The WFP's
statement also noted that a WFP warehouse in
Maungdaw, northern Rakhine State, was looted and
burned in June 2024. It highlighted that Myanmar's
food security situation is already critical, worsened by
ongoing conflict, climate shocks, and economic decline,
all of which exacerbate hunger and malnutrition.

Since the February 2021 coup, over 680,000 people in
Rakhine State have been displaced, with many
requiring food and medical aid. The number of
internally displaced persons (IDPs) continues to rise
daily as fighting persists, increasing the need for
humanitarian assistance.

In November, the WFP reported that more than 3
million people in Myanmar, or one in four, face food
insecurity, while nearly 3.5 million have been displaced
by conflict. [DMG]
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Myanmar: Junta orders Arakan IDPs in
Ayeyarwady region to relocate within a
week

(anl) Myanmar's military regime has ordered 1,000
displaced people from Arakan State, currently taking
refuge in Chaungtha and nearby Shwe Thaung Yan
towns in Ayeyarwady Region's Pathein District, to
relocate within one week.

These internally displaced people (IDPs) from Gwa and
Thandwe townships in Arakan State are living in rented
houses with relatives or in makeshift huts in coconut
groves. The junta appointed Ayeyarwady Region Chief
Minister issued the relocation order on December 21,
citing concerns over potential pollution in Chaungtha's
hotel zone and inconvenience to vacationers. [DMG]

Myanmar: Food scarcity drives religious
conversion Naga self-administered zone

(anl) Food scarcity is driving religious conversion in the
Naga Self-Administered Zone in Myanmar's Sagaing
Region. Local sources report that around 400 Christian
villagers from Sapplaw Ah Nount Gone village in Lahe
Township recently pledged allegiance to Buddhism in
front of local monks providing food aid.

On December 7, the villagers signed a document
vowing to leave the village if they ever convert to
another faith. A former parliamentary member who
won the 2020 Naga self-administered zone election
stated that villagers are threatened with expulsion if
they do so, while some villagers wish to return to their
original religion. The pledge-signing event occurred as
the abbot distributed donated supplies to
impoverished villagers.

The situation is worsened by severe livelihood
challenges in Sapplaw Ah Nount Gone, where crop
yields have been poor for the past three years. In
response, the village abbot, Bhaddanta Pandita,
Saddhama Jotikadahaja, launched a donation appeal.
Additionally, local Infantry Battalion No. 272
contributed over 10 million kyats (approximately 500
USD) worth of food supplies, including rice, beans,
cooking oil, salt, and dried tea leaves.

However, a Christian pastor criticized the pledges,
stating that villagers signed under duress due to
pressures such as mandatory Sunday work
requirements. The former Amyotha Hluttaw
representative reported that military intervention in
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certain villages led to the destruction of churches,
persecution of Christians, and the arrest of Christian
leaders, while some conversions were voluntary.

In areas struggling with food insecurity and
unemployment, locals were offered food assistance
alongside pressure to convert. Despite these efforts,
many who converted to Buddhism remain nominal
adherents due to language and literacy barriers, with
only urban government workers fully embracing
Buddhist practices. Christians currently make up 80-90
percent of the Naga population in the self-
administered townships of Layshi, Lahe, and Nanyun,
with Buddhists and local Nat worshippers forming a
minority. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta attacks claim over 100
civilians monthly

(anl) On December 19, non-governmental organization
Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP)
reported that junta attacks in Myanmar have killed an
average of 100 civilians per month. Between July 1 and
December 19, these attacks claimed 633 lives,
including 243 women and 390 men. Among the victims,
90 were children under 18, and 79 were over 60.

Northwestern Sagaing Region suffered the highest
casualties, with 140 deaths. [DMG]

Myanmar: Military council forms
electricity and energy development
commission

(tl) The Myanmar Military Council has established the
Electricity and Energy Development Commission to
address the country’s ongoing electricity shortages.
The commission aims to accelerate the development of
the electricity and energy sectors to meet the growing
demand for power.

The commission is composed of 17 members, with
Deputy Prime Minister General Tin Aung San serving as
chairman. Union Minister for Electric Power U Nyan
Tun and Union Minister for Energy U Ko Ko Lwin are
the vice chairmen.

Myanmar faces a significant electricity supply gap.
According to the Junta’s Ministry of Electricity, the
country’s daily electricity demand stands at 5,500
megawatts, but only 2,800 megawatts are currently
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generated, and only half of the electricity is distributed
across the nation.

Junta head Min Aung Hlaing has set a target to achieve
sufficient electricity supply by 2025. However, since last
September, many regions, including Yangon, have
experienced power shortages, and rising electricity
bills have placed a heavy burden on citizens. [RFA in
Burmese][Ministry of Information][NP News]

Myanmar: Rakhine State farmers struggle
amid economic blockades

(anl) Rice farmers in Rakhine State, Myanmar's
agricultural heartland, are grappling with severe
challenges as the armed conflict and economic
blockades disrupt their livelihoods. The state’s 800,000
acres of farmland, primarily in Kyauktaw, Mrauk-U,
Minbya, Ponnagyun, and Myebon townships, saw
reduced cultivation this monsoon season due to
fighting between the Myanmar military and the Arakan
Army (AA), coupled with soaring fuel and fertilizer
costs. Farmers are unable to afford combine
harvesters due to high fuel prices and must manually
harvest their crops.

Ko Thein Hlaing, a farmer from Chaungtu Village in
Kyauktaw Township, noted that rising costs and low
demand for rice exacerbate their struggles. In some
cases, farmers are forced to pay laborers with half of
their harvest instead of money.

Many still have unsold rice from last year, as a junta-
imposed blockade since November 2023 has restricted
the transport and sale of agricultural produce.
[Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: Junta escalates arrests of
young men in Yangon

(nf) Reports from Yangon say there has been a sharp
increase in the arrests of young men since the junta
issued a new order for compulsory military service for
all males aged 18 to 35 years. According to local
sources, the junta is cracking down on rising draft
evasion by increasing checks and detentions in
different townships.

Residents described a climate of fear, where streets in
Yangon emptied at an early evening hour to avoid
nighttime activities. Young men fled to border areas or
tried to seek opportunities to get out of the country
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altogether, while families of those detained said they
paid enormous ransoms for their release: MMK
200,000 (USD 95) to MMK 7 million (USD 3,300).

Youth organization Rangoon Scout Network
documented 59 arrests in the first two weeks of
December reflecting the junta's struggle to meet
recruitment quotas as military losses mount against
the People's Defense Forces and ethnic armed
organizations.

A large percentage of the captured military personnel
in the recent battles, observers noted, were fresh
recruits, which further illustrates the regime's reliance
on forced conscription. Besides Yangon, other areas
where the conscription crackdown has spread include
Sagaing, Mandalay, Karen, Bago, among many others,
turning an already suffocatingly oppressive junta
control even more so. [Mizzima] [Burmese News
International] [BBC Burmese]

Myanmar: Mon armed groups move
toward unified military force

(sc) Four Mon armed groups in Myanmar - Mon
Liberation Army (MLA), Mon State Defense Force
(MSDF), Mon State Revolutionary Force (MSRF), and
Mon National Liberation Army-Anti-Dictatorship
(MNLA-AD) - announced plans to merge into a single
Mon National Armed Forces. Following a military
cooperation meeting on December 18, the groups
agreed to begin joint military operations as an initial
step, according to a joint statement released on
December 19. This move aims to enhance their
effectiveness in combating the military junta, which
they collectively oppose. [Mon State Revolutionary
Force] [CNI] [Myanmar Now]

Myanmar: Military cracks from within as
'watermelon'’ spies tip balance toward
pro-democracy rebels

(nf) The Myanmar military, once an unstoppable force,
is now fragmenting from within due to a growing
network of "Watermelon" spies: outwardly loyal
soldiers of the junta but secretly assisting pro-
democracy resistance forces. Though the military does
hold control over major cities, its grip has dramatically
weakened, with less than a quarter of the country
under its full authority, a BBC investigation has found.
Ethnic armies and resistance groups now control 42
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percent of Myanmar's territory, marking the junta's
lowest level of control since 1962.

Defectors in the military, appalled by the regime's
brutality, are leaking critical intelligence to resistance
forces, which use it to make precise ambushes and
take territory. This internal betrayal, combined with the
coordination between ethnic armies and civilian
militias, has put the military under pressure it has
never faced before. The junta, however, keeps
responding with more violence, using air superiority
and exploiting divisions among resistance groups to
retake lost ground. [BBC News]

Myanmar: Arakan Army captures junta’s
western command

(nf) The Arakan Army has secured a significant victory
by capturing the Junta Western Command
headquarters in Ann Township, Rakhine State. This
success follows more than two months of strategic
offensives by the AA, during which hundreds of junta
personnel, including two senior military leaders—
Brigadier Generals Thaung Tun and Kyaw Kyaw Than—
were forced to surrender and captured. As a result, the
AA has taken full control of Ann Township and
expanded its influence to 14 towns, despite ongoing
airstrikes and reinforcements from the junta.

The loss of the Western Command marks a significant
weakening of Myanmar's military presence in border
areas, following the earlier fall of the Northeastern
Command in Lashio, Shan State. Through its Operation
1027, which systematically targeted and destroyed
military bases in Rakhine and Chin states, the AA has
solidified its control over these strategic territories and
advanced its goal of eliminating junta forces from
Rakhine State. While challenges remain, the AA is
expected to continue its campaign, with ongoing
fighting in Gwa Township suggesting potential further
territorial gains. [Mizzima] [Myanmar Now] [Irrawaddy
News] [Narinjara News] [BBC Burmese]

Operation 1027 is a military campaign launched by the
AA last year on October 27, specifically targeting
military installations and bases of the Myanmar
military, also known as the Tatmadaw, in Rakhine and
Chin states. The operation is part of the AA's broader
strategy to weaken the junta's control in these regions
and ultimately eliminate its presence in Rakhine State.
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Myanmar: Chin Brotherhood Alliance
reports mass surrender of junta troops

(anl) The Chin Brotherhood Alliance (CB), a military and
political coalition of several ethnic armed organizations
in Chin State has reported the surrender of 168 junta
troops and police officers, along with their families,
amid ongoing battles for control of Mindat and Falam
towns. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Tanintharyi Region records
highest civilian arrests in November

(anl) The Burmese research group FE5 Tanintharyi
reported that the military junta arrested 358 civilians in
Tanintharyi Region in November 2024, marking the
highest monthly arrest count for the year. Among
those detained, two individuals died, while 157 were
released within the same month.

Additionally, FE5 reported 13 civilian deaths in
November due to airstrikes, artillery fire, and landmine
explosions. [Mizzima]

Philippines: Third impeachment
complaint against Vice President Duterte
intensifies scrutiny over alleged
corruption

(alm) Vice President Sara Duterte faces heightened
political and legal challenges following the filing of a
third impeachment complaint, brought forward by a
coalition of Catholic priests, civil society leaders, and
lawyers. The 70-page complaint, endorsed by two
lawmakers in the House of Representatives, accuses
Duterte of various offenses, including plunder, graft,
malversation, bribery, and betrayal of public trust.

The charges stem from alleged misuse of confidential
funds during Duterte’s tenure as vice president and
head of the Department of Education (DepEd).
Specifically, the complaint cites the questionable
disbursement of PHP 125 million (USD 2.2 million) in
confidential funds to the Office of the Vice President
(OVP) in 2022 and PHP 112.5 million (USD 2 million) to
DepEd in 2023. Evidence presented includes fabricated
receipts signed by fictitious individuals and reports
that confidential funds were improperly used for non-
surveillance purposes, such as purchasing office
equipment.
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Witnesses, including special disbursing officers from
both agencies, testified that these transactions
occurred under Duterte’s direct orders. The complaint
also alleges that Duterte bribed DepEd officials with
cash envelopes containing PHP 12,000 to PHP 50,000
(USD 210 to USD 880), undermining accountability
within the agency.

This latest development follows two earlier
impeachment complaints against Duterte, one by
activist groups and another accusing her of plotting
President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.'s assassination. The
political alliance between Duterte and Marcos has
fractured ahead of next year's mid-term elections, with
Marcos publicly dismissing the impeachment efforts as
distractions.

The complaints require significant legislative support—
endorsement by one-third of the House and approval
by two-thirds of the Senate—to proceed. The House
justice committee has not yet scheduled hearings,
leaving the outcome uncertain. However, the case has
amplified calls for accountability and transparency in
the handling of public funds at the highest levels of
government. [Philippine News Agency] [msn]

Philippines: House approves BARMM polls
postponement to 2026, debates continue
in Senate

(Im) The House of Representatives has passed House
Bill 11144 on its third and final reading, postponing the
first regular elections in the Bangsamoro Autonomous
Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) from May 2025
to May 2026. The bill, passed by a vote of 198-4,
reappoints the members of the Bangsamoro Transition
Authority (BTA) and allows Sulu to continue accessing
BARMM's block grant until 2025. The decision follows a
2024 Supreme Court ruling excluding Sulu from the
region based on its rejection of BARMM in the 2019
plebiscite.

BARMM, established in 2019 under the Bangsamoro
Organic Law (BOL), replaced the Autonomous Region
in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) as part of a peace
agreement between the government and the Moro
Islamic Liberation Front (MILF). The region's
governance is currently managed by the BTA, an
interim body tasked with facilitating the transition to a
regular government. The first regular elections have
been delayed twice—originally planned for 2022 and
later rescheduled to 2025—due to the need for further
institutional and electoral preparations.
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The postponement, spearheaded by Lanao del Sur
Rep. Zia Adiong, aims to allow BARMM more time to
strengthen its institutions and avoid logistical and legal
complications following the Supreme Court's decision
on Sulu. Adiong highlighted the high costs of
conducting separate elections in the region, estimated
at PHP 1.7 billion (approximately USD 29.9 million).

Opposition to the bill was led by Basilan Rep. Mujiv
Hataman, who criticized the lack of extensive
consultations with BARMM residents and warned
against desynchronizing regional and national
elections, citing risks to the region's democratic
development. Other dissenters, including Gabriela Rep.
Arlene Brosas and ACT Rep. France Castro, argued that
BARMM residents deserve the opportunity to elect
their leaders as scheduled, especially with over 100
candidates having declared their intent to run.

Key amendments to the bill included ensuring
automated elections in BARMM to safeguard result
integrity and allowing Sulu to continue accessing
BARMM funds, ensuring financial stability amid its
exclusion from the region. Senate discussions on a
counterpart bill are ongoing, with calls from Senate
President Francis Escudero for Malacafiang to certify
the legislation as urgent. Meanwhile, the Commission
on Elections (COMELEC) plans to begin ballot printing
for the 2025 elections, adding time pressure to
legislative deliberations. [PCIJ]

Philippines: DOJ assures thorough review of
crimes against humanity case against ex-
President Duterte

(Im) The Department of Justice (DOJ) has pledged a
meticulous review of recommendations to file crimes
against humanity charges against former President
Rodrigo Duterte and key figures involved in the
previous administration's controversial drug war. The
charges stem from alleged extrajudicial killings (EJKs)
and violations of international humanitarian law under
Duterte's tenure.

DOJ Undersecretary Hermogenes Andres emphasized
that prosecutors will independently evaluate evidence
provided by the House of Representatives' Quad
Committee. A task force on EJKs has been established
to consolidate evidence, including critical admissions
and information revealed during the committee's
hearings.

Andres assured the public that the DOJ will not pursue
harassment cases and will only file charges if the


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-tjt/

evidence is substantial. He noted that the case build-
up would involve collaboration with the Philippine
National Police (PNP), the National Bureau of
Investigation (NBI), and other law enforcement
agencies.

The Quad Committee has recommended charges
under the Philippine Act on Crimes Against
International Humanitarian Law (RA 9851) against
Duterte, Senators Christopher Lawrence Go and
Ronald Dela Rosa, and former PNP chiefs Oscar
Albayalde and Debold Sinas, among others. [Philippine
News Agency]

Philippines: President Marcos Jr. assures
timely approval of 2025 national budget

(Im) President Marcos Jr. and his Cabinet are reviewing
the proposed PHP 6.352 trillion (USD 112.5 billion)
2025 General Appropriations Bill to ensure alignment
with the country's development priorities. During
meetings with key officials, including Executive
Secretary Lucas Bersamin and Finance Secretary Ralph
Recto, Marcos dismissed concerns of a reenacted
budget and expressed confidence in signing the bill
before year-end.

The President highlighted plans to address issues
within the budget, including exploring ways to restore
PHP 10 billion (USD 177 million) cut from the
Department of Education and defending the decision
not to allocate subsidies for the Philippine Health
Insurance Corp., citing its estimated PHP 500 billion
(USD 8.85 billion) reserve. [Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: Judge dismissed over USD
877,000 procurement scam

The Supreme Court dismissed Judge Ateneones Bacale
of Biliran-Cabucgayan for gross misconduct, involving a
PHP 50-million (USD 877,000) medical supply scam in
2016. Bacale and his estranged wife facilitated the
contract without proper bidding, receiving nearly PHP
20 million (USD 351,000) from supplier Aldrin Magaoay.
[Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: House approves 99-year land
lease for foreign investors
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(elr) The House of Representatives has passed House
Bill 10755, extending foreign investors' land lease
rights from 50 to 99 years to boost investments and
economic growth. The bill, an amendment to the
Investors' Lease Act, received strong support with 175
votes in favor, three against, and two abstentions. It
requires leased land to be used solely for investment
purposes and mandates approvals from the
Department of Trade and Industry’s Board of
Investments and other agencies.

House Speaker Martin Romualdez praised the bill's
potential to attract new investments and create jobs,
emphasizing its alignment with the Legislative-
Executive Development Advisory Council's priorities.
The bill also increases penalties for violations, with
fines ranging from PHP 1 million to PHP 10 million.

However, opposition voices, including Rep. Arlene
Brosas of the Gabriela Women's Party, criticized the
measure for prioritizing foreign interests over local
farmers and workers. Brosas argued the extended
lease terms could lead to monopolization of Philippine
land and highlighted concerns over the inclusion of
agrarian reform lands under the bill's definition of
private lands. She called for prioritizing genuine
agrarian reform instead of extending privileges to
foreign investors. [ANN] [Philstar]

Philippines: Election Commission
dismisses disqualification case against
Apollo Quiboloy, senatorial bid proceeds

(Im) The Commission on Elections (COMELEC) has
dismissed a petition seeking to disqualify Apollo
Quiboloy, a detained religious leader facing charges of
human trafficking and child abuse, from running in the
May 2025 midterm elections.

In a 14-page decision promulgated on December 18,
the Comelec First Division ruled that the petitioner
Sonny Matula, a labor leader, failed to provide
sufficient evidence to cancel Quiboloy's Certificate of
Candidacy (COC). The ruling cited procedural lapses
and stated that Matula's claims, including allegations
of an invalid Certificate of Nomination and Acceptance
(CONA) by the Workers' and Peasants’ Party, did not
constitute "material misrepresentation" under election
laws.

Quiboloy, who withdrew his party affiliation in October
and is running as an independent candidate, remains
detained at Camp Crame in Quezon City while facing
legal proceedings. [Philippine News Agency]
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Philippines: Bail denied for Alice Guo in
human trafficking case; DOJ hails decision

(Im) A Pasig court has denied the bail petition of
dismissed mayor Alice Guo and her co-accused, who
face charges of qualified human trafficking linked to a
June raid on a Philippine Offshore Gaming Operator
(POGO) hub in Bamban, Tarlac. The operation led to
the rescue of 800 Filipino and foreign workers
subjected to exploitative labor conditions.

Alice Guo, previously a prominent figure in local
politics, was dismissed from her mayoral position
following allegations of corruption and misuse of
authority. Her involvement in the human trafficking
case centers on accusations of financing and
facilitating operations at the POGO hub, where victims
were allegedly coerced into illegal activities.

The court rejected Guo's bail petition, citing "strong"
evidence presented by the prosecution. The
Department of Justice (DO)J) celebrated the decision as
a milestone in the country's anti-trafficking efforts.
[Philippines News Agency]

Philippines: Mary Jane Veloso returns
home after 15 years on death row in
Indonesia

(elr) Mary Jane Veloso, a Filipina who spent nearly 15
years on death row in Indonesia for drug trafficking,
has returned home following an agreement between
the Indonesian and Philippine governments. Veloso,
now 39, was arrested in 2010 at Yogyakarta airport for
carrying 2.6 kilogram of heroin sewn into her bag—a
crime she has consistently claimed she was tricked into
committing by human traffickers.

Initially sentenced to death, Veloso narrowly avoided
execution by firing squad in 2015, after a last-minute
appeal by then-Philippine President Benigno Aquino Ill.
The reprieve allowed her to serve as a prosecution
witness against her alleged traffickers, who were later
tried for human trafficking in the Philippines.

Veloso's case garnered widespread public sympathy in
her home country, where many empathized with her
plight as a domestic worker seeking better
opportunities abroad. While detained at the
Correctional Institution for Women in Metro Manila,
Veloso expressed hope for a new beginning and a
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chance to reunite with her family during the holidays.
Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos has yet to
decide whether she will receive a reprieve from her
sentence. [BBC] [The Washington Post]

Philippines: GSIS property to become
transport hub by 2026

(Im) An intermodal transport facility, known as Project
HUB, will be established on a three-hectare property
owned by the Government Service Insurance System
(GSIS) in Quezon City by 2026. GSIS, a state-run agency
providing social security and financial services to
government employees, is transforming the site into a
strategic hub to address Metro Manila’s traffic
challenges under President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr.'s
directive.

GSIS President Arnulfo Veloso announced that
collaboration with the Department of Transportation
(DOTr), Metropolitan Manila Development Authority
(MMDA), and Quezon City officials is underway. Plans
include operating a temporary facility in 2025 while
finalizing designs for the permanent hub. [Philippine
News Agency]

Philippines: President Marcos approves
2024 National Security Strategy

(Im) President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. has approved
the 2024 National Security Strategy (NSS), a
comprehensive framework designed to tackle complex
security challenges both within the Philippines and on
the global stage. National Security Adviser Eduardo
Ano announced the approval during a meeting on
December 19.

The NSS builds on the National Security Policy for
2023-2028, adopted under Executive Order No. 37, and
lays out 53 strategic directions and 393 actionable
steps. These measures aim to safeguard the country's
sovereignty, enhance citizens' welfare, and promote
peace and unity.

National Security Adviser Eduardo Afio highlighted the
NSS's whole-of-nation approach, urging collaboration
among government, private organizations, and
communities. “This strategy secures the hopes of every
Filipino family and a brighter future for all,” Ao stated.
[Philippine News Agency]
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Philippines: PNP reshuffles six senior
officers

(Im) The Philippine National Police (PNP) has
reassigned six ranking officers in its latest
reorganization, effective December 20. Brig. Gen.
Bernard Yang, former Southern Police District (SPD)
Director, is now Chief of the Anti-Cybercrime Group,
replacing Maj. Gen. Ronnie Cariaga, who was
reassigned to the Northern Luzon Area Police
Command after facing allegations of misconduct
during a POGO raid.

Brig. Gen. Manuel Abrugena steps in as SPD Chief,
overseeing key Metro Manila cities. Additionally, four
police colonels were appointed to new posts within the
National Capital Region Police Office (NCRPO). PNP
Chief Gen. Rommel Francisco Marbil said the reshuffle
aims to position officials in roles suited to their
expertise. [Philippine News Agency]

Philippines: Marcos emphasizes AFP
modernization to combat cybercrime and
emerging threats

(Im) President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. highlighted the
Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) modernization
efforts during its 89th founding anniversary
celebration, focusing on addressing cybercrime and
evolving security challenges. Speaking at Camp
General Emilio Aguinaldo, Marcos commended the
AFP's agility in adapting to threats such as
cybersecurity, misinformation, and geopolitical
tensions, describing these issues as complex and
multifaceted.

The President reaffirmed his administration's
commitment to the Self-Reliant Defense Posture
Revitalization Program, which aims to enhance local
defense capabilities and reduce reliance on foreign
sources. He emphasized that modernization extends
beyond advanced equipment to include strategic
innovation and skill development, preparing the AFP to
stand alongside global military forces.

Marcos warned of the risks posed by misinformation
and disinformation, stressing their threat to
democratic values and national unity. He urged the
AFP to continue embodying its core values of honor,
service, and patriotism while adapting to modern
challenges. [Philippine News Agency]
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Singapore: Government addresses NRIC
privacy concerns

(fi) The Singapore government has apologized for a
lapse that exposed National Registration Identity Card
(NRIC) numbers on Acra’s Bizfile portal, sparking public
anxiety and debate over privacy and security. The NRIC
is a unique identification number issued to
Singaporean citizens and permanent residents, used
for official purposes such as government transactions
and identity verification.

Authorities clarified that NRIC numbers should not be
used as authenticators but as unique identifiers, as
using them inappropriately increases fraud risks when
paired with other personal details. Experts warned that
while NRIC numbers alone are low-risk, combining
them with data like names or birthdates can enable
identity theft.

Experts emphasize that while NRIC numbers alone
pose limited risk, combining them with other details,
such as birth dates or full names, can enable identity
theft and fraud. Singapore saw USD 285 million in
scam-related losses in the first half of 2024,
underscoring the importance of enhanced
cybersecurity measures.

The government plans to improve public
understanding of NRIC use and implement additional
authentication layers. Proposals for decentralizing or
tokenizing identity systems, similar to Estonia’s e-ID
model, are also being considered to enhance data
safety and reduce vulnerabilities. [Channel News Asia]
[The Straits Times] [South China Morning Post]

Singapore: Declining adult literacy poses
challenges for workforce and economy

(fi) A recent OECD survey reveals a decline in literacy
skills among younger adults in Singapore, raising
concerns about workforce competitiveness. Despite
strong literacy and numeracy performance among 15-
year-olds, the decline begins as early as ages 27-34,
affecting prime working-age individuals. T

The survey found literacy proficiency correlates with
better job opportunities, regardless of educational
attainment. Singapore’s gap between education levels
is larger than in most participating countries,
emphasizing the importance of foundational skills in
adult education. Initiatives like SkillsFuture programs,
traditionally focused on mature workers, may need to
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expand support for younger adults to address early
declines in literacy. [Channel News Asia]

Singapore: November exports grow 3.4
percent, beating forecasts

(fi) Singapore's non-oil domestic exports (NODX) rose
by 3.4 percent in November compared to the same
period last year, outperforming the forecasted 0.7
percent decline. This growth, reported by Enterprise
Singapore, follows a revised drop of 4.7 percent in
October.

The November increase was driven by higher
shipments of electronics, while non-electronics exports
experienced a decline. On a seasonally adjusted
month-on-month basis, NODX surged by 14.7 percent.

Exports to Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Malaysia saw
annual growth, while shipments to key markets such
as the United States, China, and Japan registered
declines. These trends highlight mixed performance
across Singapore's export destinations. [Reuters]

Thailand: Rift emerges over referendum
bill; Prime Minister downplays coalition
divisions

(msz/Im) Thailand's House of Representatives voted
326-61 on December 18 in favor of a one-tier
referendum bill to amend the constitution, opposing
the upper house’s double-majority rule, which would
require over 50 percent voter turnout and a majority of
votes cast for a referendum to pass. The one-tier
system, backed by the ruling Pheu Thai Party and most
opposition parties, faced resistance from coalition
partners, notably the Bhumjaithai and United Thai
Nation parties, exposing a rift within the coalition. [Thai
PBS World]

Despite this, Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra
dismissed concerns about divisions, emphasizing that
disagreements are part of the democratic process and
coalition unity remains intact. However, Pheu Thai MP
Adisorn Piengket criticized Bhumijaithai's stance,
suggesting it hindered democratic progress and
delayed constitutional reform. The bill now enters a
180-day "cooling-off" period, making it unlikely to
advance during the current parliamentary session. If
the one-tier approach prevails after this period, the bill
will be submitted to the King for endorsement.
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The double-majority rule, supported by Bhumjaithai
and the upper house, the Senate, aims to ensure
broad voter participation but has been criticized for
complicating constitutional reform. Bhumjaithai
Secretary-General Chaichanok Chidchob defended the
rule, citing the importance of ensuring that the
constitution reflects the will of most eligible voters.

The Constitutional Court requires three referendums
for any charter rewrite: one to gauge public support
for the rewrite, a second to amend Section 256 to
establish a Constitution Drafting Assembly, and a third
to approve the final draft. However, proposals are
under discussion to reduce these to two referendums
to expedite the process.

Prime Minister Paetongtarn stressed that such debates
reflect a functioning democracy, reaffirming the
coalition's ability to collaborate despite differing views.
Meanwhile, Pheu Thai suggested drafting a separate
bill to establish a Constitution Drafting Assembly as an
alternative path forward. [Bangkok Post 1]

The referendum bill's rejection adds complexity to the
government's legislative agenda, which includes 20
urgent bills to be deliberated in the current
parliamentary session that began on December 12.
Among the priorities are a fisheries bill addressing
industry challenges and a bill on a common ticketing
system proposing a flat-rate fare of THB 20 (USD 0.60)
for public transit.

Amnesty legislation is also under discussion, with four
bills pending House scrutiny. The Pheu Thai-sponsored
version is expected to be ready for submission by late
January. A proposed anti-coup bill by Pheu Thai MP
Prayuth Siripanich was withdrawn for revisions
following criticism from coalition partner Bhumijaithai.

The government has faced additional challenges
balancing coalition dynamics while advancing
constitutional reform. Pheu Thai has suggested
drafting a separate bill to establish a Constitution
Drafting Assembly as an alternative to expedite charter
amendments. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Provincial administrative
elections scheduled for February 1, 2025

(Im/acs) The nationwide Provincial Administrative
Organization (PAO) elections are set for February 1,
2025, with both PAO presidents and provincial
councillors to be elected. In 29 provinces where PAO
presidents vacated their posts early, only councillor
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elections will be held. Candidate registration runs until
December 23. [Bangkok Post 1]

The Election Commission (EC) has emphasized its
readiness to ensure a fair and secure process,
coordinating with provincial governors and police while
deploying rapid-response units. Concerns about
political interference have intensified following a
violent political dispute in Prachin Buri, where PAO
council member Chaimet Sitsanitpong was fatally shot
on December 11 at the residence of 85-year-old
political figure Soonthorn Vilawan, chairman of the
Prachin Buri PAO and a member of the Bhumjaithai
Party.

Seven suspects, including Soonthorn, have been
denied bail due to the severity of the charges, which
include premeditated murder and illegal firearm
possession. Two suspects admitted to the crime
following an argument, while the incident is believed to
have stemmed from a political rivalry. Chaimet had
supported his wife, Napaphat Anchasanichamon, in
her campaign for the Prachin Buri PAO presidency
under the Pheu Thai Party banner. [Bangkok Post 2]
[Bangkok Post 3]

The Prachin Buri case has heightened tensions ahead
of the elections, particularly in regions where
influential political families play significant roles. The
EC remains committed to ensuring fairness, with
mechanisms in place to address election-related
disputes and maintain order.

In Ubon Ratchathani, a key PAO presidential race
before the February 1 polls pits Pheu Thai candidate
Kan Kaltinan, People’s Party candidate Sitthipol
Laohawanich, and independent candidate Jittrawan
Wangsupakitkosol against each other. [Bangkok Post 4]

Thailand: Prime Minister unveils
development plans and bold vision for
progress

(Im) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra outlined a
vision for Thailand's future, emphasizing innovation,
technology, and leveraging the country's strengths to
drive prosperity. Speaking at the Bangkok Post Forum
2024, she highlighted plans to position Thailand as a
regional logistics and trade hub, modernize agriculture
with advanced technologies, and diversify tourism into
wellness and digital services. [Bangkok Post 1]

During a visit to Maha Sarakham province, she
launched the One District, One Scholarship (ODOS)
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program to support students from low-income families
and the SML community development program to
promote self-reliance. Both initiatives are set for 2025
and aim to reduce inequality and empower local
communities.

She also addressed water management strategies for
the Chi River Basin and assured the public of timely
implementation of the 10,000-baht cash handout
program for the elderly before Chinese New Year. The
visit included a regional tourism campaign and
traditional Wapi long-drum ceremony, reinforcing her
government's commitment to fulfilling promises and
driving regional development. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Lower House passes bill to
punish officials absent from
parliamentary inquiries

(msz) Following the three readings, Thailand's House of
Representatives has passed a bill that will set up a
committee to punish state officials, who fail to appear
at parliamentary inquiries. However, the section, which
empowered the committee to also force legal private
entities to respond to their summonses, was
eliminated in the second reading. According to the
ruling Pheu Thai MPs’ reasoning, an unethical
committee member could exploit the section by
forcing those affected private entities to pay a bribe.
The bill will then be forwarded to the Senate for
deliberation.

Meanwhile, the bill contains sections which remained
controversial but were nonetheless passed. For
instance, Section 13 requires the prime minister or
other relevant cabinet ministers to show up if their
subordinate state officials fail to present documents or
give statements on an issue to the committee. The
Pheu Thai MPs pointed out that the section is
impractical citing the absence of any punishments
prescribed in the bill. Furthermore, some sections
were seen to potentially prompt petitions to the
Constitutional Court to interpret them. On the other
hand, Rangsiman Rome, a list MP from opposition
People's Party, said that the cabinet members,
including the prime minister, may face charges, such
as dereliction of duty, for their failure to appear.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Constitutional Court rejects
complaint against prime minister's
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handout policy

(msz) The Constitutional Court has rejected a
complaint by political activist Sonthiya Sawasdee
against Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra's THB
10,000 (USD 300) handout scheme, ruling that the
complainant was not directly affected by the policy.

Sonthiya argued that the implementation deviated
from the Pheu Thai Party's campaign promise to
distribute THB 10,000 (USD 300) via a digital wallet to
all citizens aged 16 and above, requiring the funds to
be spent within recipients’ native districts. Instead, the
government opted to distribute cash to specific
groups, including low-income earners, disabled
individuals, and plans to include the elderly.

The court ruled that the complaint targeted a political
policy rather than showing direct harm to the
complainant, leading to its dismissal. The handout
scheme was a central campaign promise of the Pheu
Thai Party, with an estimated 50 million beneficiaries
initially proposed under the digital wallet distribution
model. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Constitutional Court dismisses
allegations over Thaksin Shinawatra's
hospital stay

(msz/Im) The Constitutional Court dismissed a petition
on December 18 alleging misconduct by state officials
who allowed former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra, the de facto leader of the ruling Pheu Thai
Party, to serve most of his one-year prison sentence at
Police General Hospital (PGH) instead of in a
correctional facility. The petition accused Justice
Minister Pol Col Tawee Sodsong, the Department of
Corrections (DoC) director-general, and the Bangkok
Remand Prison chief of granting Thaksin special
privileges without sufficient evidence of critical health
conditions.

Thaksin, sentenced to eight years in prison for abuse
of power and conflict of interest, had his term reduced
to one year by royal clemency. On his first night in
Bangkok Remand Prison in August 2023, he was
transferred to PGH, citing chest pain, hypertension,
and low oxygen levels. Despite the legal limit of 120
days for treatment outside prison, the DoC extended
his hospital stay to 180 days, citing health risks in jail.
Thaksin completed his one-year sentence on August
31, 2024.
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The Constitutional Court unanimously found no
evidence of negligence or malfeasance, deeming the
allegations baseless. The ruling followed a National
Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC) announcement of
an inquiry into 12 officials from the DoC and PGH
involved in Thaksin's extended hospitalization. Political
activists have urged the NACC to expedite its probe
and scrutinize the actions of justice officials,
emphasizing the need for transparency to restore
public trust in the justice system. [Bangkok Post 1]

Simultaneously, the Medical Council of Thailand has
launched an ethical investigation into the conduct of
medical professionals at PGH. Led by a sub-committee
chaired by former council president Dr. Amorn
Leelarasamee, the inquiry seeks to determine whether
undue privileges were granted to Thaksin. The council
has requested detailed records of Thaksin's admission,
treatment, and statements from all involved doctors,
with a deadline of January 15.

Critics point to inconsistencies between Thaksin's
reported health issues and his post-release activities,
which include nationwide travel and campaigning for
the Pheu Thai Party, led by his daughter, Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra. Activists argue that
his visible engagement in public life undermines claims
of fragile health used to justify his prolonged hospital
stay. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Election Commission cannot
compel Thaksin Shinawatra to testify in
influence case

(Im) The Election Commission (EC) has stated that it
cannot force former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra to provide testimony in a case where he is
accused of exerting undue influence over the ruling
Pheu Thai Party. EC Chairman Ittiporn Boonpracong
noted that while complainants have given their
testimonies, Thaksin has yet to cooperate.

The complaints, lodged by political figures and groups,
allege that Thaksin influenced key political decisions,
including the selection of a prime ministerial
candidate, during a meeting with Pheu Thai and
coalition party members at his Bangkok residence.
Evidence reportedly includes media interviews in which
Thaksin discussed Pheu Thai's policies.

The EC's fact-finding panel will conclude its
investigation based on the available evidence and
present its findings to the EC secretary-general, who
will determine whether to proceed with the case.
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Ittiporn urged Thaksin to cooperate, emphasizing that
it would provide an opportunity for him to clear his
name. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: United Thai Nation Party denies
allegations of 25 out of 36 MPs defecting

(hrs) Responding to rumors circulating on TikTok that
25 MPs were planning to defect to the New
Opportunity Party founded mostly by bureaucrats,
UTN secretary-general Akanat Promphan asserted that
all party MPs were elected under the UTN banner and
will continue to work as UTN MPs. He added that the
UTN will definitely contest the next election in less than
three years' time, highlighting the party's ‘melting pot’
cohesivity, as the members come from all walks of life.

UTN'’s party leader, Pirapan Salirathavibhaga, has been
criticized for being aloof to other party members and
having a low profile despite his ministerial standing
and duties. Originally part of the then-ruling Palang
Pracharath Party (PPRP), the UTN broke away before
last year's general election and was formed with the
blessing of former minister Gen Prayut Chan-o-cha.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Thamanat Prompow and faction
join Kla Dharma Party

(hrs) Former Palang Pracharath Party (PPRP) Secretary-
General Capt Thamanat Prompow, along with 20 other
PPRP MPs, has officially joined the Kla Dharma Party,
increasing its parliamentary representation to 24
members.

The move follows a series of disputes between
Thamanat's faction and PPRP leader Gen Prawit
Wongsuwon, reportedly over the allocation of cabinet
posts. The faction initially secured three ministerial
positions in Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra’s
cabinet but was later expelled from the coalition,
leading to its departure from the PPRP.

Speculation surrounds the timing of the PPRP’s
decision to expel the MPs, with allegations of a secret
deal to suppress damaging information about a close
associate of Gen Prawit in a land encroachment case.
The PPRP has denied these claims.

Thamanat, who previously served as agriculture
minister, highlighted that the investigation into the
land encroachment began during his tenure. He
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expects Kla Dharma to grow further, potentially
reaching at least 30 MPs. However, he dismissed
speculation about seeking a future cabinet portfolio,
noting the party already has two ministers in the
current government. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Casino legalization bill
advances, giving government control over
locations

(Im) The Thai government will oversee the selection of
sites for casino-entertainment complexes, aiming to
ensure fairness in bidding and prevent favoritism,
according to Deputy Finance Minister Julapun
Amornvivat. Under the proposed casino legalization
bill, the government will establish a committee to
decide the number and location of complexes, with
cabinet approval required for final decisions.

The casino project is part of the Pheu Thai-led
government's policy framework, introduced by Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra in September. While
discussions among coalition partners are ongoing, the
government views the initiative as a transformative
step for Thailand’s tourism and economic sectors.

The project is anticipated to significantly boost tourism
and the economy, with a minimum investment of THB
100 billion (approximately USD 3 billion) per complex.
Construction is projected to increase GDP by 0.2
percent annually, and once operational, the complexes
are expected to contribute 0.7 percent annually to GDP
growth. The complexes could attract 5-20 percent
more foreign tourists, raising average visitor spending
from THB 40,000 (USD 1,200) to THB 60,000 (USD
1,800) per trip, according to a Fiscal Policy Office study.

The bill, currently under government review following a
public hearing in August, proposes a licensing system
with a 30-year validity, renewable for an additional 10
years. Operators would pay a THB 5 billion (USD 150
million) registration fee and an annual THB 1 billion
(USD 30 million) operating fee. A policy board chaired
by the prime minister would regulate the operations.

Entry restrictions will apply under the bill: individuals
under 20 years old will be prohibited, foreigners can
enter freely, and Thai nationals must pay an entrance
fee of THB 5,000 (USD 150). Proposed locations for the
first complexes include Bangkok, the Eastern Economic
Corridor, Chiang Mai, and Phuket. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Administrative Court upholds
DPIM's environmental remediation order
for Akara Resources

(bk) On December 18, 2024, the Central Administrative
Court delivered a judgment in Case No. S.35/2562, in
which Akara Resources Co., Ltd. filed a lawsuit
requesting the revocation of an environmental
remediation order issued by the Director-General of
the Department of Primary Industries and Mines
(DPIM) and a subsequent appeal decision by the
Deputy Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of
Industry confirming the order.

Akara Resources (the plaintiff) operates a gold mining
business and holds 14 mining concessions in the Wang
Pong District of Phetchabun and the Thap Khlo District
of Phichit. The plaintiff claimed damages resulting from
the DPIM's (the defendant's) order issued on August 2,
2018 (Order No. 0506/3255), instructing the plaintiff to
address the leakage from the tailings pond and
improve the water quality in the observation and
sedimentation ponds at the mining site to meet the
required standards. The plaintiff argued that the order
issued by the first defendant, as well as the
subsequent appeal ruling made by the Deputy
Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Industry (the
second defendant) on September 26, 2019 (Ruling No.
1/2562), were unlawful and sought their annulment.

The court, however, found that the DPIM had
dispatched experts to investigate the wastewater
ponds in Phichit. These experts used scientific
methods to analyze water and soil samples and
concluded that wastewater containing mineral
residues was leaking into the surrounding
environment.

Based on the inspection reports, the court ruled that
the DPIM's instruction for the company to take
corrective action was justified and lawful, emphasizing
that the measures were necessary to mitigate
environmental damage caused by the mining
operations. As a result, the orders issued by the first
defendant and the appeal decision by the second
defendant were deemed reasonable and legal, and the
plaintiff's appeal was dismissed. [Thansettakij, in Thai]
[Thai PBS, in Thai] [Thai PBS World]

About Akara Resources

Akara Resources Co., Ltd. is a Thai-based gold mining
company and a subsidiary of Kingsgate Consolidated,
an Australian mining company. It is primarily engaged
in the exploration, extraction, and processing of gold

and operates several mining projects in Thailand,
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particularly in the provinces of Phichit and
Phetchabun. The company has been mired in a
prolonged dispute with local communities and
environmental groups, with critics accusing Akara
Resources of inadequate environmental safeguards. In
2016, the Thai government ordered the closure of its
Chatree gold mine, citing concerns over the
environmental impact of the mining activities,
including the seepage of toxic wastewater containing
harmful chemicals like cyanide and arsenic into
surrounding soil and water sources. Despite the
controversy, the company has maintained that its
operations adhere to legal standards and has taken
steps to mitigate contamination and improve waste
management practices.

Thailand: Administrative Court invalidates
policy linking traffic fines to vehicle tax
stickers

(bk) The Central Administrative Court ruled on
December 20, 2024, that denying vehicle tax stickers
over unpaid traffic fines is unlawful, marking a
significant step in protecting citizens' rights against
overreach by government agencies. The case involved
a driver, Amnat Kaewprasong, who sued the
Department of Land Transport (DLT) and the Royal
Thai Police after being denied a tax sticker despite
having paid his annual vehicle tax. The denial stemmed
from outstanding traffic fines for speeding.

The court found that linking tax sticker issuance to
traffic fine payment violates legal and administrative
principles. Taxing a vehicle pertains to its status as a
taxable asset, while traffic fines address individual
conduct. Conflating the two was deemed unreasonable
and a breach of administrative duties. Furthermore,
the practice effectively coerced vehicle owners into
paying fines without affording them an opportunity to
contest the violations in court.

The court ordered the DLT to issue the tax sticker
within three days and awarded Amnat compensation
of THB 3,151.50, plus interest. It also criticized the
DLT's reliance on an agreement with the police to
suspend tax sticker issuance for motorists with unpaid
fines, declaring it an illegitimate enforcement
mechanism.

This decision builds on an October 2024 ruling, which
found police announcements enabling predetermined
fines for traffic violations unconstitutional. Both rulings
highlight broader concerns about administrative
practices that infringe on citizens' rights and weaken



public trust in government institutions. [Bangkok Post]
[Thai PBS, in Thai] [Thai PBS World]

Thailand: Deputy interior minister
supports residents in land dispute with
railway authority

(Im) Deputy Interior Minister Songsak Thongsri has
voiced support for residents in a land ownership
dispute involving the State Railway of Thailand (SRT) in
Buri Ram's Khao Kradong area. The conflict affects
over 4,700 households across seven villages, involving
approximately 7,600 residents and 12 government
agencies.

During a visit to the area, villagers presented title
deeds and other land ownership documents, asserting
that their families had settled the land long before the
railway's construction. Residents accused the SRT of
wrongful claims and harming their rights through
miscommunication and unclear legal boundaries.

Songsak, himself a Buri Ram native, expressed
skepticism over the SRT's ownership claims and
instructed the Department of Lands (Dol) to
thoroughly review the evidence and ensure legal
protections for the affected communities. He
highlighted the financial difficulties residents face, as
the disputed status prevents them from using their
land titles for loans or transactions.

A provincial land officer stated that the Dol had
adhered to court rulings in 35 related cases but found
the SRT's evidence insufficient to revoke residents'
titles. While the DoL has recommended halting actions
against the titles, the SRT has appealed the decision,
prolonging the dispute. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: AMLO seizes billions of baht in
major fraud cases

(acs) The Anti-Money Laundering Office (Amlo) has
reported significant progress in major fraud
investigations, seizing and freezing assets worth
billions of baht across 12 high-profile cases. These
include cases involving lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd, The
iCon Group, and Stark Corporation, among others.

Amlo confiscated over 234 items linked to large-scale
fraud, drug-related crimes, and online gambling
networks, with a total value of THB 836 million (USD 24
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million). In the case of lawyer Sittra Biabungkerd and
his associates, assets worth THB 71 million (USD 2
million), including land and bank accounts, were
frozen. In another case involving Duennapa
Kaewkamnerd and her accomplices, property valued at
THB 669 million (USD 19.5 million) was seized.

The investigation into The iCon Group resulted in the
confiscation of assets worth THB 286 million (USD 8.4
million), with THB 29 million (USD 850,000) returned to
claimants who provided proof of legitimate ownership.
Amlo has given victims until February 17, 2025, to file
claims for restitution.

In the case of Stark Corporation, Amlo is pursuing
restitution for more than 3,900 victims, involving
assets worth approximately THB 3.24 billion (USD 94.6
million). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Proposed law targets online
scams with joint liability for banks and
mobile operators

(hrs/acs) Thailand's Digital Economy and Society (DES)
Ministry is advancing legislation to address the growing
issue of online scams, which have caused losses
exceeding THB 77.36 billion (USD 2.3 billion) over the
past two years. The proposed law introduces joint
liability for mobile operators and banks, requiring
them to improve fraud prevention systems, expedite
victim refunds, and enhance regulations on personal
data trading.

The revised Prevention and Suppression of
Technological Crime Act also targets loopholes
exploited by criminals, such as "horse accounts" used
for money laundering and "ghost SIMs" registered
under false identities. Public education campaigns are
being conducted to raise awareness of scam tactics.
Since March 2022, authorities have suspended over
560,000 fraudulent accounts and frozen THB 8.62
billion (USD 257 million) in illicit funds. [Nation
Thailand]

In tandem with these legal efforts, Thai authorities
have intensified crackdowns on financial crimes. In
Nonthaburi, police arrested a Thai woman and her
Malaysian husband for laundering money for online
gambling networks. The pair operated under the guise
of legitimate businesses, including a liquor store and
seafood restaurants, laundering funds through over 10
companies, some inactive. Assets worth THB 13 million
(USD 390,000) were seized, and authorities are
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investigating more than 20 additional suspects.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Meanwhile, in Pattaya, immigration police arrested five
Japanese nationals accused of running a phone scam
operation defrauding elderly victims in Japan of up to
THB 5 million (USD 150,000) daily. The suspects used
two pool villas as their base, seizing 79 mobile phones,
tablets, scam scripts, and victims' data. The gang,
allegedly tied to the Japanese Yakuza, tricked victims
by promising medical expense refunds in exchange for
upfront payments. Thai businesses were reportedly
used to launder the proceeds. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Outlaws gang member
sentenced to death for Pattaya murder

(Im) A member of the Outlaws Motorcycle Club has
been sentenced to death, and two accomplices
received life imprisonment for the 2023 murder and
dismemberment of a German property broker in
Pattaya. The victim's dismembered body was
discovered in a freezer in July 2023 in Bang Lamung
district, Chon Buri, following an investigation sparked
by his disappearance earlier the same month.

The suspects, two German nationals and a Pakistani
man with Thai nationality, were charged with
premeditated murder, theft, and concealing a body
after transferring THB 3.35 million (approximately USD
100,000) from the victim’s bank account. Two of the
accused admitted to their involvement and received
life sentences, while the third maintained his
innocence and was sentenced to death.

A related case resulted in another individual being
sentenced to six years for money laundering and
receiving stolen property linked to the crime. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Rising concern over human
trafficking to Myanmar via Mae Sot
district

(Im) Concerns are intensifying over human trafficking
operations using Thailand as a gateway to Myanmar,
where scam centers and criminal enterprises exploit
trafficked individuals. This issue has drawn appeals for
assistance from 14 countries, with hundreds of their
citizens reportedly trapped in Myanmar, particularly in
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areas like Myawaddy near Tak province's Mae Sot
district in Thailand.

During a parliamentary session, Fair Party MP
Kannavee Suebsang raised the issue, urging the
government to develop a comprehensive strategy to
address the problem. House Speaker Wan Muhammad
Noor Matha revealed that ambassadors from Kenya
and Sri Lanka had directly sought Thailand's
intervention. Subsequently, two House committees
convened to discuss the issue, though the results of
these meetings remain pending.

Authorities have identified Myawaddy as a hub for
human trafficking and criminal activities, including
online scams operated by Chinese nationals and other
syndicates. These operations are reportedly supported
by local groups such as the Karen Border Guard Force
and the Democratic Karen Buddhist Army, which profit
from illegal activities in the region.

Advocacy groups report that over 300 individuals from
at least 10 countries are detained in Myawaddy and
coerced into criminal activities. These syndicates
exploit gaps in Thailand's border security and victim
assistance mechanisms. Last month, Thai police
established checkpoints on Highway 12 in Mae Sot to
intercept trafficking attempts, but officials admit that
current measures are insufficient to tackle the root
causes.

MP Kannavee emphasized the need for the
government, including Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra, to adopt a more robust framework to
counter the exploitation of Thailand as a transit point
for international trafficking syndicates.

Myawaddy's criminal network extends beyond human
trafficking, including drug smuggling and the illegal
transport of Rohingya individuals. Advocacy groups
warn that Thailand's border districts, particularly Mae
Sot and Phop Phra, risk becoming entrenched as
corridors for these operations, labeled by activists as a
"gateway to hell." [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: New custody procedure model
launched with UK partnership

(Im) The Royal Thai Police (RTP) has collaborated with
the United Kingdom to implement a project aimed at
enhancing custody procedures, safety standards, and
living conditions for detainees at police stations.
Pathumwan and Muang Chanthaburi police stations
have been designated as pilot sites to adopt a UK-
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based model focused on human rights principles and
detainee safety.

The initiative, which began in July, includes upgrading
detention facilities, creating specific zones for
searching, interrogation, and first aid treatment, and
implementing a risk assessment system to reduce the
likelihood of violence or injury during custody.
Detainee information, including health records and
detention activities, will be recorded to ensure
transparency and accountability, with CCTV monitoring
in place to enhance safety.

The project also introduces the use of body cameras
for officers and a digital data management system to
improve efficiency and security. Pol Gen Thatchai
Pitaneelaboot, RTP inspector-general, emphasized that
the reforms aim to build public trust by preventing
torture, illegal actions, and injuries during detention.
Plans are underway to develop an electronic system
for managing detainee documentation in the future.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Human rights lawyer Anon
receives additional sentence, raising
prison term to nearly 19 years

(bk) The Criminal Court on December 19 sentenced
human rights lawyer Anon Nampa, a prominent pro-
democracy activist and leader of the "Ratsadon"
movement, to an additional 2 years and 8 months in
prison for violating Thailand's lése-majesté law (Article
112) and sedition law (Article 116). This latest sentence
stems from a speech he delivered at a protest near
Bangkok’s Democracy Monument in August 2020,
where he criticized government policies and advocated
for monarchy reform. His total prison term now stands
at 18 years, 10 months, and 20 days, with six
convictions out of 14 ongoing cases. [Bangkok Post]

During the trial, the court rejected a defense request
to subpoena the King's travel documents, which were
intended to corroborate Anon's claims [see AiR No. 49,
December/2024, 1]. The court ruled that Anon'’s speech
exceeded constitutional protections for free
expression, inciting unrest and encouraging
disobedience to the law. His cooperation during the
trial resulted in a reduced sentence, initially set at 4
years.

Arnon, who has been detained since September 2023
and denied bail 31 times, faces ongoing legal battles
with all six convictions currently under appeal. He
thanked supporters, including lawyers who


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-tkj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-tkt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-tki/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-tki/

accompanied him in court during the latest verdict,
which was delivered behind closed doors.
[Thansettakij, in Thai] [Prachatai English] [The Nation]

Since the Free Youth protests began in July 2020, at
least 275 people have been charged with royal
defamation, and 154 with sedition, as part of
Thailand's broader crackdown on political dissent,
according to Thai Lawyers for Human Rights. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Babies born to Myanmar
mothers ineligible for free healthcare

(Im) Babies born to Myanmar parents in border
hospitals in Thailand are not entitled to free healthcare
coverage like Thai nationals, even though they are
issued a 13-digit identification number at birth,
clarified the National Health Security Office (NHSO).
These ID cards designate them as migrants, not Thai
citizens, and do not grant access to the universal
healthcare system.

The NHSO was responding to reports that pregnant
women from Myanmar cross the border to deliver
their babies in Thai hospitals, allegedly seeking to
exploit healthcare benefits under the universal
healthcare coverage scheme for migrants. According to
a healthcare worker at a border hospital, 160 babies
with Myanmar mothers were born last month
compared to 80 babies with Thai mothers.

Dr. Opas Karnkawinpong, permanent secretary for
public health, stated that some border hospitals, such
as Mae Sot Hospital in Tak, are financially sustainable
due to paying Myanmar patients, while others operate
at a loss when providing free treatment on
humanitarian grounds.

Premature babies, regardless of their parents’
nationality, are entitled to life-saving treatment under
Interior Ministry regulations, which allows for budget
allocations to cover such cases. Neonatal care,
particularly for premature births, often incurs costs of
hundreds of thousands of baht. Thai officials reiterated
that these services are provided in line with
humanitarian considerations rather than universal
healthcare coverage. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Energy Ministry considers
revising 2024 power development plan to
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align with climate goals

(Im) Thailand's Energy Ministry is contemplating
significant adjustments to the 2024 Power
Development Plan (PDP) to address concerns over
long-term power supply management and the
country’'s commitment to combating global warming.
The PDP, currently under review by the Energy Policy
and Planning Office, awaits final approval by the
National Energy Policy Council, chaired by Prime
Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

Critics argue that the PDP's projected increase in
power demand to 112,391 megawatts by 2037, from
51,000 megawatts at present, imposes excessive
investment burdens on the government. They also
contend that the plan’'s renewable energy target—set
to increase from 20 percent of total fuel use in 2023 to
51 percent by 2037—falls short of supporting
Thailand's ambitious climate commitments, including
achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and net-zero
emissions by 2065.

The plan, which promotes a reduced reliance on coal
and natural gas from 80 percent to 48 percent,
allocates 1 percent to nuclear energy and other
emerging technologies. However, critics believe these
measures inadequately address the need for
aggressive decarbonization.

Energy Minister Pirapan Salirathavibhaga is expected
to announce potential revisions to the PDP in 2025,
following further discussions. Despite the plan’s
passage through public hearings, it has yet to receive a
definitive endorsement from the minister.

Separately, the Energy Ministry is planning to invite
bids from domestic and international firms for
petroleum exploration and production in the Andaman
Sea by the first quarter of 2025. Officials are optimistic
about discovering new petroleum sources near
existing offshore gas fields in Myanmar. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Central bank maintains policy
rate at 2.25 percent

(msz) The Bank of Thailand’s Monetary Policy
Committee unanimously decided to keep the policy
rate at 2.25 percent, citing its alignment with the
nation’s economic trajectory, inflation targets, and
long-term financial stability amidst global
uncertainties.
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The central bank projects economic growth at 2.7
percent in 2024 and 2.9 percent in 2025, driven by
recovery in tourism, rising domestic demand, and
export growth in electronics and machinery. However,
challenges remain, including slow manufacturing
recovery and increased external competition.

Headline inflation is forecasted at 0.4 percent this year
and 1.1 percent next year, with the monetary policy
focused on maintaining price stability, supporting
growth, and ensuring financial stability. [Thai PBS
World]

Thailand: Easy E-Receipt scheme set for
Cabinet approval to streamline tax relief
for consumption

(bk) The Finance Ministry plans to propose the Easy E-
Receipt scheme to the Cabinet on December 24,
aiming to boost consumer spending by allowing
taxpayers to claim shopping expenses as tax
deductions of up to THB 50,000 (USD 1,455) from their
taxable income. If approved, the project will launch in
January 2025.

Under the scheme, shops registered under the Value-
Added Tax (VAT) system will be required to issue
electronic receipts (e-receipts) for shoppers. These e-
receipts will be automatically uploaded to the Revenue
Department's tax-filing system, where they will be
included in the taxpayer’s deductible expenses when
they file their e-tax forms.

The scheme will also cover deductions for purchases of
books, newspapers, magazines, e-books, and shopping
at OTOP (One Tambon One Product) or community
stores. These purchases will qualify even without e-
receipts, provided taxpayers submit conventional
receipts with their tax filings.

Excluded from the scheme are purchases of alcohol,
beer, tobacco, vehicles, boats, petrol, public utility fees,
internet fees, and accident insurance premiums. [The
Nation]

Thailand: Sam Phran Coconut officially
recognized as a Thai Gl product

(bk) The Commerce Ministry's Department of
Intellectual Property has officially added the "Sam
Phran Aromatic Young Coconut," a variety of Thai
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coconut grown in the Sam Phran area of Nakhon
Pathom province, to the national list of geographical
indication (GI) products. This makes it the second Gl
product from Nakhon Pathom, following the
registration of a variety of Thai pomelo grown in the
Nakhon Chai Si area as the first Gl product from the
province.

A Gl is a sign used on products that have a specific
geographical origin and possess qualities, reputation,
or characteristics inherent to that location. Gls protect
local products and ensure that only those produced in
the designated area can use the name to maintain
product authenticity, preserve traditional methods,
and promote local economic development.

Well-known for its fragrant juice and distinctive taste,
the "Sam Phran Aromatic Young Coconut" is a
significant export, generating over THB 570 million
(USD 17 million) annually for local farmers. Once
registered as a Thai Gl product, it will become part of
the unique Thai brands promoted globally under
Thailand's national soft power policy. [Thai PBS World]

Thailand: Dual-track expansion and Thai-
Chinese high-speed rail to boost national
and regional connectivity

(bk) The Transport Ministry plans to launch Phase 2 of
Thailand's dual-track railway project in 2025, which will
extend the country’s North-South and West-East
railway network by 1,488 kilometers across seven
routes. This initiative is part of a broader effort to
improve rail transport systems for both passengers
and freight logistics.

The construction of the Khon Kaen-Nong Khai route in
the country's northeastern region has already been
approved by the Cabinet, and the State Railway of
Thailand (SRT) has completed the bidding process.
CHO Thavee-AS Construction won the contract with the
lowest bid of THB 28.68 billion (USD 84 million). Work
on this route is scheduled to begin in 2024, with
completion and operations expected by 2028.

The six other routes include: Pak Nam Pho-Den Chai
route in the central region, Den Chai-Chiang Mai in the
north, Chira Junction-Ubon Ratchathani route in the
northeast, and three routes in the south: Chumphon-
Surat Thani, Surat Thani-Hat Yai-Songkhla, and Hat Yai-
Padang Besar. Approval for these six routes is pending
feedback from the Finance Ministry and the National
Economic and Social Development Council (NESDC). A
final decision is expected by the end of 2024, after
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which the Transport Ministry will seek Cabinet
approval and move forward with the tendering
process.

Tendering for all seven routes, with a combined
investment of over THB 280 billion (USD 8 billion), is
planned to begin in April 2025, with the projects
tendered in batches of two, spaced two months apart.
Once both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the dual-track
project are completed, along with new railway lines,
Thailand will have a total of 27 dual-track routes,
spanning over 4,548 kilometers across 64 provinces.
[The Nation 1]

Strengthened connectivity with neighboring countries and
China

The North-South and West-East dual-track railway
expansion is part of a broader plan to strengthen
regional connectivity. The North-South route will
enhance passenger travel and freight transport
between Bangkok, the Eastern Economic Corridor,
Laos, and China. The West-East route will connect
Thailand with Laos, Vietnam, and China, bolstering
economic ties in the region.

In addition to this dual-track expansion, the ministry
plans to extend the Thai-Chinese high-speed rail route
from Nakhon Ratchasima to Nong Khai, with the
bidding process set to begin in 2025. The Bangkok-
Nakhon Ratchasima section, currently under
construction, is expected to be operational by 2028.

Complementary infrastructure developments

To complement the rail expansion, the Transport
Ministry is advancing is advancing road projects like
the Bang Pa in-Saraburi-Nakhon Ratchasima
Motorway, set to open in 2026, cutting Bangkok-
Nakhon Ratchasima travel to two hours. A new
Chonburi-Laem Chabang-Nakhon Ratchasima
motorway is under study. Meanwhile, the Fifth Thai-
Lao Friendship Bridge and Nakhon Phanom Border
Transportation Centre are fast-tracked for completion
by 2025 to boost economic growth.

Airport upgrades are also planned. Buri Ram Airport
will be expanded to handle 2.8 million passengers
annually. Nakhon Ratchasima Airport will see the
development of an aircraft turnaround area to support
increased flights. Studies are underway for runway
extensions at Roi-Et and Loei airports to accommodate
larger aircraft. [The Nation 2] [Thai Post, in Thai]

New air-conditioned train fleet for existing major routes
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Meanwhile, on December 20, the SRT board approved
the procurement of 182 new train carriages, including
spare parts, at an estimated cost of THB 10.5 billion
(USD 306 million). These modern, fully air-conditioned
carriages will replace rolling stock that has been in
service for over 50 years. The new carriages will
operate on 12 major routes, including connections
between Bangkok and Chiang Mai, Ubon Ratchathani,
Sungai Kolok, Trang, and Nakhon Si Thammarat. This
procurement aligns with the broader effort to
modernize Thailand's transportation infrastructure.
[Thai PBS World] [Thai PBS, in Thai]

Thailand: Hua Hin Airport to begin
international operations by 2026

(hrs) Thailand’s Transport Ministry plans to upgrade
Hua Hin Airport to international status by 2026, aiming
to boost tourism and connectivity. In the 2024 fiscal
year, the airport served over 75,000 passengers,
underscoring the demand for expanded operations.

The upgrade will include runway expansions to
accommodate larger aircraft, enhanced terminal
facilities, and advanced navigation systems. Currently
limited to domestic flights, primarily operated by Thai
AirAsia, the airport’s transformation is expected to be
completed by April 2026.

The next phase of development, estimated to cost THB
300 million (USD 9 million), is pending budget approval.
[Thailand Business News]

Thailand: PEA to prosecute unauthorized
pole use

(acs) The Provincial Electricity Authority (PEA)
announced plans to prosecute private firms and state
enterprises for illegally installing communication
cables on its power poles. The move follows directives
from Deputy Prime Minister and Interior Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul to address the issue more
rigorously.

PEA Deputy Governor Prasit Chanprasith highlighted
that unauthorized cable installations have become a
recurring problem due to the growing demand for
communication infrastructure. Many firms have
prioritized business expansion, exceeding the
structural capacity of PEA poles, which raises safety
and stability concerns. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: BRN rebels question
government’'s commitment to peace talks

(Im) The Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN), an insurgent
group operating in Thailand’s southern border
provinces, has criticized the Thai government for
delays in forming a new peace negotiation team. In a
statement, the BRN expressed doubts about the
government's sincerity and called for transparency and
public participation in the negotiation process.

This reaction follows Prime Minister Paetongthan
Shinawatra's recent visit to Malaysia, where
discussions with Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim included cooperation on fostering peace in the
southern border provinces. However, no concrete
progress was reported on advancing peace talks.

The BRN emphasized that negotiations must adhere to
international laws rather than Thai constitutional
provisions and rejected any conditions requiring the
talks to conform to Thai law. The group warned that
continued delays in establishing a negotiation panel
could lead to a withdrawal from the peace process.

National security expert Surachart Bumrungsuk noted
that the BRN might view the negotiations as a strategic
tool for broader political objectives. He urged the Thai
government to improve coordination with Malaysia
and warned that ignoring the BRN's stance could
prolong instability in the southern region.

Meanwhile, tensions in the South remain high, with a
defense volunteer killed in Yala's Bannang Sata district
on December 19. The murder, attributed to the
ongoing insurgency, sparked a brief gunfight before
the attackers fled, taking the victim's weapon.
Authorities believe the incident underscores the
region's persistent security challenges. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Army investigates sexual abuse
allegations at military preparatory school

(Im) The Royal Thai Armed Forces (RTARF) has initiated
an investigation into allegations of sexual harassment
involving 18 cadets, aged 16-18, at the Armed Forces
Academies Preparatory School (AFAPS). The
accusations center on a lieutenant serving as the
school's physical therapist, who allegedly committed
the abuse between October and November 2024.
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The investigation was launched following reports
surfacing online, with initial findings expected within
seven days. The alleged misconduct includes
inappropriate touching and, in one instance, sexual
molestation without penetration. Three officers
reportedly witnessed the incidents but failed to report
them.

The accused lieutenant has been suspended pending
the investigation, and AFAPS has pledged to provide
psychological support to the victims. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government launches New Year
road safety campaign

(acs) Thailand's government has initiated a New Year
2025 road safety campaign, themed "Drink don't drive,
come home safe," aimed at reducing accidents during
the festive season. This follows last year's campaign,
during which 284 lives were lost and over 20,000
individuals were caught driving under the influence.

The Royal Thai Police (RTP) has intensified efforts
against drunk driving, setting up checkpoints
nationwide to monitor blood alcohol levels and enforce
stricter penalties for repeat offenders. Offenders may
face jail time, fines, and license suspension or
revocation.

The most common causes of accidents last year were
speeding, reckless swerving, and drunk driving, with
motorcycles involved in 87 percent of incidents.
Despite this, accident rates have steadily declined over
the past three years.

The RTP is also addressing other risks during the
holiday period, including illegal activities like gambling,
narcotics-related crimes, and road racing. Police have
been instructed to enhance public safety measures
through coordinated nationwide operations running
until January 9. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Disease control agency monitors
undiagnosed outbreak in Congo

(bk) The Department of Disease Control (DDC) in
Thailand is closely monitoring an outbreak of an
undiagnosed disease in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRCQ).

The outbreak, which began on October 24 in the Panzi
health zone in Kwango province, has led to 527 cases
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and 32 fatalities. The disease primarily affects children,
with 42.7 percent of the patients being under five years
old, followed by 25.4 percent in the 5-9 age group.
Common symptoms among the patients include fever,
cough, fatigue, difficulty breathing, anemia, and acute
malnutrition.[The Nation]

Vietnam: Nine newly adopted laws
announced

(Im) Vietnam's Presidential Office has officially
announced nine new laws passed by the 15th National
Assembly during its eighth session. Most of the new
laws will come into force on July 1, 2025, with financial
law amendments taking effect earlier in January 2025.

The Value Added Tax Law, set to take effect on July 1,
2025, establishes clear guidelines for taxable entities,
tax calculations, and refund procedures to streamline
Vietnam's VAT system. Amendments to financial laws
such as the Law on Securities, Accounting,
Independent Audit, State Budget, Public Asset
Management, and Tax Management will become
effective on January 1, 2025, with some provisions
addressing digital businesses and private corporate
bonds taking effect later in 2025 and 2026.

The Cultural Heritage Law introduces mechanisms like
public-private partnerships and a Conservation Fund to
attract resources for preserving and promoting
Vietnam'’s cultural heritage. The Notary Law, which
modernizes the regulation of notarial services, and the
Trade Union Law, which strengthens workers' rights
and establishes clearer roles for trade unions, are both
scheduled to take effect on July 1, 2025.

The Data Law reflects Vietnam's commitment to digital
transformation, addressing digital data management,
cross-border transfers, and the establishment of a
national data center. Similarly, the Fire Prevention,
Fighting, and Rescue Law emphasizes public
participation in fire safety operations while detailing
responsibilities for state agencies and individuals. The
Law on Urban and Rural Planning outlines the
processes for planning and managing Vietnam's urban
and rural development.

The Law on Human Trafficking Prevention and Control
focuses on combating trafficking, protecting victims,
and enhancing international cooperation to address
this global issue. [Viet Nam News]
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Vietnam: Finance ministry prepares for
largest-ever public asset inventory

(hn) The Ministry of Finance in Vietnam is finalizing
preparations for the country's largest public asset
inventory, involving 100,000 State units. The initiative,
approved by Decision 213 in March, encompasses
assets managed by 45 ministries and central agencies
across 63 provinces and cities.

Preparation work, including trial inventories and
software development, is nearly complete. A
comprehensive timeline has been established, with
inventory submissions due by January 1, 2025, and
final reports to the Government expected by July 31,
2025. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Approval delayed for book on
‘barefoot monk’ Thich Minh Tue

(Im) A book on Thich Minh Tue, the "barefoot monk”
who gained fame for his ascetic lifestyle and cross-
country pilgrimage in Vietnam, remains unpublished as
the Ministry of Information has yet to approve its
release. Submitted in September, the book The
Fragrance Going Against the Wind is based on Tue's
teachings and journey, which attracted widespread
attention on social media.

Tue, not officially recognized as a monk by Vietnam's
state-sanctioned Buddhist Sangha, identifies as a
practitioner of Buddha's teachings. Authorities
disrupted his pilgrimage in June, reflecting government
unease with unsanctioned movements. Tue has since
begun a pilgrimage to India, receiving little state media
coverage. [Radio Free Asia]

Vietham: Facebook blocks post alleging
misconduct by officials during March visit
to New Zealand

(Im) Facebook, owned by Meta, restricted over 3,200
pieces of content in Vietnam during the first half of
2024, including a post alleging sexual assault by
Vietnamese officials during a March visit to New
Zealand. The post by a Vietnamese expatriate accused
two officials of indecently assaulting waitresses in
Wellington. While New Zealand police confirmed the
allegations, legal action was stalled due to the absence
of an extradition treaty.
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Meta, responding to requests from Vietnam's
Ministries of Information and Public Security, cited
compliance with local laws but faced criticism for
undermining free speech. Rights groups and human
rights lawyer Dang Dinh Manh condemned the move
as prioritizing business interests over democratic
values. Vietnam continues to pressure platforms like
Facebook, Google, and TikTok, which censored over
15,000 posts in 2024 deemed “anti-state.” [Radio Free
Asia]

Vietnam: Ministry proposes incentives for
renewable energy development

(hn) Vietnam's Ministry of Industry and Trade has
proposed incentives to attract investments in
renewable energy projects, particularly offshore wind
power, as outlined in a draft decree to implement the
Law on Electricity. The incentives aim to position
Vietnam as a regional hub for renewable energy and
support its ambitious power development targets.

Key proposals include exempting marine area use fees
during the construction of offshore wind projects and
reducing these fees by 50 percent for 12 years after
operations begin. The government also plans to
provide higher credit limits for state-owned enterprises
investing in offshore wind, provided project policies
are approved before January 1, 2031.

Vietnam targets 6,000 MW of offshore wind capacity by
2030 and 30,000-50,000 MW by 2050, though no
offshore projects are currently operational. Foreign
investors must meet stringent requirements, including
experience with similar projects and financial capacity,
while collaborating with Vietnamese enterprises.

The draft also includes incentives for solar and wind
projects with storage systems, as well as green
hydrogen and ammonia projects. The Law on
Electricity, passed in November 2024, will take effect
on February 1, 2025. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Plans to upgrade six hospitals to
international standards

(cc) Vietnam has announced plans to upgrade six
major hospitals to meet international standards,
aiming to enhance healthcare quality for citizens and
position the country as a regional medical destination.
While the selected hospitals have not been disclosed,
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the upgrades will focus on modernizing infrastructure,
introducing advanced medical technologies, and
improving healthcare personnel training. [The Star]

Vietnham: Import-export sector reaches
unprecedented heights in 2024

(hn) Vietnam's import-export turnover in 2024 is
projected to reach USD 782 billion, the highest in its
history, surpassing the previous record of USD 732
billion in 2022. By mid-December, turnover stood at
USD 745.4 billion, with exports at USD 384.4 billion (up
14.5 percent) and imports at USD 361 billion (up 16.3
percent) year on year, according to the General
Department of Customs.

Vietnam's trade surplus is estimated at over USD 23.5
billion, slightly below last year. Export growth is
forecasted at 18 percent, potentially reaching USD 420
billion, supported by robust foreign direct investment
(FDI). Registered FDI for 2024 totaled USD 27.3 billion
by October, with implementation set to break records
for a third consecutive year.

Revenue from import-export activities exceeded
projections, with the state budget reaching 402.68
trillion VND as of mid-December, surpassing the target
by an estimated 11.5-12 percent and expected to hit
418-420 trillion VND by year-end. [Vnexpress, in
Vietnamese]

Vietham: Prime Minister urges Da Nang to
lead country’s economic growth

(Im) Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has urged Da
Nang to leverage its unique strengths to achieve
double-digit economic growth and strengthen its role
as a key growth hub for Vietnam. At the inaugural
meeting of the Steering Committee for urban
governance and special policies, he called for
innovation, decentralization, and efficient resource
allocation to drive the city's development.

Da Nang, located in central Vietnam, is a coastal city
known for its strategic position as a gateway to the
Central Highlands and a hub for tourism, logistics, and
technology. With its deep-water port, international
airport, and proximity to cultural landmarks like Hoi An
and Hue, the city plays a vital role in connecting
Vietnam to global markets.
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The Prime Minister tasked Da Nang with improving its
business climate and developing modern, seamless
infrastructure, focusing on marine, outer, and
underground spaces. He emphasized adopting global
trends, such as artificial intelligence, cloud computing,
and the Internet of Things, to enhance governance and
foster business growth.

Key initiatives include establishing innovation hubs,
free trade zones, and an International Financial Center,
alongside advancing reclaimed land projects. A
resolution supporting Da Nang's development,
effective January 1, 2025, outlines measures such as
improved financial management, strategic investment,
and free trade zone operations to boost the city's
transformation. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Real estate sector sees surge in
FDI, driven by industrial and logistics
demand

(hn) Vietnam's real estate sector attracted USD 5.63
billion in foreign direct investment (FDI) during the first
11 months of 2024, marking an 89.1 percent year-on-
year increase, according to a report by Avison Young
Vietnam. This growth significantly outpaced the overall
FDI increase of 1 percent during the same period, with
total FDI amounting to USD 31.38 billion. The modest
overall growth aligns with global trends, as geopolitical
tensions and macroeconomic instability have curtailed
international investment flows.

Despite global challenges, foreign investors remain
optimistic about Vietnam's potential. Realized FDI for
the first 11 months was estimated at USD 21.68 billion,
a 7.1 percent increase from the previous year, with
experts forecasting that disbursements by year-end
could push 2024 figures beyond last year's record.

The real estate sector, particularly industrial and
logistics properties, has drawn strong interest.
Favorable government policies, urbanization, and a
growing investment climate have boosted demand,
especially in areas like industrial land, pre-built
factories, and data centers. The rise of e-commerce
and the establishment of high-tech facilities, such as
Nvidia's Al center, have further enhanced the sector's
appeal. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Stock market faces hurdles in
attracting foreign investment
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(hn) The Vietnamese stock market has struggled to
attract foreign investors due to a lack of new and
innovative products. The VN-Index has remained
stagnant at around 1,200 points for nearly two
decades, reflecting slow growth despite periods of
economic progress. Contributing factors include high
market volatility driven by individual investors, delays
in market upgrades, a shortage of high-quality listings,
and limited product diversity. Additionally, industries
such as banking, finance, and real estate dominate
market capitalization but fail to sustain long-term
growth. Poor performance by major firms and
inconsistent corporate quality further impede market
progress.

While foreign investment in Vietnam's stock market
saw significant growth in previous years, recent trends
show capital withdrawals, with nearly VND 95 trillion
(USD 3.7 billion) exiting in 2024. Delays in
implementing market upgrades, unresolved trade
settlement issues, and the pre-funding requirement
for foreign investors have discouraged sustained
participation from foreign capital.

To revitalize the market and attract capital, experts
suggest several measures. These include introducing a
wider range of financial products and improving the
quality of existing ones. Accelerating state divestments
and incentivizing enterprises to list on major stock
exchanges are also seen as critical steps. High-growth
sectors like technology, Al, and semiconductors should
be prioritized to align with global investment trends.
Enhancing corporate governance, transparency, and
oversight will be essential to building investor
confidence.

Progress has been made, with the Ministry of Finance
eliminating pre-funding requirements for foreign
investors. This move addresses a critical criterion for
upgrading Vietnam's status to a secondary emerging
market. Additionally, plans are underway to launch the
KRX stock trading system by 2025, which could
modernize market operations and enhance investor
confidence.

Vietnam's stock market requires substantial structural
changes to achieve sustainable growth and global
competitiveness. These include introducing innovative
products, accelerating privatization, and implementing
robust investor-friendly policies. Collaboration with
foreign institutions and leveraging technology will play
a pivotal role in driving the market forward. [Tuoi tre
news]
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Vietnam: TP-150 aircraft debuts at
defence expo, marking milestone in
domestic aviation industry

(Im/hn) Vietnam'’s burgeoning defense industry took
center stage at the Vietnam International Defense
Expo 2024, held in Hanoi from December 19 to
December 22. The event showcased approximately 100
types of domestically produced weapons, underscoring
the country's ambitions to reduce reliance on
traditional suppliers like Russia and expand its defense
export market.

A standout exhibit was the TP-150, Vietnam'’s first
domestically produced basic training and patrol
aircraft. Developed in collaboration with the Italian
firm Flying Legend, the TP-150 is assembled in Vinh
Phuc province and meets international and military
standards. Its design supports complex aerobatic
maneuvers, border patrol, and coastal surveillance,
enhanced by optional equipment such as infrared
cameras.

The event also marked Vietnam’s growing openness to
international defense partnerships, hosting 250
exhibitors from 30 countries, including the United
States, Europe, Russia, China, and Iran. Recent
acquisitions, such as Beechcraft T-6C Texan Il training
aircraft and an order for three U.S.-made C-130) Super
Hercules transport planes, signify a gradual shift from
exclusive dependence on Russian arms.

Vietnam's annual defense imports, valued at
approximately USD 1 billion, reflect its strategic focus
on building a self-reliant defense industrial complex.
Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh emphasized the
importance of defense cooperation to address regional
security challenges and pledged to develop a
“revolutionary, regular, elite, and modern military
force.” [Radio Free Asia] [VietnamPlus]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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European Union decides not to condemn
China after sanctioning Chinese
companies in Brussels

(wy) According to a draft statement, European Union
leaders will avoid directly accusing China of
involvement in Russia's invasion of Ukraine during a
major summit this week. Concerns have been growing
in European capitals over China's ties with Russia,
including the supply of military drones to Moscow.
Despite this, the EU's 27 member states have decided
not to condemn Beijing following sanctions imposed
on Chinese companies by Brussels on December 16
(see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

In the draft statement, the European Council strongly
condemned entities that support Russia with arms,
North Korea and Iran, for sustaining Russia’s
aggression against Ukraine. Sources indicated that the
language in the statement was approved by all EU
member states. The Council also urged all countries to
immediately cease any assistance to Russia, the
sources added. [South China Morning Post]

Chinese ship Yi Peng 3 resume voyage
following investigation in the Baltic Sea

(wy) The Yi Peng 3, a Chinese commercial vessel, has
resumed movement in the Baltic Sea following an
investigation into its potential involvement in
damaging fiber optic cables connecting Finland and
Germany, as well as Lithuania and Sweden (see AiR No.
49, December/2024, 1). The Yi Peng 3 was stationary
for more than a month in a nearby Danish shipping
lane.

The investigation was carried out by representatives
from Sweden, Finland, Germany, Denmark, and
officials from China. European officials have suggested
the cables may have been sabotaged in connection
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with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, though Russia has
denied these allegations.

According to Swedish police, the investigations aboard
the vessel included Sweden's participation in an
“observer role” at the invitation of Chinese
investigators. However, Swedish authorities clarified
that the onboard investigations were not formally part
of the probe. [BNN Bloomberg] [Reuters]

In a related development, Sweden has accused China
of denying a request for Swedish prosecutors to board
the Yi Peng 3. Sweden’s Foreign Minister Maria Malmer
Stenergard criticized China's refusal to allow Swedish
prosecutors to join the investigation onboard, although
Swedish police were permitted to observe.

While Swedish, German, Finnish, and Danish
authorities were invited to board the ship as part of a
Chinese-led investigation, Sweden's prosecutor,
leading a European probe, was not allowed access.
[The Guardian]

Efforts of China, Brazil, and South Africa
for Ukrainian peace praised by President
Putin

(dh) According to state-owned media, Russian
President Vladimir Putin expressed support for peace
efforts led by China, Brazil, and South Africa. Putin
praised the “Friends for Peace” initiative proposed by
the three countries in September at the United Nations
for their “balanced” approach to brokering peace in
Ukraine, which he contrasts with Western powers
pursuing “a proxy war.”

“Friends for Peace,” in their stated aims, are committed
to uniting the Global South via their advocation for a
ceasefire, renewed peace talks, and a neutral
approach. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky
also stated his openness to the peace efforts led by
China, Brazil, and South Africa, despite his dismissal of
an earlier peace proposal by Brazil and China.

As part of “Friends for Peace,” China is seeking to
position itself as a neutral party regarding the ongoing
Russia-Ukraine War and have claimed to be neutral
since the Russian Invasion in February 2022. However,
China's close political and economic ties with Russia
have also resulted in Western powers, such as NATO
members, stating that China has facilitated the war in
Ukraine. [South China Morning Post]
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Ratification of free trade agreement
between Mongolia and EAEU postponed

(fs) The Mongolian government has announced a
temporary postponement of the ratification of its free
trade agreement (FTA) with the Eurasian Economic
Union (EAEU). The delay allows for a thorough review
of the proposed product list and incorporates
feedback from domestic manufacturers and
businesses. A new working group, including business
representatives, will be formed to finalize the
agreement.

Preliminary negotiations propose duty-free trade for
375 products. Mongolia aims to export agricultural
goods such as wool, cashmere, leather, and meat,
while imports include items like eggs, wheat, and
cement, raising concerns about competition with
domestic industries (see Asia in Review No. 50,
December/2024, 2).

The Ministry of Economic Development emphasized
the potential of the FTA to expand Mongolia's export
markets by eliminating tariffs ranging from 15-50
percent, fostering economic diversification. However,
the Minister of Food and Agriculture opposed including
19 priority food products in the agreement, aligning
with concerns from experts who warned about risks to
local manufacturers due to weak industrial
competitiveness. [Bloomberg TV]

North Korean troops install observation
posts amid heavy combat losses in
Ukraine

(mc/ac) The Defense Intelligence of Ukraine (DIU)
announced that North Korean units serving in Russia's
war against Ukraine have started to set up additional
observation posts to detect Ukrainian drones after
suffering severe losses.

The announcement was made after the U.S. confirmed
that North Korean troops had suffered "significant"
casualties in clashes with Ukrainian troops, marking a
first for Washington in publicizing these losses.
According to the DIU, North Korean troops, identified
by red tape on the battlefield, are operating in the
Kursk region of Russia. [AP News]

On December 19, South Korea's National Intelligence
Service (NIS) made public that more than 100 North
Korean soldiers sent to Russia had been killed and
nearly 1,000 wounded. These heavy losses on the
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North Korean front are attributed to North Korea's
inexperience with drones and its use of troops as a
front-line strike force on unfamiliar battlefields,
according to the NIS

Moreover, the NIS suggests that Russian commanders
view North Korean troops as a "burden" due to their
"lack of experience and knowledge" in drone warfare,
which further complicates coordinated operations. It
may also indicate the poor communications between
Russian and North Korean forces regarding the use of
drones. [Yonhap Agency News]

In related news, Ukrainian President Zelensky accused
Russian forces of burning the faces of North Korean
soldiers, alleging that these actions were intended to
conceal the soldiers’ identities and evidence of their
military deployment. [Radio Free Asia]

South Korea prepares for possible talk
between U.S. and North Korea

(yq) South Korea's Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul has
announced that the government will develop a
comprehensive strategy in preparation for potential
negotiations between the U.S. and North Korea. This
initiative comes ahead of Donald Trump’s inauguration
as the next U.S. president in January.

The announcement was made during a press
conference on December 18, where Cho was joined by
Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister Choi Sang-
mok. The primary goal of the event was to reassure the
international community that South Korea is taking
active steps to ensure stability in its foreign relations
and economy, despite the internal political unrest
caused by President Yoon Suk Yeol's unexpected
declaration of martial law and his subsequent
impeachment.

Cho stated that the South Korean government will
develop a clear roadmap to prepare for potential
negotiations between Washington and Pyongyang. This
move aims to prevent South Korea from being left out
if Trump pursues direct engagement with North Korea,
as he is known for his preference for high-level
diplomatic talks.

Cho also pointed out that the Trump’s nomination of
Richard Grenell as a special envoy for key missions,
including North Korea, signals the new U.S.
administration’s intent to address North Korean
nuclear issues early in its term. He explained that
President-elect Trump has not overlooked the North
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Korean nuclear issue. It is a sign that it will be
addressed as a priority.

He emphasized that South Korea is open to
negotiations with North Korea but noted that past
failed talks were due to Pyongyang's refusal to engage,
not a lack of effort from Seoul.

Cho also reaffirmed South Korea's commitment to
strengthening its alliances with key partners, especially
the United States and Japan. Acting President Han
Duck-soo will continue to uphold South Korea’s foreign
policy direction, which prioritizes national security and
cooperative diplomacy.

South Korea aims to maintain its trilateral cooperation
with the U.S. and Japan while also fostering stable
relations with China. As part of its strategy, the country
plans to mark the 60th anniversary of diplomatic ties
with Japan next year.

Cho reassured the international community that Korea
remains a safe destination for foreign visitors. He
highlighted Korea's strong public safety record and
emphasized that daily life continues as normal, despite
the political situation.

Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister Choi Sang-
mok addressed concerns about the economy, stressing
that the government is taking measures to maintain
stability despite uncertainties from the political
situation and external economic factors.

He assured that economic policies are being carried
out through cooperation between the ruling and
opposition parties, with the passage of the national
budget and key tax bills. Choi emphasized that major
global credit rating agencies have assessed South
Korea's credit rating as stable, with no significant
impact from the political situation.

The government has also established a 24-hour
monitoring system for financial and foreign exchange
markets. Measures are being taken to attract foreign
investment and reinforce the international
community's confidence in South Korea's strong
economic fundamentals. [The Korea Times]

Bangladesh invites UN chief to witness
nation's transformation in 2025

(asa) United Nations Secretary General Antdnio
Guterres has been formally invited to visit Bangladesh
in 2025 to witness the country’'s dynamic
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transformation. The invitation was extended by
Ambassador Muhammad Abdul Muhith, Bangladesh's
Permanent Representative to the UN, on behalf of
Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus during a farewell
meeting at the UN Headquarters in New York.

Guterres reaffirmed his support for the interim
government and praised Bangladesh's contributions to
addressing global challenges such as climate change,
peacekeeping, and food security. He also expressed
optimism about Bangladesh's continued leadership
within the UN framework.

Discussions included preparations for an international
conference on the Rohingya crisis, scheduled for early
2025, which aims to devise a sustainable solution for
the voluntary and dignified repatriation of Rohingyas
to Myanmar. Guterres reiterated the UN's commitment
to supporting the conference and praised
Bangladesh's humanitarian role in hosting the
refugees.

Ambassador Muhith highlighted the interim
government's establishment of six reform
commissions to ensure a free and fair general election.
[Bangla News 24]

IMF approves new funding for Bangladesh
as mixed results from bailout prompt calls
for deeper reforms

(mt) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has
approved the release of USD 650 million to Bangladesh
as the fourth tranche of its USD 4.7 billion bailout
program, subject to Executive Board approval. The IMF
has also agreed to provide an additional USD 750
million in funding, which would increase the total loan
to USD 5.3 billion. The funds aim to bolster
Bangladesh's foreign exchange reserves and support
ongoing financial reforms. [BD News 1] [BD News 2]
[BD News 3]

Since securing the IMF bailout two years ago to
address macroeconomic challenges, Bangladesh has
achieved some stabilization of its foreign reserves, now
approximately USD 20 billion. However, persistent
inflation and incomplete structural reforms have
raised questions about the program's long-term
impact. Key IMF-backed measures, such as moving
away from fixed interest rates and unifying exchange
rates, marked significant policy shifts. Yet, critical
objectives, including enhanced revenue collection and
comprehensive tax reforms, remain unmet.
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Comparisons with Sri Lanka's IMF-driven recovery
underscore Bangladesh's challenges. While Sri Lanka
enacted sweeping reforms, including granting
independence to its central bank, Bangladesh has
struggled to implement similar measures. Critics
highlight inefficiencies in public expenditure and
superficial financial sector reforms as significant
obstacles to sustained economic stability.

The IMF's evaluations have drawn scrutiny for
providing an overly optimistic outlook, with experts
urging greater accountability. Stakeholders emphasize
the need for more meaningful reforms to avoid the
bailout being seen as a missed opportunity rather than
a transformative economic intervention. [The Daily
Star]

Peace, Rohingya repatriation critical for
Bay of Bengal’s potential, says
Bangladesh’s Adviser Touhid

(Im) Foreign Adviser Md Touhid Hossain has
emphasized that sustainable peace in Myanmar and
the repatriation of Rohingyas to Rakhine state are
essential to unlocking the Bay of Bengal's full potential
as a hub for regional growth and stability. Speaking at
an international seminar in Dhaka on December 20,
the adviser highlighted that the ongoing civil war in
Myanmar and the plight of 1.2 million Rohingyas
residing in Bangladesh since 2017 pose significant
obstacles to regional harmony.

Touhid, addressing the seminar jointly organized by
the Bangladesh Institute of International and Strategic
Studies (BIISS) and IDE-JETRO with support from Japan,
stated that creating conditions for the dignified and
secure return of Rohingyas to Myanmar is incumbent
on regional powers. He pointed out that the Arakan
Army's control over Myanmar's border complicates
repatriation efforts and regional peace.

Discussing the Bay of Bengal's strategic importance,
Touhid called for turning the region into a model of
collaboration and connectivity. With its vast resources
and pivotal shipping routes, the Bay holds immense
potential for economic integration and sustainable
development, he noted. Touhid also acknowledged
Japan'’s initiatives, such as the "Bay of Bengal Industrial
Value Chain," as pivotal for fostering investment and
strengthening Bangladesh's position as a regional
transit hub.

Highlighting Bangladesh's strategic location and
growing industrial base, the adviser emphasized the
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need to address pressing challenges, including
maritime security, illegal fishing, and climate change,
to ensure the Bay's long-term prosperity. By aligning
interests and fostering partnerships, he concluded, the
Bay of Bengal can serve as a catalyst for regional and
global economic growth. [The Daily Star]

India raises trade barriers Issue with
European Union, pushes for progress on
FTA

(Im) India has raised concerns about non-tariff barriers
impacting its domestic industries in European Union
(EU) markets during a virtual meeting between
Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal and
European Commissioner for Trade and Economic
Security Maros Sefcovic. The issue was discussed
alongside the progress of the proposed Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) between the two sides.

Minister Goyal emphasized the importance of
addressing long-standing trade barriers as a
confidence-building measure, urging the EU to resolve
these issues. India and the EU have conducted nine
rounds of intensive negotiations on the FTA, aiming for
a commercially significant outcome that respects each
side's sensitivities. [The Hindu]

Asian Development Bank approves USD
7.5 million to enhance health care in
Pakistan’s Khyber Pakhtunkhwa

(Im) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has approved
USD 7.5 million to improve health care systems in
Pakistan's northwestern Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
province, focusing on upgrading Non-Teaching District
Headquarters hospitals. The initiative will modernize
equipment, enhance service delivery, and revamp
secondary health facilities across the province.

Since 1966, ADB has committed over USD 52 billion to
Pakistan, providing public and private sector loans and
grants aimed at fostering inclusive economic
development. This approval follows a December 14
agreement where Pakistan secured an additional USD
330 million loan for the Integrated Social Protection
Development Program. [Arab News]
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28,000 Pakistanis seek protection in EU
Plus countries over the past year

(mra) Over the past year, 28,000 Pakistanis applied for
international protection in EU Plus countries, a bloc
comprising the European Union's 27 member states
along with Norway, Iceland, Liechtenstein, and
Switzerland.

According to a report by the EU Agency for Asylum
(EUAA), applications peaked in October 2023, with
3,400 submissions, but declined to 1,900 by October
2024. Italy received the most applications, followed by
France, Greece, and Germany. However, only 12
percent of applicants were granted refugee status or
subsidiary protection, with 34,000 cases still pending.

The report sheds light on Pakistan’s political instability,
increasing violence in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Balochistan, and the escalating activities of militant
groups such as Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), the
Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), and the Islamic State in
Khorasan Province (ISKP). It also highlights the plight of
Afghan refugees, with over three million residing in
Pakistan. The government's lllegal Foreigners
Repatriation Plan (IFRP) has led to the forced return of
738,583 Afghans, amid reports of arrests and
harassment.

Pakistan's severe issues with human trafficking,
particularly bonded labor, were also emphasized. An
estimated 3-4.5 million people are trapped in debt
bondage, with systemic corruption and weak
enforcement of anti-trafficking laws perpetuating
exploitation. Additionally, Pakistan remains a
significant hub for trafficking routes, including organ
trade, despite government efforts to combat these
crimes. [Dawn] [Profit by Pakistan Today]

Sri Lanka rescues over one hundred
people lost at sea

(axc) A trawler vessel carrying over one hundred
people has been rescued off the coast of Mullivaikkal
after drifting off course. Among these rescued victims
feature approximately 25 children. Passengers on
board have been identified a coming primarily from
Myanmar and have been provided essential care by
local authorities. It has yet to be determined whether
the rescued parties will be allowed to disembark as
their status as refugees or emigrants remains unclear.
[Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lankan Prime Minister discusses
educational reforms with Asian
Development Bank country director

(Im) Sri Lankan Prime Minister Dr. Harini Amarasuriya
met with Mr. Takafumi Kadono, Country Director of the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) Sri Lanka Resident
Mission, to discuss collaborative efforts on educational
reforms. The Prime Minister emphasized priorities
such as improving school infrastructure, teacher
training, and assessment mechanisms.

ADB reaffirmed its commitment to addressing
education sector challenges through ongoing projects,
including initiatives to enhance training for teachers
and principals. [Daily News]

Brunei calls on ASEAN members to
address transboundary haze pollution

(dqgl) Brunei Darussalam has called on ASEAN member
states to enhance their national preparedness and
capacity to tackle the ongoing issue of transboundary
haze pollution. Brunei's Ministry of Development made
the appeal during the 19th Meeting of the Conference
of the Parties to the ASEAN Agreement on
Transboundary Haze Pollution (COP-19) in Bangkok on
December 18.

The ministry highlighted that Brunei experienced haze
from local fires and transboundary pollution in March
due to low rainfall and numerous fires, which led to a
moderate increase in air quality readings (PSI 55 to 78).
However, occasional rain helped alleviate the haze.
[The Star]

Cambodia hosts regional workshop on
data-driven victim assistance

(mfr) Cambodia hosted the “Regional Workshop on
Promoting Collaboration and Cooperation in Victim
Assistance through Data Management” from
December 17-19 in Phnom Penh. Co-organized by the
ASEAN Regional Mine Action Center (ARMAC) and the
Cambodian Mine Action and Victim Assistance
Authority (CMAA), the workshop focused on finalizing
the “Regional Victim Assistance Guideline” and
strengthening regional collaboration. Supported by
over USD 2 million in funding from South Korea
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through the ASEAN-Korea Cooperation Fund, it
emphasized data-driven approaches to improve
assistance for survivors of explosive ordnance across
ASEAN.

The event featured discussions on best practices in
data management, a field visit to a victim assistance
facility, and presentations on regional challenges [The
Phnom Penh Post]

Participants included leaders from ASEAN member
states, Timor-Leste, South Korea, and humanitarian
organizations. South Korean representatives
reaffirmed their commitment to improving data
systems and providing long-term support for mine
victims. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia elected as OCPBC member

(dgl) Cambodia has been elected as a member of the
Organizational Committee of the Peacebuilding
Commission (OCPBC) for the 2025-2026 term. The
election took place during the 54th Plenary Meeting of
the United Nations General Assembly on December 19
in New York.

Since 2006, Cambodia has deployed over 9,000
personnel, including more than 800 women, across 11
UN missions, earning it 25th place in the global ranking
of contributors. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
International Cooperation, Cambodial

The Peacebuilding Commission, an intergovernmental
advisory body to the UN General Assembly and
Security Council, supports peace efforts in conflict-
affected countries through its Organizational
Committee and country-specific configurations.

Cambodia to graduate from least
developed country status in 2029

(mfr) The United Nations General Assembly has
confirmed Cambodia’s graduation from the Least
Developed Country (LDC) category, set for December
19, 2029. This decision, outlined in resolution A/79/L.49
adopted on December 19, also applies to Senegal.
Both nations have been granted an exceptional five-
year preparatory period, extended from the standard
three years, to ensure a smooth transition. [The
Phnom Penh Post]
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Cambodia has held LDC status since 1991, benefiting
from trade preferences such as the European Union’s
Everything But Arms initiative and other international
support measures. The Kingdom must now prepare a
national transition strategy with assistance from the
United Nations and cooperation from development
and trading partners. [United Nations]

Challenges are anticipated post-graduation, including
reduced access to trade benefits and financial
assistance. Cambodia’s reliance on the textile and
garment industry may be impacted, and borrowing
costs could rise. Despite these challenges, Prime
Minister Hun Manet expressed confidence that the
transition presents an opportunity for growth and
resilience.

The resolution’s adoption follows earlier
recommendations from the UN Committee for
Development Policy, which based its decision on per
capita income, the Human Assets Index, and the
Economic and Environmental Vulnerability Index.
Cambodia’s LDC graduation date was rescheduled
from an initial estimate of 2027. [Cambodianess]

Cambodian prime minister to attend UN
ocean conference

(mfr) Prime Minister Hun Manet has confirmed his
intent to join the United Nations Ocean Conference,
scheduled from June 9 to 13, 2025, in France. The
announcement followed his meeting with Olivier
Poivre d’Arvor, special envoy of French President
Emmanuel Macron, who delivered the invitation at the
Peace Palace on December 20.

Co-hosted by France and Costa Rica, the conference
aims to advance Sustainable Development Goal 14,
focusing on conserving and sustainably using oceans,
seas, and marine resources. Participants will include
governments, UN entities, NGOs, the private sector,
and other stakeholders to address maritime challenges
and promote sustainable ocean use.

During the meeting, Poivre d’Arvor highlighted
Cambodia’s rapid development and strengthened
bilateral relations between France and Cambodia.
Prime Minister Hun Manet expressed gratitude for
France's contributions to Cambodia’s socio-economic
progress and noted that continued engagements
between the two nations’ leaders will enhance
cooperation across various sectors.
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The two leaders also discussed global climate change
issues, including the impacts of plastic pollution,
emphasizing the importance of international
collaboration in environmental protection. [Khmer
Times]

Indonesia secures trade dispute panel for
EU anti-dumping tariff on fatty acids

(Ip) Indonesia has successfully advocated for the
establishment of a trade dispute panel to address the
anti-dumping import duties imposed by the European
Union (EU) on fatty acid products from Indonesia. On
December 18, the Dispute Settlement Body (DSB)—the
primary institution within the World Trade
Organization (WTO) responsible for overseeing the
resolution of trade disputes—accepted Indonesia's
request for the formation of a panel.

The dispute arises from import tariffs imposed by the
EU, which are effective from January 2023 to January
2028. Indonesia accuses the EU of discriminating
against Indonesian exports in European markets and
violating the anti-dumping agreement and the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) 1994.

In response, the EU asserts that its import tariff on
Indonesia's fatty acid products complies with WTO
rules, though it does not contest the DSB's decision to
establish the panel. Furthermore, the EU is prepared to
present its case during the appeal review process
through the Multi-party Interim Appeal Arbitration
(MPIA) system. [Antara News, in Indonesian] [WTO]

Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto
attends D-8 Summit in Egypt

(gk) President of Indonesia Prabowo Subianto attended

the 11t summit of Developing-8 (D), held in Egypt's
Cairo on December 19.

Subianto called on the D-8 countries to play a role
beyond an economic bloc to ensure the prosperity of
all members. Arguing that the group represents the
Global South, he asked the group to advocate for a
more equitable global order based on international
law, inclusiveness, justice and shared prosperity.

D-8 Organization for Economic Cooperation was
established in 1997, and comprises of Bangladesh,
Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Egypt, Nigeria, Pakistan, and
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Turkey. The organization aims to improve the position
of member countries in the global economy, diversify
and create new opportunities in trade relations,
increase participation in decision-making at the
international level, and improve living standards.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The Republic of
Indonesia, in Indonesian] [Antara]

Indonesia to work with ten nations to
tackle illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing

(dql) Indonesia has partnered with ten countries to
combat illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU)
fishing, enhancing regional cooperation to protect
fishery resources and marine ecosystems. This
collaboration involves member countries of the
Regional Plan of Action to Promote Responsible Fishing
Practices (RPOA-IUU), which includes Indonesia,
Australia, Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, the
Philippines, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, Singapore,
Thailand, Timor Leste, and Vietnam.

The initiative focuses on strengthening a data-sharing
mechanism among RPOA-IUU members to combat IlUU
fishing. A recent meeting outlined the types of data to
be shared, including protected species, IUU vessel lists,
and fishing incidents, as well as protocols and
timelines for developing the data-sharing roadmap.

This cooperation is designed to promote sustainable
fisheries and blue economy policies, aiming to create a
region free from IUU fishing. [Antara]

Indonesian warship dispatched for UN
peacekeeping mission in Lebanon

(dqgl) Indonesian warship KRI Sultan Iskandar Muda-367
(SIM-367) departed Jakarta on December 19, carrying
the TNI Maritime Task Force (MTF) Garuda Contingent
XXVIII-P for a mission with the United Nations Interim
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL).

The task force will take over from the TNI MTF Konga
XXVIII-O UNIFIL, which completes its duty in early
January 2025. Each rotation of the task force serves for
one year.

The 120-person MTF is part of a broader Indonesian
contribution to UNIFIL, which includes the Mechanized
Battalion Task Force (INDOBATT), Force Headquarter
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Support Unit (FHQSU), Indo Force Protection Company
(FPC) Task Force, Civil-Military Coordination (CIMIC)
Task Force, and a Level 2 Hospital Task Force.
Indonesia has the largest contingent of peacekeepers
in Lebanon, with 1,230 personnel. [Antara]

Malaysia to share nuclear expertise with
ASEAN during 2025 chairmanship

(ga) Malaysia plans to share its nuclear technology
expertise with ASEAN countries during its 2025 ASEAN
Chairmanship. Rosli Darmawan, Director-General of
the Malaysia Nuclear Agency, highlighted the country’s
readiness to offer knowledge in key sectors, such as
medicine, agriculture, and the manufacturing of
nuclear-related devices.

The Malaysian Nuclear Agency also aims to share its
experience in developing the National Nuclear
Technology Policy 2030, which is projected to
contribute MYR 2.403 billion (USD 528.66 million) to
Malaysia's economy by 2030. As part of its
commitment, the country's nuclear agency will host
the 8th Annual Meeting of the ASEAN Network on
Nuclear Power Safety Research (NPSR), marking the
first time Malaysia has hosted the event since its
inception in 2017.

Additionally, Nuclear Agency of Malaysia has been
recognized by the International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) as an International Collaborative Centre for the
2023-2027 period and as a Regional Training Centre,
with a focus on developing nuclear science
applications. Malaysia will officially assume the ASEAN
Chairmanship on January 1, 2025, with the theme
“Inclusivity and Sustainability,” aiming to foster unity
and prosperity across the region. [Bernama]

Thailand hosts regional meeting on
Myanmar crisis

(tl) Thailand hosted an informal consultation meeting
on December 19 to address Myanmar's ongoing
conflict focused on border security and transnational
crime, with participants from China, Laos, Thailand,
India, and Bangladesh.

The discussions centered on border security,
transnational crime, and Myanmar's internal situation
following. Myanmar's junta-appointed foreign minister,
U Than Swe, presented updates on the junta's election
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roadmap, including a population census, registration
of political parties, and plans to invite foreign
observers. However, the discussions excluded
representatives from the opposition National Unity
Government and ethnic militias, drawing criticism for
their lack of inclusivity and transparency. Bangladesh's
Foreign Minister Md Touhid Hossain called for a
comprehensive roadmap for the safe and dignified
repatriation of Rohingyas, emphasizing the need for
stability in Myanmar's Rakhine State. He urged ASEAN
and regional countries to take a more active role in
fostering peace, security, and sustainable democracy
in Myanmar.

China's Vice Foreign Minister Sun Weidong also
participated, urging all parties in Myanmar to resolve
differences through dialogue and consultation. He
expressed support for Myanmar in advancing its peace
and reconciliation process. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Thailand] [The Diplomat][The Business Standard]

Burma Campaign UK urges UN action to
prevent famine in Rakhine state

(nf) The Burma Campaign UK, a UK-based non-
governmental organization, has called on UN Secretary
General Antdénio Guterres to urgently intervene to
prevent a famine in Rakhine State where 2 million
people face starvation. This follows warnings from the
United Nations Development Programme about an
impending famine, with only 20 percent of the state’s
food needs projected to be met by 2025.

The crisis is a product of the deliberate trade and aid
embargo imposed by the Burmese military on the
areas controlled by the Arakan Army, increasing
displacement and starvation in an already war-torn
region. The embargo, together with very severe
restrictions on humanitarian access, is illegal under
international law and perpetuates mass
unemployment and the lack of available essentials.

Burma Campaign UK says traditional approaches have
now failed and calls on the UN Secretary General to
convene negotiations on the opening of humanitarian
corridors from Bangladesh because the Burmese
military are incapable of providing aid properly.

Meanwhile, international calls for accountability have
also continued to come through, with the UN Special
Rapporteur for human rights in Myanmar, Tom
Andrews, calling on countries to support an ICC arrest
warrant for junta leader Min Aung Hlaing on crimes
against humanity. Andrews called for quick
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international action to be taken against ongoing
atrocities committed by the regime since the 2021
coup. [Mizzima] [Irrawaddy News]

Singapore’s Prime Minister Wong outlines
stance on Ganza and support for
Palestinian statehood

(fi) In his first podcast as Prime Minister, Lawrence
Wong reaffirmed Singapore’'s commitment to aiding
the Palestinian people and supporting efforts for their
eventual statehood. Speaking on December 19, Wong
emphasized Singapore’s principled stance on the Gaza
conflict, balancing humanitarian aid with capacity-
building initiatives for Palestinians.

Since the Gaza war began in October 2023, Singapore
has contributed over USD 13 million in humanitarian
aid and sent five shipments of relief supplies to Gaza.
Wong reiterated the country's support for a two-state
solution and highlighted initiatives like increasing
scholarships under the Enhanced Technical Assistance
Package for Palestinians from three to ten annually.

Earlier this month, Singapore’s Second Minister for
Foreign Affairs, Maliki Osman, met with Palestinian
Prime Minister Mohammad Mustafa in Cairo,
reaffirming Singapore’'s commitment to providing
technical assistance and building capacities for
eventual statehood.

The government continues to manage domestic
political spillover from the conflict, banning public
events linked to the war and issuing advisories against
displaying war-related symbols. Despite calls from pro-
Palestinian supporters to sever ties with Israel,
Singapore maintains its defense partnership, citing
historical ties and a principled stance aligned with
international law and global peace efforts. [South
China Morning Post]

Asia Direct Cable linking Japan to
Singapore ready for operation

(fi) The Asia Direct Cable (ADC), a 10,000-kilometer
undersea fiber-optic cable connecting Japan to
Singapore with branches to other Asian nations, is set
to commence operations this month. The long-awaited
project was officially inaugurated on December 18 at a
ceremony in Hanoi, Vietnam, according to Viettel,
Vietnam's military-run telecom company.
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Developed by a consortium of global telecom giants
including Viettel, SoftBank, Singtel, China Telecom,
TATA Communications, National Telecom, and PLDT,
the cable aims to bolster connectivity in the region.
Japan's NEC Corporation served as the project's
contractor.

The ADC includes branches to Thailand, Vietnam, Hong
Kong, China, and the Philippines, enhancing regional
infrastructure to support bandwidth-intensive
applications. For Vietnam, the ADC becomes its sixth
undersea cable, with plans to expand to 15 by 2030.
[Baird Maritime]

UN report highlights gender inequalities
and gaps in women's safety in Thailand

(Im) A United Nations working group has called on
Thailand to strengthen legal protections for women
and girls across all demographics, despite progress in
gender equality. Following a 12-day visit to Bangkok,
Mae Sot, Chiang Mai, and Hat Yai from December 2-13,
the group shared its preliminary findings, emphasizing
persistent gaps in addressing gender-based violence,
resource disparities, and systemic discrimination.

The report raised concerns about the widespread
prevalence of gender-based violence, noting that over
30,000 cases of sexual violence occur annually, yet only
5,000 are reported, and fewer than 1,500 lead to
arrests. Domestic violence incidents, too, reveal a stark
gap between reported cases and legal action.
Additionally, the rise in online harassment and the lack
of oversight in correctional facilities were flagged as
pressing issues.

Marginalized groups, including ethnic and religious
minorities, refugees, migrants, and LGBT+ individuals,
face compounded discrimination, often resulting in
unequal access to justice, education, and healthcare.
The group also highlighted the continued practice of
female genital mutilation in some southern provinces,
noting the absence of laws prohibiting it.

The UN experts commended Thailand's establishment
of social assistance centers and shelters for survivors
but stressed the need for increased funding, expanded
access, and improved services, especially in remote
areas. They urged the government to decriminalize sex
work, enhance training for law enforcement on anti-
discrimination, and ensure that undocumented
migrants and trafficking victims can safely report
exploitation.
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The report called for Thailand to strengthen
partnerships with civil society and women's rights
defenders, safeguard their contributions, and
transform its constitutional commitments into
actionable policies. By doing so, the experts said,
Thailand could position itself as a regional leader in
gender equality. A full report will be presented to the
UN Human Rights Council in June 2025. [Bangkok Post]

Myanmar absent from key ASEAN foreign
ministers' consultation on crisis

(Im) Myanmar was notably absent from an extended
informal consultation of ASEAN foreign ministers held
in Bangkok on December 20, focusing on the ongoing
crisis and the implementation of the Five-Point
Consensus (5PC). The meeting aimed to facilitate the
transition of ASEAN chairmanship from Laos to
Malaysia and reaffirmed the bloc's commitment to the
5PC framework, which includes an end to violence,
inclusive dialogue, the appointment of a special envoy,
humanitarian aid, and engagement with stakeholders
in Myanmar.

The absence of Myanmar's representatives was
clarified as a discretionary decision by Laos, the
current ASEAN Chair, with Myanmar expected to share
its views at the ASEAN Retreat in Malaysia in January
2025. During the Bangkok meeting, member states
discussed Myanmar's instability and its impact on
regional security, transnational crime, and cross-
border issues. Proposals for enhancing the 5PC's
effectiveness were raised but remain undecided.

Simultaneously, ASEAN has called on Myanmar's
military government to ensure any planned 2025
elections are inclusive, involving all stakeholders. Thai
Foreign Minister Maris Sangiampongsa underscored
that ASEAN's role remains advisory rather than
interventionist, reflecting the bloc's cautious approach
to Myanmar's crisis, which has persisted since the
military coup in 2021. Critics have dismissed the junta's
proposed political road map, including the elections, as
lacking credibility due to the exclusion of opposition
groups like Aung San Suu Kyi's National League for
Democracy (NLD).

China, a key regional player, expressed support for
Myanmar’s reconciliation efforts, with Vice Foreign
Minister Sun Weidong advocating inclusive dialogue.
However, questions about the junta’s stability persist,
as resistance from ethnic armed groups intensifies
alongside economic challenges.
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ASEAN's strategy continues to center on the 5PC, but
progress remains slow. With Malaysia set to assume
the ASEAN chairmanship in 2025 under the theme
"Inclusion and Sustainability," a special envoy for the
Myanmar crisis is expected to be announced ahead of
the January retreat, signaling the bloc's renewed
efforts to address the crisis comprehensively. [Bangkok
Post] [The Straits Times]

Thailand'’s ex-Prime Minister Thaksin to
meet Malaysian prime minister on
regional development

(Im/hrs) Former Thai Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra is set to meet Malaysian Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim in Langkawi on December 26 to discuss
regional development and ASEAN cooperation. This
meeting follows Thaksin's recent appointment as
Anwar’s informal adviser on ASEAN affairs, announced
during a visit by Thaksin's daughter, Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra.

Malaysia is preparing to assume the ASEAN
chairmanship in 2025 under the theme "Inclusion and
Sustainability." Anwar emphasized the importance of
strengthening ASEAN unity to address global
challenges and foster regional stability. Thaksin's
appointment is expected to support these goals while
also enhancing bilateral ties between Thailand and
Malaysia.

Thaksin's meeting with Anwar coincides with Anwar’s
discussions with Indonesian President Prabowo
Subianto earlier in the week. [Bangkok Post 1]

Meanwhile, the Thai government has expressed strong
support for this appointment, citing potential benefits
for peace-building in southern Thailand and joint
development efforts between the two nations.

Thai Defense Minister and Deputy Prime Minister
Phumtham Wechayachai echoed this sentiment, noting
that Thaksin's experience could contribute significantly
to addressing regional issues. He dismissed concerns
about interference in ASEAN affairs, emphasizing that
Thaksin's role is focused on advancing cooperation and
resolving regional challenges.

Justice Minister Pol Col Tawee Sodsong and Romadon
Panjor, a list MP from the main opposition People’s
Party, also voiced support for Thaksin's advisory role.
They highlighted its potential to further peace efforts
in Thailand's southern provinces and address broader
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regional concerns, including the Myanmar conflict and
South China Sea disputes. [Bangkok Post 2]

Timor-Leste, Asian Development Bank
sign USD 16 million grant to boost rural
resilience

(Im) The Timor-Leste government, represented by
Finance Minister Santina Cardoso, has signed a USD 16
million grant agreement with the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) to finance a project aimed at improving
rural resilience and quality of life in the Municipality of
Manatuto. The initiative will be implemented by the
Ministry of Rural Development and Community
Housing over a five-year period.

The project focuses on enhancing access to drinking
water, developing agricultural infrastructure, and
improving living conditions for rural populations.
During the ceremony, Vice-Prime Minister Mariano
Assanami Sabino expressed gratitude to ADB and
Japan for their long-standing support since Timor-
Leste’s restoration of sovereignty. [Government of
Timor-Leste ]

India registers strong protest with
Bangladesh over territorial claim; Dhaka
sends extradition request

(an/lm/mt) India has lodged a "strong protest" with
Bangladesh following a controversial social media post
by Mahfuj Alam, a key aide of Bangladesh’s interim
government. The post, which included a map showing
parts of Indian states like West Bengal, Tripura, and
Assam as part of Bangladesh, was deleted after facing
backlash. In response, India emphasized the need for
responsibility in public statements, reminding
Bangladesh's leaders to be mindful of their remarks as
such comments negatively impact bilateral relations.
[The Hindustan Times] [NDTV]

The diplomatic tensions between the two countries
have intensified since the formation of Bangladesh's
interim government in August 2024, following the
resignation of ex-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina amid
widespread protests. India has also expressed
concerns over the delayed timeline for parliamentary
elections in Bangladesh, which interim leader
Muhammad Yunus has indicated may be held between
late 2025 and early 2026.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ihr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ihy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ihy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-ihj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-iht/

Meanwhile, Bangladesh has formally initiated the
process to extradite former Prime Minister Hasina
from India. A diplomatic note verbale has been sent to
Indian authorities, confirming Bangladesh's intent to
bring her back under the judicial process, according to
Bangladesh's Foreign Affairs Advisor Touhid Hossain.
Home Advisor Jahangir Alam also confirmed that the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been instructed to
facilitate Hasina’s return under an existing extradition
treaty between the two nations. However, the specific
timelines or arrangements for the extradition are yet
to be disclosed. [bdnews24 1] [bdnews24 2]

In a related development, Chief Prosecutor
Mohammad Tajul Islam of Bangladesh's International
Crimes Tribunal clarified that the National Central
Bureau (NCB), part of the Inspector General of Police’s
office, is handling the issuance of an INTERPOL red
notice against Hasina in connection with the July-
August genocide case. A formal request for the notice
was submitted on November 13, and the IGP’s office
confirmed that INTERPOL is still processing the matter.
[bdnews24 3]

Bangladesh pressures India’s Adani
conglomerate to renegotiate
controversial power deal

(mt/Im) Bangladesh’s interim government is pushing
Adani Power to reopen a controversial multi-billion-
dollar agreement for power supply, citing breaches
over tax benefits and exorbitant costs. The 2017 deal,
which bypassed competitive bidding, has come under
scrutiny for granting favorable terms to Adani Power's
Godda coal-fired plant, built specifically to export
energy to Bangladesh.

Under the agreement, Adani Power was required to
pass on tax exemptions received from the Indian
government to Bangladesh. However, the Bangladesh
Power Development Board (BPDB) alleges the
company withheld these benefits, potentially saving
Bangladesh approximately USD 28.6 million annually.
Despite repeated requests in September and October
2024, Adani Power did not remit the benefits,
prompting government-led efforts to renegotiate the
25-year contract.

The deal has faced mounting criticism for its high
costs, with power from Godda priced 55 percent above
the average of other Indian imports. The unit cost
disparity has added financial strain to Bangladesh,
which is already grappling with a dollar shortage. The
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BPDB estimates arrears between USD 650 million and
USD 900 million, a figure contested by Adani Power.

Adani Power halved its energy supply in October 2024
over payment disputes, further aggravating tensions.
The interim government, led by Nobel laureate
Muhammad Yunus, views the contract as hastily
negotiated under the administration of former Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina, who fled to India after her
ousting in August. The government has since formed a
panel to review major energy agreements, including
the Adani deal, and a court-ordered investigation is
underway.

Adani Power denies any wrongdoing, claiming
compliance with contractual obligations. The company
has also rejected BPDB's requests for tariff
adjustments and discounts. Arbitration is stipulated in
Singapore, but the Bangladeshi government awaits
findings from the investigation before determining its
next steps.

The scrutiny follows allegations of bribery involving
Adani executives in an unrelated case in the United
States, raising broader concerns about transparency
and governance in the deal. If irregularities are
confirmed, Bangladesh may pursue legal remedies or
consider cancellation of the agreement. [bdnews24]

Malaysia pledges continued support to
Bangladesh, discusses Rohingya crisis and
ASEAN ties

(vk) Malaysia - the ASEAN chair for 2025 - has
reaffirmed its commitment to supporting Bangladesh
on key issues, including resolving the Rohingya crisis
and advancing Bangladesh's potential inclusion as a
sectoral dialogue partner in the ASEAN bloc. Malaysian
Minister for Higher Education Dr. Zambry Abdul Kadir
expressed this during a meeting with Bangladesh's
Chief Adviser, Muhammad Yunus, in Cairo.

Discussions covered mutual interests such as the
recruitment of Bangladeshi workers in Malaysia,
enhancing higher education collaboration, and
addressing the ongoing Rohingya humanitarian crisis.
The Chief Adviser proposed an international
conference on the crisis, which he hopes Malaysia will
support.

Yunus also emphasized the need for a UN-supervised
safe zone in Myanmar's Rakhine State to aid the
displaced population. Highlighting the severity of the
crisis, Yunus noted that over 80,000 additional
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Rohingya refugees have entered Bangladesh recently
due to escalating violence in Rakhine.

He also reiterated his government's commitment to
holding elections by the first half of 2026. [Bss News]

United Kingdom pledges support to
Bangladesh to recover misappropriated
funds

(Im) The British Foreign, Commonwealth, and
Development Office (FCDO) announced on December
17 its commitment to assisting Bangladesh in tracking
and recovering assets acquired in the UK through
misappropriated funds. The statement came in
response to a parliamentary question by MP Lloyd
Hatton, who inquired about support for asset recovery
efforts linked to corruption in Bangladesh.

The FCDO emphasized the UK's robust illicit finance
legislation and its tools to assist in asset recovery
requests, provided there is political backing and
cooperation from law enforcement and judicial bodies.
Discussions are underway with the UK's National Crime
Agency (NCA) and the International Centre for Asset
Recovery to support Bangladesh's Interim
Government.

The statement highlighted the NCA's October visit to
Dhaka as part of ongoing efforts to aid Bangladesh in
recovering siphoned money. The UK reaffirmed its
dedication to supporting these initiatives within the
scope of its legal framework.

The announcement follows increased scrutiny from
British parliamentarians over kleptocracy in
Bangladesh. The All-Party Parliamentary Group on
Anti-Corruption & Responsible Tax has been actively
engaging MPs representing constituencies linked to
properties allegedly acquired illicitly by Bangladeshi
officials, including former land minister Saifuzzaman
Chowdhury.

The group's chair, MP Joe Powell, expressed concern
over the misuse of illicit wealth to acquire London
property, describing it as a factor exacerbating the
housing crisis. The group continues to advocate for
robust measures to combat corruption and recover
stolen assets. [The Daily Star]
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Brunei-Vietnam strengthen defence
cooperation at VPA anniversary event

(ga) The Embassy and Defence Attaché Office of
Vietnam in Brunei hosted a ceremony on December 17
to commemorate the 80th anniversary of the Vietnam
People’'s Army (VPA) and the 35th anniversary of the
All-People’s Defence Festival. The event was attended
by representatives from Brunei's Ministry of Defence,
the armed forces, foreign diplomatic corps, and the
Vietnamese community.

During the event, Defence Attaché Senior Lieutenant
Colonel Nguyen Ngoc Huan highlighted the "four nos"
defence policy, emphasizing neutrality and peaceful
engagement in international relations. He noted that
defence diplomacy plays a critical role in Vietnam's
foreign policy, fostering trust and cooperation globally.
Vietnam maintains defence ties with over 100 nations
and operates military attaché offices in 35 countries.

Huan also underlined the significance of defence
collaboration as a pillar of the Vietnam-Brunei
Comprehensive Partnership, initiated under a 2005
memorandum of understanding. Joint efforts include
high-ranking delegation exchanges, multilateral
consultations, and education and training programs,
particularly benefiting young officers.

The Vietnam-Brunei Comprehensive Partnership
Action Plan (2023-2027) prioritizes defence and
security collaboration alongside economic,
educational, and cultural exchanges, aiming to
strengthen ties for regional peace and stability.
[Vietham+]

Malaysian delegation visits Brunei AIDS
Council to strengthen collaboration

(ga) The Brunei Darussalam AIDS Council
(BDAIDSCouncil) hosted a delegation from Rumah
Solehah, a non-governmental organization from
Malaysia, on December 20. The visit aimed to
strengthen collaboration between the organizations
and enhance public awareness of HIV/AIDS. Both
parties exchanged information on their respective
initiatives and explored potential areas for future
cooperation. This meeting followed a visit by the
BDAIDSCouncil to Rumah Solehah in Malaysia last year
to learn about strategies for raising HIV/AIDS
awareness. [Borneo Bulletin]
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Brunei and Vietnam boost defense ties at
Hanoi Expo

(ga) Brunei”s Minister at the Prime Minister’s Office and
Minister of Defence Il Halbi Mohammad Yusuf led a
delegation to the Vietnam International Defence Expo
2024 in Hanoi on December 20. Organized by
Vietnam'’s Ministry of National Defence, the expo
coincides with the 80th anniversary of the Vietnam
People’s Army and the 35th anniversary of the All-
People National Defence Festival.

Featuring 240 exhibitors from 48 countries and over 60
international delegations, the event promotes defence
cooperation, technology advancement, and mutual
trust. Activities included an opening ceremony
officiated by Vietnam Prime Minister Pham Minh
Chinh, a tour of the exhibits, and a luncheon with
Vietnam'’s Defence Minister, General Phan Van Giang.

The Brunei delegation also attended the anniversary
festivities at the National Convention Centre in Hanoi.
[Ministry of Defence Brunei]

Sultan of Brunei meets King Charles lli
and UK Prime Minister, renews Garrison
Agreement

(ga) His Majesty Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah of Brunei
Darussalam met with His Majesty King Charles IIl at
Buckingham Palace on December 19. [Borneo Bulletin]

Later that same day, the Sultan met with UK Prime
Minister Keir Starmer, where they renewed the UK-
Brunei Garrison Agreement, ensuring the continued
presence of the British forces base in Brunei. The
discussions emphasized the strong defense and
security cooperation between the two nations and
their shared commitment to regional stability and a
rules-based international order.

The leaders also addressed economic collaboration in
trade, tourism, education, and clean energy. Starmer
expressed gratitude for Brunei's support of the UK's
accession to the Comprehensive and Progressive
Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership.

The leaders also reviewed developments in the Middle
East, focusing on sustaining ceasefires in Lebanon and
Gaza to facilitate humanitarian aid and progress
toward a two-state solution for Israel and Palestine.
[Government of UK] [London Evening Standard]
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Cambodia grants Japan first access to
Ream Naval Base

(mfr) Cambodia's Senate President Hun Sen has
announced that Japan will be the first country to access
Cambodia's Ream Naval Base upon its completion.
During a December 20 meeting with Japan’s National
Security Advisor Akiba Takeo, Hun Sen further
reaffirmed Cambodia’s support for Japan’s Free and
Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) strategy, emphasizing peace
and cooperation. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Akiba expressed Japan's commitment to regional
stability and constructive dialogue, including with
China, aligning with Cambodia'’s vision of peace and
ASEAN centrality. Both parties highlighted progress in
defense relations, including naval and ground forces
collaboration.

Hun Sen emphasized Cambodia’s independent foreign
policy, stating that the Ream Naval Base will not target
any nation and will uphold ASEAN principles. This
comes amid ongoing U.S. concerns about potential
Chinese military use of the base, which Cambodia has
denied. Recent upgrades to the base were funded by
Beijing following the demolition of a U.S.-built facility in
2020. [The Strait Times]

Japan's contributions to Cambodia include the recent
donation of four high-speed patrol boats worth over
USD 7 million, marking the first ASEAN support under
Japan's FOIP strategy (see AiR No. 51, December/2024,
3). Cambodia welcomed the USS Savannah's visit
earlier this month, the first U.S. Navy vessel to dock in
eight years, indicating efforts to broaden maritime
collaboration (see AiR No. 51, December/2024, 3 and
article in this edition). [Khmer Times]

Cambodia and Philippines pledge
enhanced collaboration in key sectors

(mfr) Cambodian Foreign Minister Prak Sokhonn and
Philippine Ambassador Flerida Ann Camille P. Mayo
reaffirmed their nations' strong relationship and
commitment to enhancing cooperation during a
meeting on December 19. Discussions centered on
preparations for Cambodian Prime Minister Hun
Manet's official visit to the Philippines in 2025, which is
expected to deepen bilateral ties and expand
collaboration, particularly in trade and business.
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The two officials reflected on the outcomes of prior
engagements, including high-level meetings between
Prime Minister Hun Manet and President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr. in 2023 and 2024 and the 4th Meeting of the
Joint Commission for Bilateral Cooperation in August.
Both expressed satisfaction with progress in trade,
investment, tourism, and combating transnational
crimes like cybercrime. Minister Sokhonn highlighted
optimism for increased demand for Cambodian rice in
the Philippine market.

They also discussed the positive impact of resumed
direct flights between Phnom Penh and Manila,
strengthening people-to-people connections and
boosting tourism between the two countries. [Khmer
Times]

US warship visits Cambodia

(mfr) A U.S. warship, the USS Savannah, last week
docked in Cambodia at the Preah Sihanouk
Autonomous Port, marking the first U.S. Navy visit in
eight years. This visit comes amid ongoing concerns
over China’s renovation of the Ream Naval Base,
located about 30 kilometers away. The U.S. has raised
concerns that the base, partly funded by China since
2022, could provide Beijing with a strategic foothold in
the Gulf of Thailand, near the disputed South China
Sea. While Cambodian authorities have repeatedly
denied foreign military use of the base, satellite
imagery and reports suggest significant infrastructure
development at the site. [The Phnom Penh Post 1]

During the USS Savannah's visit, Admiral Samuel
Paparo, Commander of the United States Indo-Pacific
Command, emphasized the longstanding relationship
between the U.S. and Cambodia, based on mutual
respect and equality. He also noted that the U.S. is
committed to enhancing military cooperation with
Cambodia through joint exercises and ship visits,
which serve as a reaffirmation of bilateral ties. The two
nations have collaborated on various military and
humanitarian programs, including demining efforts
and peacekeeping initiatives. [The Phnom Penh Post 2]

The U.S. Embassy in Cambodia described the USS
Savannah's visit as a "goodwill visit" to boost U.S.-
Cambodia coordination on maritime security
challenges. This visit, along with plans for future
exercises, highlights the U.S.'s commitment to
strengthening its relations with Cambodia amid China's
growing influence in the region. [The Phnom Penh Post
3]
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China’s Defense Minister Dong Jun visits
Vietnam in first overseas trip after
allegations of being under corruption
investigation

(jf) Chinese Defense Minister Dong Jun, on his first
official overseas visit in four weeks, traveled to Hanoi
to meet the head of the Communist Party of Vietnam,
To Lam. This trip marks his first since Beijing publicly
denied allegations of a corruption investigation against
him (see AiR No. 49, December/2024, 1). The Chinese
Defense Ministry stated on December 20 that Dong
was in Vietnam to participate in celebrations marking
the 80th anniversary of the Vietnam People’s Army.
The duration of his visit has not been disclosed.

During their meeting on December 19, To Lam praised
the growing practical and effective defense
cooperation between China and Vietnam. He
emphasized the importance of expanding
collaboration in areas such as political and ideological
education, personnel training, and border defense.
Both sides agreed on the need to enhance exchanges
at all levels and explore new avenues for military
cooperation.

To Lam also highlighted the necessity of strengthening
efforts to manage and resolve disputes over contested
waters, urging for more robust defense ties between
the two nations. The visit reflects a continued focus on
fostering deeper military and strategic collaboration
between China and Vietham amid broader regional
and geopolitical challenges. [South China Morning
Post]

China condemns Philippine US Typhon
missile system purchase decision

(dqgl) China has condemned the Philippines decision to
purchase the U.S.-developed Typhon missile system,
announce on December 23.

China's foreign ministry denounced the decision as a
"provocative and dangerous" and as a move
undermining regional peace and stability, warning of
an "arms race" in the Asia-Pacific region. It called on
Manila to “correct its wrongdoings as soon as possible,
quickly pull out the Typhon missile system as publicly
pledged, and stop going further down the wrong path.”
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]
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The Typhon system, with a range of 480 km (300
miles), is expected to bolster the Philippines' ability to
protect naval and coastguard assets within its 370 km
(200 nautical miles) exclusive economic zone. The
purchase, yet to be budgeted for 2025, is anticipated
to take at least two years to complete. The Typhon
system, developed by Lockheed Martin, has already
been used in U.S.-Philippines joint military exercises.

Philippine military chief Lt. Gen. Roy Galido stated that
the mid-range missile system would enhance national
defense and safeguard sovereignty, particularly in
disputed maritime areas like the South China Sea. He
dismissed China’s concerns, emphasizing that the
acquisition aligns solely with national interests. [Al
Jazeera] [Channel News Asia]

Chinese foreign minister urges US
cooperation ahead of Trump inauguration

(dh) Minister of Foreign Affairs for China, Wang Yi,
addressed uncertainty over the future of US-China
relations at a Symposium on the International
Situation and China's Foreign Relations on December
17. Wang urged continual collaboration and
cooperation between the two countries, stating that
“as long as China and the United States cooperate with
each other, they can accomplish many great things
together.” In this address, Wang cites a growing history
of collaboration between the two countries on areas
such as counternarcotics, climate change and artificial
intelligence as evidence of a growing friendship
between the USA and China.

This statement comes at a time he refers to as a
“critical juncture” in the future of China-U.S.
relationship, with President-elect Donald Trump to be
inaugurated on the 20 January 2025. Wang expressed
his hope that the “incoming U.S. administration will
make the right choice and work with China.” Wang also
highlighted the political significance of maintaining a
good relationship with US, stating that their
relationship not only concerns the welfare of each
country and their peoples but also “the future of the
world.”

In addition to these conciliatory remarks, he also
expressed Beijing's need to defend China's sovereignty
and interests in opposition to “the illegal and
unreasonable suppression by the U.S. side.” Wang
explicitly mentions “U.S.” gross interference in China’s
internal affairs such as Taiwan” as a source of tension
and reaffirmed China’s right to “resolutely defend its
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legitimate rights and interests and safeguard the basic
norms governing international relations.”

Wang noted Xi Jinping's meeting with Joe Biden last
month and his congratulatory message for incoming
President Trump as a sign of China’s unchanged
“commitment to mutual respect, peaceful coexistence,
and win-win cooperation as principles for handling
China-U.S. relations.” [France24] [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, China 2] [Reuters]

U.S. launches probe into Chinese
semiconductors

(dqgl) The Biden administration launched on December
23 a last-minute trade investigation into Chinese-made
"legacy" semiconductors, potentially leading to more
U.S. tariffs on chips used in everyday products like
autos, washing machines, and telecom gear. The
"Section 301" probe, initiated just weeks before
President-elect Donald Trump’s inauguration, will be
handed over to his administration for completion. This
could provide Trump with a pathway to implement the
60 percent tariffs he has threatened on Chinese
imports.

The investigation focuses on China’s state-driven chip
production, which U.S. officials say is harming market-
driven competitors by offering chips at artificially low
prices. The U.S. Trade Representative’s office aims to
protect domestic chipmakers from China's aggressive
buildup in the semiconductor sector, similar to its past
practices with steel, solar panels, and electric vehicles.

The probe will evaluate the impact of Chinese legacy
chips, which use older manufacturing processes and
are used in various mass-market products, including
critical industries like defense, automotive, and
medical devices. It will also assess China's production
of silicon carbide substrates and semiconductor
wafers.

Despite a contentious presidential race, tariffs on
China have remained a consistent policy between the
Biden and Trump administrations, with both
continuing and expanding tariffs on Chinese imports.
[Reuters]

North America’s graphite manufacturers
seek high tariffs on Chinese graphite
imports
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(wy) The American Active Anode Material Producers
(TAAAMP), a coalition of U.S. and Canadian graphite
manufacturers, has petitioned the U.S. Department of
Commerce and the U.S. International Trade
Commission (ITC) to impose a 920 percent tariff on
Chinese graphite imports. The group claims this
measure is necessary to counter what they describe as
Beijing's “malicious trade practices.”

Graphite, a key component of electric vehicle (EV)
batteries, can be either synthetically produced or
processed from natural sources. China dominates
global graphite production, benefiting from its cost
advantages and established industrial capabilities.
Earlier this month, Beijing further tightened its export
controls on graphite, limiting shipments to the United
States.

In response, TAAAMP urged U.S. authorities to
investigate whether China is exporting natural and
synthetic graphite to the U.S. at unfairly low prices. The
group argues that the current 25 percent tariff on
Chinese graphite is “far too low” to address the issue.
TAAAMP's proposed tariff aims to reduce U.S.
dependence on Chinese graphite and curb Beijing's
influence over global supply chains. However, the
proposal has not garnered universal support among
U.S. critical mineral companies.

The U.S. Department of Commerce and the ITC have
not yet commented on the matter. However, before
the demand of TAAAMP, U.S. had agreed to fund a new
U.S. graphite factory to build their industry in Australia
to loosen China's control over the global battery supply
chain. [Financial Review] [Reuters]

Chinese cybersecurity organization claims
U.S. conducts cyberattack to Chinese
research center and company

(wy) The National Computer Network Emergency
Response Technical Team/Coordination Centre of
China (CNCERT/CC), a non-governmental organization
monitoring cybersecurity threats, has alleged that the
United States conducted cyberattacks on a Chinese
research center and data company to steal business
secrets. This claim was made on December 18, shortly
after the U.S. initiated a national security investigation
into Chinese router manufacturer TP-Link (see article
below).

According to CNCERT/CC, American intelligence
agencies have been targeting an advanced materials
research unit in China since August. The attackers
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reportedly exploited system vulnerabilities to breach
the company's servers and delivered a Trojan horse
virus via a software update service. In a separate
incident in May 2023, another cyberattacks targeted
the email server of a high-tech enterprise specializing
in smart energy and digital information. This attack
leveraged vulnerabilities in Microsoft Exchange
software to gain access. [South China Moring Post]

Chinese internet router manufacturer
under investigation in U.S.

(wy) TP-Link, a leading Chinese internet router
manufacturer, is reportedly under investigation due to
security flaws in its routers and could face a ban on
selling its devices in the U.S. next year. The U.S.
Commerce, Defense, and Justice departments are
conducting the investigation. The move is seen by
observers as U.S. retaliation for the recent Salt
Typhoon cyberattack that compromised major U.S.
telecommunications providers as attackers infiltrated
core network components, such as routers and
switches, to intercept communications. The attack is
attributed by the U.S. to a Chinese state-sponsored
group. [CBS News] [The New York Times]

Founded in Shenzhen, China, in 1996, TP-Link has
steadily increased its dominance in the internet device
market. By 2022, TP-Link had maintained its position
as the world's top provider of internet devices for 12
consecutive years, according to data from the
International Data Corporation. The company supplies
products to several U.S. agencies, including NASA, the
Defense Department, and the Drug Enforcement
Administration. TP-Link also announced plans to move
its global headquarters from Singapore to California to
strengthen its presence in the U.S. market.

However, the ongoing investigation could significantly
impact the company's future growth. TP-Link routers
have raised numerous security concerns over the
years. In 2021, the cybersecurity publication CyberNews
reported that the TP-Link Archer C50 router contained
at least 24 vulnerabilities, some of which allowed
hackers to gain unauthorized access to users’
networks. Similarly, in May 2023, the Archer AX21
router was flagged for potential exploitation risks. In
October, Microsoft linked a series of cyberattacks to a
network used by “multiple Chinese threat actors” who
relied mainly on TP-Link devices.

In September, the U.S. House of Representatives
passed a bill requiring investigations into the security
risks posed by devices such as routers and modems.
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Several lawmakers have also called for the Commerce
Department to impose a ban on TP-Link. [Forbes]
[South China Morning Post]

U.S. warns Hong Kong financial
institutions of doing business with Russia

(wy) Jesse Baker, the Treasury’s deputy assistant
secretary for Asia and the Middle East in the Office of
Terrorist Financing and Financial Crimes, held a
meeting with the representatives of HSBC, Standard
Chartered and Bank of China (Hong Kong) in Hong
Kong on December 11.

In the meeting, Baker warned them not to have
business interaction with Russia, acting on a current
letter from Congress. [Nikkei Asia]

U.S. lawmakers target China’s role in
fentanyl trade with three bills

(wy) A bipartisan group of U.S. lawmakers proposed on
December 17 three bills aimed at addressing China's
role in the U.S. fentanyl crisis. The bills seek to
establish a task force to disrupt narcotics trafficking
and allow for sanctions on Chinese entities, particularly
those supplying chemical precursors to Mexican
cartels for fentanyl production. U.S. authorities also
believe Chinese money launderers have become key
players in the international drug trade.

According to the House of Representatives’ Select
Committee on China, the proposed legislation would
hold the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) directly
accountable for fueling the fentanyl crisis. One of the
bills, The CCP Fentanyl Sanctions Act, would grant U.S.
authorities the power to cut Chinese companies off
from the U.S. banking system. Entities such as vessels,
ports, and online marketplaces that knowingly or
carelessly facilitate the trade would also face penalties.
Two other bills would establish a task force to conduct
joint operations to dismantle trafficking networks and
allow for the imposition of penalties on Chinese
entities involved in the illegal trade.

There is growing consensus among Republicans close
to President-elect Donald Trump that China is
exploiting the synthetic opioid epidemic to harm
Americans. However, Beijing denies these claims,
asserting that China’s anti-drug authorities have always
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been committed to cracking down on drug production,
according to China's foreign ministry.

Given the limited time remaining in the current
congressional term, the bills are likely to be
reintroduced next year after the new Congress is
sworn in on January 3, 2025. [Reuters]

Chinese national arrested in California,
charged with acting as illegal agent

(dh) Yaoning “Mike” Sun, a 64-year-old Chinese
national, who served as an election campaign manager
for a Southern California city council member elected
in 2022 has been arrested and accused of conspiring
with another Chinese national, Chen Jun, to influence
local elections in favor of Beijing's interests. Chen has
pleaded guilty to election interference through bribery
using Chinese funds and has been sentenced to 20
months in prison.

According to official court documents, Chen allegedly
instructed Sun to prepare reports outlining their
support for a politician, referred to as a “new political
star,” and to request USD 80,000 to fund additional
pro-Beijing initiatives in the U.S.

This case has raised concerns in the U.S. about foreign
governments influencing elections and steering U.S.
policy to align with Chinese interests. Martin Estrada,
U.S. Attorney for the Central District of California,
stated: “This case is yet another example of a very
disturbing trend: the People’s Republic of China is
seeking to influence foreign and domestic policy in the
United States.”

In response to the allegations of interference, the
Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs claimed to be
unfamiliar with the case and reiterated that China does
not interfere in the internal affairs of other countries.
[AP_News] [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China]

New York resident pleads guilty to
operating secret police station on behalf
of China

(dh) Chen Jinping, a New York resident, has pleaded
guilty to operating an unauthorized police station in
Manhattan's Chinatown, linked to China's Ministry of
Public Security (MPS). U.S. prosecutors stated that the
covert police station, which was shut down in 2022,
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provided administrative services to Chinese nationals,
such as renewing driver's licenses, while also assisting
the Chinese government in locating pro-democracy
activists critical of China.

Chen faces a potential five-year prison sentence after
admitting to acting as a foreign agent. His co-
defendant, 62-year-old "Harry" Lu Jianwang, has
pleaded not guilty and is awaiting trial. Chen is
scheduled to be sentenced on May 30.

U.S. prosecutors confirmed that both men acted under
the direction of the MPS. Following a raid of the station
in the fall of 2022, the FBI determined that both men
had deleted messages exchanged with an MPS official
from their phones. Chen’s admission of guilt has been
viewed by U.S. officials as part of a broader Chinese
effort to influence U.S. politics and suppress Chinese
American dissidents, advancing Beijing's interests.
[Reuters] [The Guardian]

Canada eyes more tariffs on Chinese
imports

(dh) The Canadian government's latest fiscal update
has announced plans to increase tariffs on Chinese

imports starting in the new year, with further hikes

scheduled for 2026.

The decision to raise tariffs is driven by Canadian
opposition to what it perceives as China’s use of non-
market policies and practices to strengthen its position
in global supply chains. Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau has repeatedly criticized China's policies of
overcapacity and oversupply, aligning himself with the
U.S. on trade issues related to China.

The report also justifies the tariff increases as a
measure to protect Canadian jobs from the threat
posed by inexpensive Chinese imports. [Government
of Canada, 2024 Fall Economic Statement] [Reuters]

China sanctions Canadian institutions and
individuals

(dqgl) In retaliation to sanctions Canada imposed on
Chinese officials over alleged human rights violations
(see AIR No. 51, December/2024, 3), China announced
countermeasures on December 22 against two
Canadian institutions and 20 individuals linked to
human rights concerns involving the Uyghurs and
Tibet. These measures, effective on December 28,
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include asset freezes and entry bans, targeting the
Uyghur Rights Advocacy Project and the Canada-Tibet
Committee, along with 15 individuals connected to the
Uyghur group and five linked to the Tibet committee.

Beijing has been accused of widespread human rights
abuses against Uyghurs, a Muslim minority in Xinjiang,
including forced labor in camps, though China denies
these allegations. Regarding Tibet, China asserts it
"peacefully liberated" the region in 1950, but
international human rights organizations and exiles
criticize its rule.

The countermeasures involve freezing the assets of
these institutions and individuals in China, including
Hong Kong and Macau. [CBC]

Identity of suspected Chinese spy with
links to Prince Andrew unveiled

(wy/dgl) The identity of a suspected Chinese spy with
close ties to Prince Andrew has been revealed
following a High Court order lifting his anonymity on
December 16.

The Chinese man Yang Tengbo, also known as Chris
Yang, had previously been identified only as “H6" in the
UK. Yang worked for the United Front Work
Department of the Communist Party of China (CPC)
responsible for managing and coordinating relations
with non-Party entities and individuals both inside and
outside China. Its work plays a crucial role in advancing
the CPC's political influence domestically and
internationally.

Yang held several roles, including director of Hampton
Group International and member of Pitch@Palace
China, a platform established by Prince Andrew for UK
entrepreneurs to support and promote their startups.
Before moving to the UK to pursue a master's degree,
Yang served as a junior civil servant in China.

In 2023, British authorities banned Yang from entering
the UK, citing his “covert and deceptive activity” for
CPC. He appealed this decision, and the case was
brought by the Special Immigration Appeals
Commission earlier this month. However, Yang's
appeal was dismissed after he was deemed “a risk to
national security.” During the tribunal, documents
allegedly demonstrating Yang's connections with
Prince Andrew were disclosed.

Yang denied the allegations, rejecting claims that he
acted as a spy.
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Prince Andrew's office clarified that his meeting with
Yang occurred “through official channels” and that no
sensitive information was discussed. This comes as
authorities have alleged Yang formed an "unusual
degree of trust" with Prince Andrew and established
relationships with politicians to be "leveraged" by
China. [ABC] [BBC 1] [BBC 2][rfa, in Chinese] [9 news]

This espionage case comes as Britain's finance minister
Rachel Reeves is set to visit China in January to resume
high-level economic talks that have been suspended
since 2019. Reeves is scheduled to meet China's Vice
Premier He Lifeng in Beijing on January 11 to revive the
Economic and Financial Dialogue (EFD), a series of
annual talks. If successful, the two sides may look to
reinstate the broader Joint Economic and Trade
Commission (JETCO) later in the year. China is the UK's
fifth-largest trading partner.

Reeves will also visit Shanghai on January 12 to meet
with British companies in China. This follows a broader
push by business leaders, including HSBC Chairman
Mark Tucker, to boost trade and investment,
particularly in financial services.

Relations between the UK and China had cooled after
2020, when Britain suspended most economic
dialogues following China's imposition of a national
security law in Hong Kong. Tensions have increased
due to spying allegations, the war in Ukraine, and
sanctions.

However, since taking office in July, the Labour
government under Prime Minister Keir Starmer has
prioritized improving ties with China, marking a shift
from the strained relationship under the previous
Conservative administration. [Reuters]

Spying charges considered for Chinese
national arrested at German naval base

(dh) German prosecutors have stated that a Chinese
national could be charged with spying after he was
arrested near a naval base on December 9 in Kiel, the
German port city on the coast of the Baltic Sea, which
is home to three flotillas and a dry dork where
submarines are built. The man was said to be carrying
a camera, thus prompting German prosecutors to
consider espionage charges on the grounds that he
took photographs of the naval base that could
comprise security.

This arrest comes at a time of increasing German
concerns over Chinese foreign intelligence and security
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threats posed by China. Geopolitical relations between
Germany and China have soured in recent years,
highlighted by German accusations of a Chinese
cyberattack earlier this year (see AiR No. 32,
August/2024, 1). Additionally, proposed plans for a
twin-city agreement between China’s military port of
Qingdao and Kiel were scrapped in 2023 as German
intelligence intensifies its warnings against Chinese
espionage. [The Independent] [Politiko]

Poland’s Warsaw airport to replace
Chinese scanners over security concerns

(dh) Warsaw's Chopin Airport is set to replace four
large Nuctech scanners by March 2025. The scanners,
produced by the Chinese company Nuctech, are used
to scan check-in luggage. The decision to remove these
scanners follows safety and security concerns raised
after an analysis by the Polish Civil Aviation Authority.

Despite these concerns, including the blacklisting of
Nuctech by the US government in 2020, the Chinese
tech company still supplies scanners to airports and
ports in over 170 countries. [Reuters]

China reiterates commitment to peace in
the Middle East

(dh) In a statement at the Symposium on the
International Situation and China's Foreign Relations
on December 17, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
reaffirmed China's commitment to fostering peace in
the Middle East. In light of ongoing instability in the
region, Wang emphasized China’s desire for peace and
stability.

Wang expressed China’s immediate goal for a
“comprehensive ceasefire” in Gaza, noting its support
for the Security Council's adoption of its first resolution
on a ceasefire in Gaza last year. He also reiterated
China’'s commitment to a two-state solution for the
Israel-Palestine conflict and emphasized China's
ongoing efforts to pursue a comprehensive, just, and
lasting resolution to the Palestinian issue.

Regarding the recent developments in Syria, Wang
voiced China’s solidarity with the Syrian people, stating,
“China will continue to stand with the Syrian people
and uphold the ‘Syrian-led and Syrian-owned’
principle.”
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Given Syria's instability since the fall of the Assad
regime, Wang also warned that China would oppose
any opportunistic forces attempting to exploit the
situation. While not specifying any political parties or
groups, he referred to efforts by “terrorist forces to
exploit the situation to create chaos.” [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Chinal

China warns Syria of terrorism links to
Xinjiang

(dh) Geng Shuang, China’'s deputy permanent
representative to the UN, has warned Syria’'s new
government not to support terrorism following
messages from a Syria-based Islamic militant group
urging Muslims in China'’s Xinjiang region to carry out
attacks. He emphasized that Syria’s territory should not
be used to support terrorism or threaten the security
of other countries. He also called for restraint and
stability in Syria, while reaffirming China's respect for
Syria's sovereignty and non-interference in its internal
affairs.

This statement follows the release of a video by the
Turkestan Islamic Party (TIP), calling on Muslims in
Xinjiang to wage jihad. TIP, which originated from the
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM), is labeled a
terrorist group by China, the US, and the EU. Despite
the US removing ETIM from its terrorist list in 2020, TIP
remains active in Syria and other regions, often in
alliance with groups like Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), an
anti-Assad militant force.

However, Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) which leads the
Syrian government has distanced itself from al-Qaeda
to present a more moderate image and has not
responded publicly to TIP's recent messages. [South
China Morning Post]

Congo detains seventeen Chinese
nationals on suspicion of running illegal
gold mine

(dh) Authorities from the Democratic Republic of the
Congo announced the arrest of seventeen Chinese
men on suspicion of running an illegal gold mine in
Bukavu, the capital of the South Kivu province as well
as some from neighboring Burundi.

The seventeen individuals, thought to be those in
leadership roles out of roughly 60 Chinese nationals
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on-site, were arrested following a surprise visit from
local officials on December 19. Upon request from
Congo officials, the men were unable to provide any
documentation, certificates, or identification, to
validate their mining operation.

These arrests are indicative of a wider issue facing
Congolese authorities as the country struggles to
control the mining industry due to the existence of
unlicensed companies and some armed forces that
exploit the natural resources of Congo. [Reuters]
[South China Morning Post]

China reaffirms Somalian sovereignty as
US talk of Somaliland recognition grows

(dh) China’s special envoy for the Horn of Africa Xue
Bing recently visited Somalia as part of a tour of East
Africa. Ambassador Xue Bing met with Somalia
President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud at the presidential
palace in Mogadishu. In the meeting, Xue emphasized
Beijing's commitment to supporting Somalia’s
territorial integrity and its sovereignty in an attempt to
boost relations between the two countries.

Somaliland declared its independence from Somalia in
1991 but has remained unrecognized by the
international community. With incoming President
Trump to be inaugurated next month, there has been
expressed interest among some Republican legislators
and right-wing think tanks, such as The Heritage
Foundation, for the US to officially recognize
Somaliland as a sovereign nation. Whilst the
practicalities of such a bold move is unlikely to happen
soon, the growing shift towards recognizing Somaliland
is seen as a strategic move to counter Chinese
influence in the horn of Africa.

Given China’s investment in Djibouti, which has
provided them a military base in the region, US
recognition of Somaliland could give them access to
the Port of Berbera as a potential alternative military
base to counter China's growing presence. Both the US
and China have interests in the Bab el-Mandeb Strait,
one of the world's busiest shipping lanes, located
within the Gulf of Aden.

Xue's visit to Somalia has also been seen as an attempt
of China to maintain and grow their influence within
the region. The potential of a U.S.-backed independent
Somaliland that has strong ties with Ethiopia could
result in Somaliland pursuing deeper ties with Taiwan,
which China claims to be its own territory.
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In speaking to Somalian media, Xue “urged the
Somaliland regional authority to firmly adhere to one-
China principle.” [X]

Following Xue's visit, Somalia extended an initiation to
Foreign Minister Wang Yi to visit next year during his
tour of Africa to continue strengthening the
relationship between the two nations. [Mogadishu24]
[South China Morning Post]

New Zealand police officers’ private visit
China triggers questions about foreign
interference

(wy) More than 30 New Zealand police officers
participated in a voluntary, self-funded private trip to
China in October. The trip has recently sparked
widespread discussion in New Zealand.

This visit was organized by Jessica Phuang, Auckland
Police’s Ethnic Responsiveness Manager, in
collaboration with a professional tour company.
According to the statement of Sam Hoyle, Police
Assistant Commissioner of Tamaki Makaurau, this trip
aimed to “encouraging cultural competency”. As it was
private and voluntary, no provincial governments
hosted the participants. The officers used their annual
leave to attend and personally covered all travel
expenses. Those who took part described the
experience as “incredibly positive and beneficial.

In an interview with Morning Report, Hoyle stated that
the group left all their police issued devices in New
Zealand and consulted with the International Services
Group in Wellington before traveling. He emphasized
that participants were fully aware of potential risks of
foreign interference. Hoyle reiterated that the trip was
“completely private” but admitted he could not confirm
whether the group received any gifts. While
acknowledging that gift-giving is common in Asian
cultures, he promised to investigate the matter.

Despite Hoyle's assurances, some New Zealand
experts and Chinese dissidents have raised concerns
about the trip, given the activities of Chinese
Communist Party proxy groups in New Zealand. Anne-
Marie Brady, a New Zealand political scientist, argued
that the trip bore several hallmarks of a political
interference operation. For example, a photo of the
delegation showed them meeting with the Deputy
Director of the Hubei Provincial Department of Culture
and Tourism - a meeting that the Chinese government
might interpret as political tourism. Freeman Yu, a
Chinese dissident in New Zealand, called for an inquiry
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into potential Chinese interference in New Zealand and
the Pacific. He urged the government to remain vigilant
regarding Beijing's United Front campaign, warning of
its “corrosive impact” on democracy, as well as national
and regional security. [RNZ]

Australia to extradite former US Marine
over alleged training of Chinese military
pilots

(dgl) Australia’s Attorney General confirmed on
December 23 that former U.S. Marine Daniel Duggan
will be extradited to the United States to face charges
of allegedly training Chinese military pilots in violation
of a U.S. arms embargo. Duggan, a naturalized
Australian citizen, was arrested in New South Wales in
2022 following a 2017 U.S. grand jury indictment.

Duggan denies the charges, contending that his
activities involved training civilian pilots during China'’s
aviation boom and were known to U.S. officials.

If convicted in the U.S., Duggan faces a potential prison
sentence of up to 65 years. [CNN]

Australia secures police deal with
Solomon Islands with an eye on China

(dh) Australia has announced they had successfully
agreed a deal to boost Solomon Islands’ police force.
Australia committed to a four-year deal, including an
AUD 190 million (USD 118 million) investment to
support the police force, which will also include a new
police training center in Honiara, the capital.

This move by the Australian government has been
seen as an initiative to strengthen their relationship
with the Solomon Islands in response to China's
growing influence in the South Pacific.

The Solomon Islands also maintain close ties with
China, who contributed USD 18,000 police support
fund within hours of the announcement of the
Australia deal. Analysts suggest that it is unlikely for
the Solomon Islands to reduce its ties with China,
especially given the overwhelming task the local police
force has previously had in maintaining order.
[Erance24]
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China, India resume talks as border
tensions persist amid military buildup

(Im/dh) India and China have resumed high-level talks
to address their long-standing border dispute, marking
the first formal dialogue in five years. On December 18,
Indian National Security Adviser Ajit Doval and Chinese
Foreign Minister Wang Yi met in Beijing as special
representatives on boundary issues. This follows a
significant agreement in October to implement military
disengagement and restore patrolling in contested
areas along the Line of Actual Control (LAC), where
tensions have persisted since the deadly 2020 Galwan
Valley clash.

During the meeting, both sides reaffirmed their
commitment to seeking a "fair, reasonable, and
acceptable" resolution to the boundary issue and
emphasized the importance of maintaining peace in
border areas to prevent disruptions in bilateral
relations. Measures to strengthen border management
and enhance cross-border exchanges, such as
resuming pilgrimages and trade, were also discussed.
A new round of talks is scheduled for 2025 in India.
[CNN] [China Military Online]

However, tensions remain high as a United States
report highlights China's sustained military presence
and significant infrastructure development along the
LAC since 2020. The report states that the People's
Liberation Army (PLA) has maintained brigade-level
deployments, constructed extensive support facilities,
and adopted a more coercive posture in the region.
These developments have intensified the standoff,
which began with differing perceptions of the border
and escalated into the first fatalities in decades.

Despite some progress, such as the November
agreement to resume patrolling in Eastern Ladakh's
Demchok and Depsang areas, concerns persist about
China's military buildup and the potential for future
clashes. Both nations continue to station large forces
along the 2,100-mile border. [The Hindu]

India, France partner up to create world’s
largest museum in New Delhi

(Im) India and France have signed an agreement to
transform New Delhi's North and South Blocks into the
Yuga Yugeen Bharat National Museum, set to become
the largest museum in the world. The agreement,
formalized between India's National Museum and
France Museums Développement, will leverage French
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expertise in museum design and adaptive reuse. This
collaboration was described by External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar as a significant cultural
partnership and a demonstration of India's soft power.

During the event, Jaishankar highlighted the
importance of culture as a cornerstone of diplomacy
and national identity, emphasizing the museum’s role
in inspiring the "remaking of Bharat." [Times of India]

Indian Prime Minister Modi’s historic
Kuwait visit focuses on trade, security,
and diaspora ties

(Im) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi concluded
his two-day visit to Kuwait on December 22, marking
the first visit by an Indian Prime Minister in 43 years.
The visit elevated the bilateral relationship to a
strategic partnership, aiming to bolster cooperation in
defense, security, trade, and regional affairs within the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), which Kuwait currently
chairs. Additionally, the visit coincided with the
opening ceremony of the 26th Arabian Gulf Cup,
underscoring the broad scope of engagement between
the two nations.

During his visit, Modi met with Kuwait's leadership,
including Emir Sheikh Meshal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah, Crown Prince Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-
Sabah, and Prime Minister Ahmad Abdullah Al-Ahmad
Al-Sabah. The discussions focused on enhancing
defense and security ties, concluding a bilateral
investment treaty, and finalizing agreements to
strengthen economic and strategic relations. The visit
also highlighted the significance of India-Kuwait
relations, with a special emphasis on the Indian
diaspora in Kuwait, which constitutes 21 percent of the
population and 30 percent of the workforce.
[Hindustan Times] [The Indian Express]

In a rare and personal gesture, Kuwaiti Prime Minister
Al-Sabah saw off Prime Minister Modi at the airport as
he departed for India, a mark of appreciation for the
strengthening of ties. Modi expressed gratitude for the
warm hospitality extended by the Kuwaiti government
and people and acknowledged the historic nature of
the visit. [The Hindu]

Kuwait remains one of India’s top trading partners,
with bilateral trade valued at USD 10.47 billion in the
2023-24 fiscal year. Kuwait also serves as India’s sixth-
largest supplier of crude oil, meeting 3 percent of
India’s energy needs. Indian exports to Kuwait
surpassed USD 2 billion for the first time, while
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investments by the Kuwait Investment Authority in
India exceeded USD 10 billion.

India’s rex-SC Judge Sanjay Kaul appointed
member of Bahrain International
Commercial Court

(ad) India's retired Supreme Court judge Sanjay Kishan
Kaul has been appointed as a member of the Bahrain
International Commercial Court (BICC) by King Hamad
bin Isa Al Khalifa. Justice Kaul is among nine members
selected for the newly established court, which is part
of Bahrain's "Team Bahrain" initiative aimed at
bolstering private sector investment by providing an
effective forum for dispute resolution.

The BICC, with exclusive jurisdiction over international
commercial disputes and arbitration-related matters
within Bahrain, will be led by prominent arbitrator Jan
Paulsson as president and former British judge Sir
Christopher Greenwood as vice president.

Justice Kaul retired from the Indian Supreme Court on
December 25, 2023, after a distinguished tenure
during which he authored significant rulings, including
a concurring opinion in the 2017 judgment recognizing
the right to privacy as a fundamental right. He also
contributed to landmark decisions on arbitration
agreements, compensation for victims of the Bhopal
gas tragedy, and the All India Bar Examination. [The
Indian Express]

Indonesia, China to strengthen bilateral
education and Industry Community

(Ip) Indonesia and China have launched the China-
Indonesia Industry-Education Integration Community
to enhance the skills of Indonesian workers for
industrial sectors. The initiative, launched on
December 18, brings together 40 Chinese vocational
colleges, 35 Indonesian universities, and 55 Chinese
enterprises. It aims to align education with industry
needs, particularly for Chinese companies investing in
Indonesia.

The program will provide vocational training to
Indonesian students, helping them acquire industry-
specific skills. [Xinhua]

Indonesian Minister of Manpower Yassierli highlighted
that this partnership could play a key role in preparing
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Indonesia's workforce for the global market,
particularly the Chinese market. He also emphasized
the need for Indonesia's vocational institutions to
adapt their curricula, education, and training to meet
this goal, noting that current skills offered by higher
education often do not match industry demands.

Yassierli further noted that the development of the
downstream industry is one of Indonesia's key national
objectives, expressing optimism that this partnership
will significantly contribute to that goal. [Info Publik, in
Indonesian]

Indonesia, Germany agree on debt-health-
swap

(dqgl) Indonesia and Germany have signed a EUR 75
million (USD 78 million) debt-to-health swap
agreement to combat tuberculosis (TB), HIV, and
hepatitis, while strengthening the health system. The
agreement, formalized after an in-principle deal in
April 2024, will convert debt into investments for public
health programs managed by the Global Fund and the
Indonesian Health Ministry. [Antara]

In 2023, Indonesia accounted for 10 percent of the
worldwide tuberculosis cases. It is the second-largest
contributor to the world's tuberculosis cases, just
behind India which makes up 26 percent of the global
total. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia and Egypt hold bilateral
meeting

(gk) President of Indonesia Prabowo Subianto held a
bilateral meeting with the President of the Arab
Republic of Egypt, Abdel Fattah El-sisi. The two leaders
discussed cooperation in various fields, including the
formation of a Preferential Trade Agreement (PTA) to
strengthen trade relations between the two countries.

The issue of Palestine was also discussed, with both
presidents supporting the Palestinian struggle for
independence and the two-state solution. Both
countries, which have a majority Muslim population,
also affirmed their shared commitment to promoting
moderate and inclusive Islam, especially as an
important effort to counter extremism and
Islamophobia.[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Indonesia 1,
in Indonesian]
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In a separate meeting between Prabowo and Egyptian
Scholar and the current Grand Sheikh of Al-Azhar
University, Imam Akbar Ahmed Al-Tayeb, ways to
strengthen religious ties and enhancing education
cooperation between Indonesia and Egypt were
discussed.

Al-Azhar University, one of the oldest and most
prestigious educational institutions in the Islamic
world, has been a home of education for thousands of
Indonesian students for decades. Ahmed El-Tayeb is a
prominent Islamic scholar and cleric, known for his
leadership in promoting moderate interpretations of
Islam. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Indonesia 2, in
Indonesian]

More Indonesians repatriated from Syria

(dqgl) The Indonesian government has repatriated 91
more citizens from Syria, bringing the total number of
repatriated Indonesians to 156 across four evacuation
batches.

The majority of those repatriated were migrant
workers, students, and university students from
various provinces, including Aceh, North Sumatra, DKI
Jakarta, East Java, and West Nusa Tenggara.

As of December 16, 83 Indonesians had requested
repatriation, and further evacuations are planned.
[Antara]

Japan to deepen economic ties with South
Korea

(dqgl) Senior diplomats from Japan and South Korea
met in Tokyo on December 20 for the 16th Japan-ROK
High-Level Economic Consultations to discuss
strengthening economic ties amid ongoing political
turmoil in South Korea following President Yoon Suk-
yeol's brief martial law decree.

Japanese Senior Deputy Foreign Minister Takeshi
Akahori and South Korean Deputy Foreign Minister for
Economic Affairs Kim Hee-sang affirmed progress in
bilateral cooperation on issues such as economic
security and climate change.

Akahori emphasized that, given the current strategic
landscape, Japan remains committed to deepening
mutually beneficial economic relations with South
Korea. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan] [Nippon.com]
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Widow of late former Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe expresses hope that Trump
will lead world to peace

(fcl) Akie Abe, widow of former Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe, expressed hope that U.S. President-elect Donald
Trump would lead the world toward peace during his
second term. Reflecting on a 2019 visit by Trump to
Japan, she recalled his remark that he and Shinzo Abe
would not have allowed World War Il to occur.

Akie Abe met Trump and his wife Melania Trump in
Florida, Mar-a-Lago on December 15 for a private
dinner. This follows Shinzo Abe’s efforts to build a
personal bond with Trump after the 2016 U.S. election,
including gifting him a gold-embellished golf driver to
foster their friendship. [Kyodo News] [South China
Morning Post]

Trump expressed openness to meeting with Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba in mid-January before his
return to the White House. [Kyodo News]

Japan angered over Denmark’s refusal to
extradite anti-whale activist

(dqgl) Japanese has expressed disappointment over
Denmark's decision on December 17 not to extradite
anti-whaling activist Paul Watson to Japan, following his
release from prison in Greenland. Watson, founder of
the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society, an
international non-profit organization dedicated to
marine conservation, was detained in Greenland in July
on charges of obstructing a whaling ship.

Commenting on Japan’s request for Watson's
extradition, Danish Minister of Justice Peter
Hummelgaard argued that Japan failed to provide
sufficient guarantees that the five months Paul Watson
spent in jail would be subtracted from any potential
future sentence in Japan. [Al Jazeera]

Japan had requested his extradition through Interpol,
citing his involvement in obstructing a 2010 research
whaling expedition in the Antarctic Ocean, leading to
charges of bodily injury and other offenses. Chief
Cabinet Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi called the
decision "regrettable" and stated Japan would continue
to address the matter based on law and evidence. [The
Asahi Shimbun]
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First large-scale solar energy initiative
commenced in Laos in collaboration with
China

(dgl) The first phase of China General Nuclear Power
Group's (CGN) 1-million-kilowatt solar photovoltaic
project in northern Laos officially commenced on
December 18, marking the first large-scale solar energy
initiative in the country.

The project is a collaboration between state-owned
CGN and over 70 Chinese and Lao enterprises under
the Lancang-Mekong Cooperation framework, aimed
at strengthening cross-border electricity transmission
between China and Laos.

The project seeks to leverage Laos' natural resources
for economic growth, expand bilateral power
cooperation, and facilitate resource sharing, market
complementarity, and industrial collaboration. The first
phase is expected to generate 1.7 billion kilowatt-hours
of electricity annually, sufficient to power
approximately 10 million households while reducing
coal consumption by 510,000 tons annually. The
electricity will be transmitted to China’s Yunnan
Province, supporting its development. [Global Times]

Vietnam supports Laos in strengthening
identity management system

(cc) Vietnam has agreed to provide Laos with technical
assistance in developing a resident and citizen identity
management system. This came during a conference
on December 20 in Laos, co-chaired by Viethamese
Deputy Minister of Public Security, Lieutenant General
Nguyén Van Long and his Lao counterpart Senior
Lieutenant General Khamking Phuilamanyvong to
review the progress of a project on building a resident
and citizen identity management system in Laos.

The details of the project are still emerging, but reports
suggest Vietnam will share expertise and resources to
assist Laos in establishing a system that effectively
manages resident and citizen identification data. This
system could potentially encompass a centralized
database to store resident and citizen information,
including names, addresses, and national identification
numbers, and the integration of biometric data, such
as fingerprints or facial recognition, to enhance
security and prevent identity theft. The project might
also involve the development and issuance of tamper-
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proof identification cards that residents and citizens
can use for various purposes. [e]

In a separate meeting on December 19, Vietnamese
Minister of Justice Nguyen Hai Ninh and Lao Minister of
Justice Phayvy Sibualipha co-chaired the 6th expanded
judicial conference of Vietnamese and Lao border
provinces in Vientiane.

The conference aimed to enhance legal activities,
promote socio-economic growth, and ensure defense
and security in both countries, underscoring the deep
friendship and comprehensive cooperation between
Vietnam and Laos. Participants discussed solutions to
legal challenges faced by border communities,
focusing on law compliance, livelihood support, and
protecting residents' rights. [Lao News Agency 2]

Laos and Venezuela pledge to strengthen
bilateral ties

(cc) Laos and Venezuela have recently pledged to
deepen their bilateral cooperation during the second
Political Consultation Meeting, held in Vientiane on
December 19.

While specific details regarding the scope of this
enhanced cooperation are still forthcoming, potential
areas of focus include economic cooperation, such as
exploring avenues for increased trade and investment,
potentially through joint ventures in sectors such as
agriculture, mining, and infrastructure development;
technical exchange, such as facilitating knowledge and
skills transfer through programs that allow Lao
professionals to receive training and expertise from
Venezuela, and vice versa, particularly in areas where
Venezuela possesses unique strengths; and cultural
exchange, such as fostering mutual understanding and
appreciation through initiatives such as student
exchange programs, artist collaborations, and cultural
events.

An agreement on visa exemptions for holders of
diplomatic and official passports was signed. [Lao
News Agency]

Australia supports education sector in
Laos

(cc) Australia and Laos have agreed to join forces to
improve the education sector in Savannakhet Province.
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The specific details of the initiative, funded by the
Australian government and USAID, are still under
development, but reports suggest a focus on several
key areas: providing Lao teachers with access to
professional development programs, collaboratively
reviewing and updating curriculum materials in key
subjects like English and STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics), and upgrading
educational infrastructure in Savannakhet schools.
[The Star]

Turkmenistan president visits Malaysia to
develop bilateral relations

(oc) From December 18 to 19, Turkmenistan President
Berdimuhamedow visited Malaysia, accompanied by
six high-ranking Turkmenistan ministers. This marked
his first official visit to Malaysia since assuming office in
March 2022.

On December 19, he held a meeting with Malaysian
Prime Minister Anwar lbrahim. The two leaders
discussed ways to strengthen bilateral ties, particularly
in trade and investment, with a focus on the oil and
gas industries.

Regional and international issues were also addressed,
with Malaysia preparing to chair ASEAN in 2025. The
Palestinian issue was discussed, and both leaders
agreed that the conflict should be resolved through
peaceful means. They also emphasized the importance
of ensuring large-scale humanitarian aid for Palestine
as a key priority. To enhance cooperation in
international and regional affairs, they announced that
a joint commission would be established next year to
ensure a consensual approach to foreign policy.
[Bernamal] [The Star]

Meeting between Malaysian and
Indonesian leaders postponed

(oc) A meeting between Malaysian Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim and Indonesian President Prabowo
Subianto, scheduled for December 23, has been
postponed due to the latter's ill health. [Bernama]

Maldives government advises Chinese
investors on possible opportunities in
fisheries sector
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(Im) The Maldives government has engaged with
Chinese investors to discuss potential investment
opportunities in the country's fisheries sector. The
discussions, led by Fisheries Minister Ahmed Shiyam
and senior ministry officials, focused on the country's
efforts to develop its mariculture industry and blue
economy. Information on various initiatives, including
the development of sports fishing harbors and
strategies to strengthen mariculture, was shared with
the Chinese investors.

Additionally, a separate meeting was held with a team
from the First Institute of Oceanography under China’s
Ministry of Natural Resources. The meeting explored
the possibility of a partnership between the Maldives
Marine Research Institute and the Chinese institute,
aiming to further enhance the Maldives' fisheries
capabilities. [the edition]

Mongolia and Oman hold first political
consultative meeting

(fs) The first Political Consultative Meeting between
Mongolia’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Oman's
Ministry of Foreign Affairs took place on December 9 in
Muscat, capital city of Oman.

Co-chaired by A. Anand, Director of the Americas,
Middle East, and Oceania Department of Mongolia's
Ministry, and Sheikh Abdulaziz Mohammed Al Hosni,
Head of Oman'’s Asia and Pacific Department, the
meeting focused on enhancing bilateral cooperation in
areas such as politics, defense, trade, economy,
tourism, and education.

The two countries agreed to appoint Honorary Consuls
to facilitate business and tourism ties. The Mongolian
delegation also met with H.E. Sheikh Khalifa bin Ali bin
Issa Alharthy, Undersecretary for Political Affairs of
Oman, to discuss further relations and regional
matters. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Mongolia]

Mongolia, India to strengthen cultural,
tourism, and youth cooperation

(fs) Mongolia's Minister of Culture, Sports, Tourism,
and Youth Nomin Chinbat met with India's
Ambassador to Mongolia Atul Malhari Gotsurve on
December 17 to discuss expanding bilateral
cooperation in culture, sports, tourism, and youth
development.
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The two sides highlighted the successful restoration of
historical Mongolian buildings under Indian expertise
and discussed further intensifying cultural
collaboration. They also agreed to renew cooperation
agreements and explore joint initiatives, such as
specialized training programs in India for Mongolian
cultural professionals, direct collaboration between
museum organizations, and a potential Memorandum
of Understanding in the film industry.

Additionally, both parties expressed interest in
boosting tourism by attracting Indian tourists to
Mongolia and establishing direct flights under the
"Years to Visit Mongolia" initiative. [Montsame]

Mongolia, Canada to strengthen
partnership

(fs) The Second Consultative Meeting between the
Ministries of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia and Canada
was held in Ottawa on December 17.

The discussions focused on enhancing the
“Comprehensive Partnership” between the two
nations, boosting bilateral trade, expanding economic
cooperation, and increasing Canadian investment in
Mongolia.

Mongolia presented its 2024-2028 Action Plan,
outlining long- and medium-term development policies
and emphasizing areas for collaboration. Key priorities
included facilitating official visits, easing people-to-
people exchanges, and advancing subnational
cooperation.

Canada reaffirmed its commitment to deepening ties
with Mongolia through its Indo-Pacific Strategy, with a
focus on climate change, renewable energy, digital
development, green transition, and cultural exchange.
Canadian officials highlighted a 60 per cent increase in
development assistance to Mongolia in recent years.
[Montsame]

South Korean authority suspends NUG
passport renewals

(tl) South Korean government announced on
December 18 that the National Unity Government
(NUG) representative office in South Korea would
temporarily stop processing Myanmar passport
renewals. Despite this, Burmese activists in South
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Korea who cannot return to Myanmar due to political
instability are allowed to stay under G1-99 visas.

The decision followed allegations by Myanmar's
military council embassy in Seoul that the NUG office
engaged in illegal forgery of passport stamps,
threatening to cancel and blacklist such passports.
Myanmar activists in South Korea reported facing
threats against their families from the military council,
prompting the NUG office to suspend passport
extensions to protect citizens.

The G1-99 visas allow Burmese nationals without valid
passports to remain in South Korea until the political
situation in Myanmar stabilizes. Over the past seven
months, the NUG office has extended the passports of
thousands of Myanmar citizens without imposing taxes
or fees. [VOA in Burmese]

Myanmar and Laos strengthen ties with
expanded tourism, trade, and cultural
cooperation

(nf) Myanmar and Laos have reassured one another of
enlarged cooperation in tourism, trade, education, and
culture as an effort toward strengthening the more
bilateral ties between them. During the meeting in Nay
Pyi Taw on December 18 where Ambassador-designate
of Lao Mr Bounphieng Chanthavong presented his
credential to Senior General Min Aung Hlaing it was
emphasized to promote friendship through different
activities.

Both sides would work towards increasing direct flights
to promote tourism, use the friendship bridge to
further deepen ties, promote bilateral and border
trade, and facilitate the exchange of scholarship
students and cultural troupes. The two countries
expressed their shared vision for fostering goodwill,
economic collaboration, and mutual development as
good neighbors. It brought together a delegation of
high-ranking Myanmar officials, led by its Deputy Prime
Minister U Than Swe, in support of this partnership.
[The Global New Light of Myanmar] [Myanmar Radio
and Television]

Singapore urges immediate action on
Myanmar crisis, calls for Suu Kyi's release

(sc) Singapore's Foreign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan,
attending an ASEAN meeting in Bangkok on December
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20, called for an immediate end to violence against
civilians in Myanmar and the release of detained
democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi. Highlighting the
dire situation nearly four years after the military coup,
Dr. Balakrishnan emphasized that Suu Kyi's release is
"vital for national reconciliation" and urged
constructive dialogue among Myanmar's key
stakeholders for a peaceful resolution. The 79-year-old
Nobel laureate remains imprisoned after closed-door
trials led to a 27-year sentence on charges of treason
and bribery. Singapore’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MFA) echoed his concerns, expressing grave dismay
over the ongoing conflict, which has claimed over 6,000
civilian lives. [Vivian Balakrishnan] [The Straits Times]

Balakrishnan also criticized the “limited progress” in
implementing ASEAN's Five-Point Consensus, a
roadmap aimed at ending the violence and fostering
dialogue in Myanmar. He called on the junta to fully
support ASEAN's current special envoy, Laotian
diplomat Alounkeo Kittikhoun, and urged collective
efforts to prevent Myanmar's crisis from undermining
ASEAN's broader goals. Singapore pledged continued
support for Malaysia as the incoming ASEAN chair and
its efforts to address the Myanmar conflict in line with
the Five-Point Consensus. [The Straits Times]

Nepal’s Foreign Minister advocates for
expanded air routes, enhanced regional
connectivity with India

(Im) Nepal's Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba, during
the "Indo-Nepal Economic Conference" in New Delhi,
emphasized the importance of securing additional air
routes from India to promote tourism and regional
connectivity. Highlighting Nepal's recently developed
international airports in Pokhara and Lumbini, she
underscored their potential to boost tourism and
strengthen people-to-people ties between the two
nations. Nepal has long sought India's approval for
new air entry routes, which remain pending.

Deuba urged Indian airlines to increase their flight
frequency to Nepal, offering incentives to encourage
collaboration. She also advocated for joint efforts to
promote religious tourism through initiatives like the
Ramayana and Buddhist circuits, benefiting both
countries.

Addressing economic collaboration, Deuba invited
Indian investors to explore opportunities in Nepal's
energy production, infrastructure, and ICT sectors. She
highlighted Nepal's policies that ensure a favorable
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environment for foreign investors, including
guaranteed repatriation of earnings.

The foreign minister also praised progress in cross-
border electricity trade, referencing Nepal's historic
agreement to export 40 megawatts of electricity to
Bangladesh via Indian grids, marking a milestone in
South Asia's energy cooperation. She called for
reducing trade barriers, enhancing cross-border
infrastructure, and strengthening regional forums like
BIMSTEC and SAARC to achieve economic integration
and sustainable development in South Asia. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal, South Korea strengthen trade ties
with new agreement

(rs) The Federation of Nepalese Chambers of
Commerce and Industry (FNCCI) and Korea Importers
Association (KOIMA) signed an MoU in Seoul to
promote Nepali products in South Korea and expand
investment. The agreement aims to reduce Nepal's
trade deficit of NPR 7 billion (USD 52.3 million) by
increasing exports of goods like felt, carpets, and yarn.
[The Kathmandu Post]

India, Nigeria reopen embassies in North
Korea

(ac) India and Nigeria have reopened their embassies
in Pyongyang following closures during the pandemic.
New Delhi has dispatched technical staff and
diplomatic personnel to North Korea to restart
embassy operations.

Analysts have described India’s resumption of
diplomatic ties as a strategic move. India is one of the
few countries that maintain diplomatic relations with
both Pyongyang and Seoul. Given the escalating
tensions with Pakistan and potential implications of
U.S.-led efforts to denuclearize the Korean Peninsula,
India’s decision to reopen its embassy in North Korea
is seen as a measure to enhance national security.
Nevertheless, India maintains strong relations with
Japan and South Korea despite its cordial ties with
North Korea. [South China Morning Post]

Nigeria's embassy reopening is viewed as an effort to
strengthen diplomatic relations, which were previously
maintained through Nigeria's embassy in Abuja. Patrick
Imodu Imologhome has been appointed as Nigeria's
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chargé d'affaires in Pyongyang. Criticism has arisen
regarding North Korea's illicit activities despite
international sanctions. The UN Panel of Experts
reported that North Korea's Haegumgang Trading
Corporation attempted to arrange the sale of military
equipment worth USD 3.5 million to Nigeria in late
2022. [Nairametrics]

U.S. imposes further sanctions on North
Korea

(ac) The U.S. Department of the Treasury on December
16 announced new sanctions targeting nine individuals
and seven entities that have provided financial and
military support over Pyongyang's missile program and
its military support to Moscow. The sanctions aimed at
disrupting North Korea's support to Russia’s war in
Ukraine. [US Department of the Treasury]

The sanctions list included Golden Triangle Bank and
Korea Mandal Credit Bank, the former responsible for
gathering foreign money from North Korea tourism
business and the latter operates banks across China. In
addition, both financial institutions financially funded
Pyongyang's intercontinental missile building program.
Two individuals, Choe Chol Ryong and Kim Myong Jin,
are sanctioned over their involvements in facilitating
Pyongyang's illicit financial activities outside of North
Korea.

The sanctions list included individuals who provided
military support in the Ukraine War. The lists included
Ri Chang Ho, who is the director of North Korea's
Reconnaissance General Bureau, and Kim Yong Bok,
the senior military general. The lists also included
North Korean Defense Minister Ro Kwang Chol and
Kim Geum Cheol, who is the president of the Kim Il
Sung Military University; Ju Chang Il, the head of North
Korea's Propaganda and Agitation Department, and
Pak Jong Chon, a senior official who was seen
attending the regime’s events on the ballistic missiles.
The US Treasury applied sanctions based on their
involvement in the Ukraine war.

The US Treasury also blacklisted Russia-based trade
companies, which shipped oil and gas to North Korea
from 2022 to April 2024. The US estimated that North
Korea has likely received more than 1 million barrels of
oil from Russia, which is a clear branch of the UN
sanctions. [Reuters] [Radio Free Asia]
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Fake Russian military IDs given to North
Korean soldiers, Ukraine claims

(dgl) Ukrainian military officials have claimed that
Russia is providing North Korean soldiers with fake
military documents, in an attempt to conceal the
presence of North Korean soldiers on the battlefield.
The Ukrainian special operations forces reported killing
three North Korean soldiers in Russia's Kursk region,
seizing their documents, which were marked with
Russian names and birthplaces, but bore Korean
signatures. These discrepancies suggested the soldiers'
true origin, indicating Russia's efforts to hide its foreign
fighter presence.

Estimates from US, Ukrainian, and South Korean
intelligence suggest that between 11,000 and 12,000
North Korean soldiers have been deployed to Russia,
with many participating in combat alongside Russian
forces in Kursk. These troops have reportedly suffered
heavy casualties, with some sources estimating
hundreds killed or wounded since October. Ukrainian
forces reported 50 North Korean soldiers killed and 47
injured over a three-day period in December alone.
[CNN]

Bangladesh, Pakistan seek to mend ties,
focus on cooperation at D-8 summit

(tf) During a meeting at the 11th D-8 Summit in Cairo,
Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and
Bangladesh's interim leader, Muhammad Yunus,
emphasized the importance of resolving historical
grievances from Bangladesh's 1971 independence to
strengthen bilateral ties. Yunus expressed Dhaka’s
willingness to move beyond the legacy of the civil war
that led to Bangladesh's secession from Pakistan,
stating, "Let's settle those issues for us to move
forward."

The meeting marked a continuation of improving
relations following the ousting of former Bangladeshi
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, whose administration
maintained close ties with India while keeping
Islamabad at a distance. Since Hasina’s removal, trade
and diplomatic engagement between Pakistan and
Bangladesh have seen significant progress.

Prime Minister Sharif highlighted the shared desire to
expand cooperation in trade, cultural exchanges, and
economic development. He thanked Bangladesh for
easing trade and travel barriers, including the removal
of additional inspection requirements for Pakistani
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consignments and the abolishment of special security
measures for Pakistani travelers.

Discussions focused on economic opportunities in
sectors such as chemicals, cement clinkers, surgical
goods, leather products, and information technology.
Both leaders pledged to enhance people-to-people
contacts. [Arab News] [Dawn]

China, Pakistan strengthen economic ties
with infrastructure, EV investments

(Im) Pakistan and China have agreed to construct an
expressway connecting the deep-sea Gwadar Port to
the New Gwadar International Airport, a Chinese-
funded project nearing completion in Balochistan. The
decision was announced following discussions
between Chinese officials and Pakistan’s Planning
Minister Ahsan Igbal during his visit to China.

The expressway is part of broader developments
under the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a
USD 65 billion initiative under China's Belt and Road
Initiative. The airport, costing USD 200 million, will be
one of Pakistan's largest, handling both domestic and
international flights. Initially slated to begin operations
earlier, its opening was delayed for a security review
after militant attacks in August.

Balochistan, a resource-rich but insurgency-plagued
province, has seen repeated militant violence,
including attacks targeting Chinese nationals and
projects. Recent incidents, such as the killing of two
Chinese workers in Karachi, have prompted Beijing to
raise concerns over security. Media reports suggest
China has pushed for deploying its own security forces
to protect its investments and personnel in Pakistan, a
proposal Islamabad has resisted.

Alongside the Gwadar expressway, feasibility studies
for new motorways, including the Mirpur-
Muzaffarabad and Karachi-Hyderabad routes, are also
planned as part of expanding infrastructure
cooperation under CPEC. [Arab News 1]

In a related development, Chinese enterprise ADM
Group announced a USD 350 million investment in
Pakistan's electric vehicle (EV) sector. This includes USD
250 million to establish an EV manufacturing plant and
USD 90 million to install over 3,000 EV charging
stations nationwide. Of these, 1,000 stations will be in
Sindh, 1,500 in Punjab, and 750 across Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa and Balochistan. These initiatives aim to
support Pakistan's target of converting 30 percent of
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vehicles to electric power by 2030, reducing carbon
emissions and reliance on conventional fuels.

Pakistan's government has introduced measures to
encourage EV adoption, such as subsidies of PKR
50,000 (USD 170) for electric motorcycles and PKR
200,000 (USD 680) for three-wheelers, alongside a total
allocation of PKR 4 billion (USD 13.6 million). Duties on
EV components have also been reduced, and a New
Energy Fund and Vehicle Center are being established
to promote local manufacturing and adoption. [Arab
News 2]

Pakistan-United States relations strain as
Washington imposes sanctions on
Islamabad’s missile program

(tj/sn) The United States has imposed sanctions on
Pakistan's long-range ballistic missile program,
targeting the state-owned National Development
Complex (NDC) and three Karachi-based firms:
Affiliates International, Akhtar and Sons Private
Limited, and Rockside Enterprise. These sanctions,
issued under Executive Order 13382, aim to curb the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and their
delivery systems. They freeze US-linked assets of the
sanctioned entities and bar American companies from
engaging with them.

The NDC, responsible for developing Pakistan's
Shaheen family of nuclear-capable ballistic missiles, is
accused of procuring missile-testing equipment and
components for long-range missile development. US
officials have expressed concerns that Pakistan’s
advancements in missile technology could enable it to
strike targets beyond South Asia, potentially posing a
future threat to the US. [Reuters] [The Economic
Times]

Deputy National Security Adviser Jon Finer described
Pakistan's missile program as an "emerging threat"
that challenges US security interests. Speaking at the
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Finer
highlighted that Pakistan’s increasingly sophisticated
missile technology, including larger rocket motors,
could extend its reach to targets beyond South Asia
within the next decade. [Arab News 1]

Pakistan has strongly criticized the sanctions, calling
them "unfortunate and biased." Islamabad accuses
Washington of double standards, arguing that its
missile program is purely defensive, designed to
preserve regional stability and deter aggression,
particularly from neighboring India. Pakistan warned
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that such actions could destabilize the region by
exacerbating military asymmetries. The country also
expressed its concerns that these sanctions could
deepen existing military gaps and further fuel regional
tensions. [Al Jazeera] [MOFA Pakistan]

Washington has defended the sanctions as necessary
to address proliferation concerns, stating that it
remains committed to constructive engagement with
Pakistan. The US also reiterated that the measures are
consistent with its efforts to maintain the global non-
proliferation regime. [Arab News 2]

At the same time, the Pentagon has taken a more
cautious approach. While Finer raised concerns about
Pakistan’s missile advancements, officials there
highlighted decades of cooperation between the US
and Pakistan, particularly in counterterrorism, and
refrained from directly criticizing Pakistan’s missile
program. Many observers believe the Pentagon’s
approach aims to preserve military cooperation, while
the White House's stance reflects growing discontent
with Pakistan's trajectory. [Dawn]

The sanctions come amid strained US-Pakistan
relations, which have deteriorated since the US
withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021. Pakistan, which
conducted its first nuclear weapons test in 1998, now
possesses an estimated 170 warheads but has refused
to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty. The ongoing
tensions also reflect US discomfort with Pakistan’s
close ties to China, a major partner in its defense and
missile programs.

Pakistan pushes for Aafia Siddiqui’s
clemency before US President Biden
leaves office

(an) A clemency petition for Dr. Aafia Siddiqui, a
Pakistani neuroscientist condemned to 86 years'
imprisonment in the US, has been sent to the White
House to seek President Joe Biden's mercy before his
term ends on January 20, 2025.

A Pakistani delegation led by Senator Bushra Anjum
Butt met with US lawmakers, including Senator Chris
Van Hollen and Congresswoman Ilhan Omar, to
advocate for her release on humanitarian grounds.
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif previously urged
President Joe Biden to grant clemency due to Siddiqui's
deteriorating health.

Siddiqui, convicted in 2010 for attempting to shoot US
officers, remains a polarizing figure. While the US links


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-duh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-duk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-duu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sydlkx-l-hll/

her to Al Qaeda, many in Pakistan view her as a victim
of injustice. The delegation also visited her in Texas,
describing the meeting as “encouraging” and
expressing hope for a decision before Biden's term
ends. This initiative is part of Pakistan's broader
diplomatic efforts to secure her release. [Dawn]

Pakistan announces tariff cuts under
trade deal with Azerbaijan

(Im) Pakistan has waived customs and regulatory
duties on imports from Azerbaijan under the Pakistan-
Azerbaijan Preferential Trade Agreement, effective
December 16. The agreement, signed during
Azerbaijan President [lham Aliyev's visit to Islamabad in
July, aims to enhance bilateral trade to USD 2 billion
and strengthen economic ties.

The deal provides tariff exemptions on various
Azerbaijani exports to Pakistan, including oil and gas
products, hazelnuts, apricots, and refined copper wire.
Pakistani exports, such as sports equipment, leather
goods, and pharmaceuticals, will benefit from reduced
tariffs in Azerbaijan, promoting mutual economic
cooperation.

This development reflects Islamabad’s growing
engagement with Central Asian nations to position
Pakistan as a strategic trade and transit hub. Recent
diplomatic efforts underline Pakistan's ambition to
foster regional connectivity and economic integration.
[Arab News]

Pakistan, Iran agree to boost cooperation

(mra) Pakistan and Iran have committed to deepening
bilateral trade, economic collaboration, and fostering
people-to-people exchanges during a meeting between
Pakistan's Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister
Mohammad Ishaq Dar and Iran’s Foreign Minister
Seyyed Abbas Araghchi. The discussions took place on
the sidelines of the 21st D-8 Council of Foreign
Ministers in Cairo, Egypt.

Both leaders expressed satisfaction with the growing
momentum in bilateral relations, particularly in
political and economic sectors, highlighted by frequent
high-level exchanges. They emphasized the
importance of leveraging this progress to bolster trade
ties and enhance regional cooperation.
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The meeting also touched on broader regional issues,
including the situation in the Middle East. Both sides
underscored the need for continued dialogue and
collaboration to address shared challenges and
promote stability. Deputy Prime Minister Dar
reiterated Pakistan's principled stance on Palestine,
reaffirming solidarity with the Palestinian people in
their quest for self-determination. [The Nation]
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs -lran] [Pakistan Today]

Pakistan’s Prime Minister emphasizes
Saudi partnership as key to economic and
regional cooperation

(Im) Pakistan’s Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has
reaffirmed the country’s longstanding relationship with
Saudi Arabia as a cornerstone of its foreign policy,
emphasizing the importance of deepening economic
and security ties. This reaffirmation came during the
visit of Dr. Abdullah bin Mohammed bin Ibrahim Al-
Sheikh, chairman of Saudi Arabia’s Shura Council, to
Islamabad. [Arab News 1]

The Saudi delegation’s three-day visit included
meetings with key Pakistani leaders, including Prime
Minister Sharif, President Asif Ali Zardari, National
Assembly Speaker Sardar Ayaz Sadiq, and Senate
Chairman Syed Yusuf Raza Gilani. Discussions centered
on fostering a strategic partnership through enhanced
parliamentary cooperation and expanding
collaboration in trade, investment, and defense. Arab
News 2]

Saudi Arabia plays a pivotal role in Pakistan's economy,
hosting approximately 2.5 million Pakistani expatriates
and serving as the largest source of remittances. In
2024 alone, the two nations signed agreements worth
USD 2.8 billion, further bolstering their economic ties.
Riyadh has consistently supported Pakistan through
loans, deferred oil payments, and investment
initiatives, contributing significantly to its economic
stability.

Dr. Al-Sheikh expressed Saudi Arabia’s commitment to
a prosperous Pakistan, offering technological
assistance to Pakistan's National Assembly and
underscoring the deep cultural, historical, and religious
bonds between the two nations. President Zardari
highlighted the need to transform the bilateral
relationship into a strategic partnership while
reiterating Pakistan’s solidarity with the Muslim
Ummah and its support for the people of Palestine,
Lebanon, and Syria amid ongoing Middle Eastern
conflicts. [Arab News 3]
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Pakistan’s naval chief discusses defense
cooperation, regional security during
Oman visit

Pakistan’s Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Naveed Ashraf,
has concluded an official visit to Oman, focusing on
enhancing defense collaboration, addressing regional
maritime security, and curbing smuggling. During
meetings with senior Omani officials, including the
Minister of the Royal Office and the commanders of
the Royal Navy of Oman and National Defense College,
discussions centered on security in the Indian Ocean
and joint defense initiatives.

Oman, Pakistan's closest Arab neighbor, shares a
maritime boundary and deep historical ties, including a
significant portion of Oman's population tracing origins
to Pakistan’s Balochistan province. Gwadar, Pakistan's
strategic port city, was part of Oman until 1958.

Admiral Ashraf highlighted Pakistan Navy's role in
combating piracy and smuggling and its commitment
to promoting maritime security through regional
cooperation. Earlier this month, the Pakistan Navy
conducted the “Samar Al-Tayeb” joint naval exercises
with Oman’s Royal Navy, underscoring the
longstanding partnership between the two countries.
[Arab News]

Pakistan’s Prime Minister thanks UAE for
resuming visa facilitation, hails strategic
partnership

(Im) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif expressed gratitude
to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for streamlining visa
processes for Pakistani nationals during a ceremony in
Islamabad marking the UAE's National Day. The UAE,
home to over 1.5 million Pakistani expatriates and
Pakistan's second-largest source of remittances after
Saudi Arabia, had faced reports of reduced visa
issuance for Pakistanis due to alleged violations of
local laws and political activities.

Sharif highlighted the UAE's longstanding support for
Pakistan, including economic assistance that helped
secure an IMF loan program in September 2024. He
also acknowledged the Emirates' significant
investments, valued at over USD 10 billion in the last
two decades, and bilateral trade growth, which
reached USD 7.9 billion in 2023. He emphasized the
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importance of strengthening ties, particularly in trade,
investment, and renewable energy.

President Asif Ali Zardari called the relationship a
“trustworthy strategic partnership,” noting the UAE's
role as one of Pakistan's largest investors. He
highlighted areas of potential collaboration, including
the Pakistan Stock Exchange, renewable energy, and
aviation, and praised recent agreements to deepen
cooperation.

The UAE ambassador reiterated the Emirates’
commitment to enhancing bilateral ties, emphasizing
opportunities in renewable energy, artificial
intelligence, and agricultural innovation. Both sides
expressed optimism for continued economic and
strategic collaboration, with Sharif eagerly anticipating
an upcoming visit by UAE President Mohammed bin
Zayed. [Arab News]

Philippines eyes expanding ties with Saudi
Arabia

(rv) President Ferdinand R. Marcos Jr. aims to deepen
Philippines-Saudi Arabia relations, focusing on labor,
economic cooperation, and peace efforts in Mindanao.
During a farewell call with Saudi Ambassador Hisham
Sultan Abdullah Algahtani, Marcos praised Saudi
Arabia's support through the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation in advancing Mindanao's autonomous
region.

Algahtani acknowledged the vital role of Filipino
workers in Saudi Arabia's development and highlighted
upcoming opportunities for skilled labor in mega
projects, including preparations for the 2030 World
Cup. Marcos affirmed the Philippines’ readiness to
provide a competitive workforce. Nearly one million
Filipinos currently work in Saudi Arabia, underscoring
the strong bilateral ties. [PNA] [Philstar]

Japan appoints first resident ambassador
to Seychelles

(axc) Seychelles marked a milestone in its diplomatic
relations with Japan as President Wavel Ramkalawan
welcomed Sakuta Makoto, the first resident Japanese
ambassador to the country, during a credential
presentation ceremony at State House. The
appointment signifies Japan's deepened commitment
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to bilateral ties, which have historically focused on
development cooperation.

Discussions between Ramkalawan and Makoto
emphasized enhanced collaboration in maritime
security, fisheries, environmental conservation, and
climate change. Japan opened its embassy in Victoria in
November 2019, with diplomatic representation
previously handled by a chargé d'affaires

Singapore, Australia strengthen Al
cooperation under new memorandum

(fi) Singapore and Australia have signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to advance
cooperation in Artificial Intelligence (Al), focusing on
responsible development, adoption, and governance.
The agreement focuses on sharing best practices,
facilitating market and talent access, promoting Al
commercialization, and ensuring ethical and
responsible Al governance.

Building on the 2020 Singapore-Australia Digital
Economy Agreement (SADEA), the MOU strengthens
digital ties under the Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership framework. Ministers Josephine Teo and
Ed Husic emphasized the transformative potential of
trusted Al to benefit citizens and businesses while
addressing global challenges. [MDDI Simgapore] [Dept
of Industry Australia]

South Korea claims North Korea preparing
additional troop deployment, suicide
drones for Russia

(yq) North Korea is preparing to deploy more troops
and military equipment, including suicide drones, to
Russia in support of Moscow's war in Ukraine, South
Korea’s military reported on December 23.

The assessment follows intelligence suggesting North
Korea has already sent thousands of troops, with
estimated casualties around 1,100, according to South
Korea's spy agency.

The South Korea Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) confirmed
North Korea is rotating or increasing troop
deployments and supplying 240mm rocket launchers
and 170mm self-propelled artillery to Russia. There are
also signs of suicide drone production, first showcased
by Kim Jong-un in November.
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Kim recently observed tests of various suicide drones,
advocating for their mass production due to their cost-
effectiveness in modern warfare.

While no immediate provocations have been detected,
the JCS noted North Korea is prioritizing military
cooperation with Russia and stabilizing its domestic
environment ahead of a key year-end party meeting.
However, the possibility of surprise provocations, such
as an intermediate-range ballistic missile launch
remains.

The JCS anticipates continued “gray zone” tactics next
year, including trash-laden balloons and GPS jamming.

Despite supporting Russia, North Korea is wary of
escalating tensions that could create a new conflict
front. Still, the JCS stressed the need for strengthened
cooperation with the U.S. and film military readiness,
warning of potential provocations like ICBM launches
or nuclear tests aimed at increasing leverage against
Washington. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea, Japan reaffirm security
commitment over call

(jb) In a phone conversation between Japanese Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba and South Korean Acting
President Han Duck Soo on December 19, both nations
affirmed their commitment to the JAROKUS trilateral
security arrangement with the United States.

With the impending 60t anniversary of the
normalization of diplomatic ties between South Korea
and Japan, both leaders agreed to cooperate bilaterally
and to strengthen ties leading up to the anniversary's
commemoration. The conversation acknowledged the
looming nuclear threat from an increasingly assertive
North Korea which has deepened its relation and
cooperation with Russia in recent weeks and months
(see AR No. 50, December/2024, 2). [The Korea Times]

Japan and South Korea established diplomatic
relations by signing the Treaty on Basic Relations on
June 22, 1965. In 2023, the two nations also created
the JAROKUS security alliance with the United States
under the aegis of US President Joe Biden. [United
Nations Treaty Collection] [The White House]

China ambassador appointment process
halted
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(jb) Kim Dae-ki, the former Chief of Staff to President
Yoon Suk-yeol, who was appointed as the South
Korean ambassador to China in October, is yet to begin
his duties as the formalities have been delayed due to
the ongoing impeachment proceedings.

Traditionally, the appointment is processed by the
Cabinet and comes with a letter of good faith from the
President. Due to the impeachment proceedings,
President Yoon's duties have been suspended, leaving
the act of formalizing the appointment to Acting
President Han Duck-soo.

Multiple factors complicating the appointment include
Kim's closeness to the current President, the brevity of
his term in the event of Yoon's impeachment by the
Constitutional Court, Yoon's accusations of Chinese
spies threatening national security and China's
measured response deriding Yoon's comments.

Chinese authorities have already approved Kim's
appointment. [The Korea Times]

Assad’s fall jeopardizes legal status of
Syrians in South Korea

(jb) The Ministry of Justice announced that the legal
status of nearly 1300 Syrian refugees and asylum
seekers will be reviewed following the fall of Bashar al-
Assad's regime to rebel forces in Syria.

The ministry's survey in early October concluded that
1971 Syrian nationals were currently living in South
Korea. The survey was updated from a 2018 Statistics
Korea government survey which revealed 1400 Syrians
living in South Korea, most of whom arrived before
2015. Over 1100 of these individuals at the time had
been granted official humanitarian protection status
by the Ministry of Justice by 2018. The number
currently stands at 1281. Only 10 Syrians thus far have
been granted full refugee status. [KOSIS]

As Syria's government currently enters a transition
period, millions of Syrian refugees currently hosted by
UN member nations near and far are finding their legal
status in a limbo. The Director of the UNHCR, in a press
briefing on December 17, urged all member nations to
“not forcibly return anyone to any part of Syria and to
guarantee the rights of civilians fleeing Syria to access
asylum.” He also set down conditions for return in an
official document, asking for states to ensure
“protection for those who have already found refuge in
host countries”. [UNHCR 1] [UNHCR 2]
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The legal designation of “humanitarian stay” allows
Syrians and other such foreign nationals to only seek
employment involving manual labor. Syrians fleeing to
South Korea have led a tenuous life in their host
country over the past decade owing to discrimination,
poorly maintained migrant detention centers, and
dwindling employment opportunities in an increasing
job-scarce economy. [The Korea Times] [Middle East
Eye] [The New York Times]

Several European nations have already begun
suspending asylum processes, citing the significant
reduction in urgency for refuge with the dissolution of
the Assad regime. The South Korean Ministry of
Justice's comments suggest that there are similar
considerations in play, which would mean that 1271
Syrians will find themselves applying for a renewal of
their humanitarian stay status annually instead of
being processed as a full refugee.

US Forces Korea tenure extended in new
bill

(jb/mc) The annual National Defense Authorization Act,
passed by Congress to set defense budgets and
address specific defense concerns, includes the
extended presence of U.S. Forces Korea (USFK) troops
on South Korean soil through 2025.

In passing the bill, the Senate has agreed to maintain
over 28,500 USFK troops in South Korea as a
demonstration of the U.S.'s unwavering alliance with
South Korea amidst heightened tensions involving a
nuclear North Korea.

The change in American administration has led to
speculation about the continuation of the extended
deterrence provided to South Korea. The bill passed
with 85 votes in favor and 14 against, reinforcing
confidence in the ongoing alliance.

The bill will come into effect pending approval by the
newly inaugurated President. [The Korea Times]

Meanwhile, General Xavier Brunson officially assumed
command of the US Forces Korea (USFK) following the
December 20 announcement that he will work to
protect and strengthen the South Korea-US alliance
amid escalating regional security challenges posed by
North Korea. Brunson replaced General Paul
LaCamera, who retired after 44 years of service.

After his inauguration, Brunson, who will also lead the
South Korea-US Combined Forces Command (CFC) and
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the UN Command, emphasized the need for alliance
power and trilateral cooperation with Japan to
preserve the "rules-based international order" against
emerging threats. [Yonhap Agency News]

South Korean and U.S. top diplomats
agree to meet in person soon

(yq) South Korea's Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul and
U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken agreed during a
December 21 phone call to arrange an in-person
meeting at the earliest opportunity, according to the
South Korean foreign ministry. The decision aims to
reinforce the bilateral alliance amid political instability
in Seoul.

The discussion took place following President Yoon Suk
Yeol's brief martial law declaration and impeachment,
which raised concerns over potential disruptions to
security cooperation between the two nations.

The foreign ministry confirmed that both officials
agreed to coordinate their schedules for the meeting.

Cho stressed the importance of preserving and
strengthening the alliance under acting President Han
Duck-soo. He cited recent phone conversations
between Han and U.S. President Joe Biden as evidence
of continued diplomatic efforts.

Cho also called for continued trilateral collaboration
involving South Korea, the U.S., and Japan,
emphasizing the need to sustain progress as the new
U.S. administration prepares to take office on January
20.

Blinken expressed confidence in South Korea's
democratic resilience and Han's leadership, reaffirming
the strength of the alliance. He reiterated the U.S.'s
unwavering support for South Korea and commitment
to shared democratic values.

State Department spokesperson Matthew Miller
highlighted Blinken's pledge to work with Han to
pursue common objectives such as regional security,
economic growth, and the promotion of democratic
principles.

Deputy Secretary of State Kurt Campbell previously
indicated plans for high-level engagement with Han's
interim administration, reflecting ongoing support
from the Biden administration.
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Cho and Blinken had earlier spoken on December 6 to
discuss President Yoon's martial law declaration and
reaffirm their alliance. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea to export military helicopter
to Iraq

(dqgl) Korea Aerospace Industries (KAl), South Korea's
South leading aerospace manufacturer, has secured its
first overseas export of the domestically developed
Surion helicopter. On December 23, KAl announced it
had signed a contract with the Iragi government to
export the Surion, valued at approximately KRW 135.7
billion (USD 93.4 million), with a contract period
running from March 31, 2025, to March 31, 2029.

Developed since 2006 under the Defense Acquisition
Program Administration (DAPA) and the Agency for
Defense Development (ADD), the Surion is South
Korea's first domestically produced utility helicopter. It
has since evolved into ten variants, including those for
amphibious assault, medical evacuation, police, coast
guard, firefighting, and forestry. Currently, 300 Surion
helicopters are operational in South Korea. [Business
Koreal]

Preparation underway to welcome Sri
Lanka’s President Dissanayake to China

(axc) Preparations are in progress to welcome Sri
Lankan President Anura Kumara Dissanayake during
his upcoming visit to China, as confirmed by Vice
Chairperson of the National Committee of the Chinese
People's Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), Qin
Boyong.

During a meeting at the Parliamentary Complex, the
President expressed gratitude to China for its support
during Sri Lanka’s debt restructuring program and
economic challenges, highlighting assistance in
disaster response and the provision of school
uniforms.

President Dissanayake emphasized the importance of
completing the Central Expressway's unfinished
sections under Chinese management and called for
expedited work on supply hubs and institutional
projects centered around the Colombo Port City and
Hambantota District.

Qin Boyong reaffirmed China's commitment to
strengthening bilateral relations, announcing plans to
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restart maritime research activities and develop
projects in the Hambantota investment zone to
enhance Sri Lanka's global access. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka advances bilateral cooperation
with India

Sri Lanka has approved agreements and outlined
initiatives to strengthen its economic and diplomatic
ties with India, reflecting the outcomes of President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake's state visit to New Delhi
from December 15-17.

In line with the visit's outcomes, the Cabinet approved
an MoU under which India will provide INR 300 million
(approximately USD 3.6 million) to procure vehicles for
the Sri Lanka Police, reinforcing bilateral cooperation
and enhancing law enforcement infrastructure. Sri
Lanka also announced plans to capitalize on surplus
energy production by exporting it to Bay of Bengal
Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic
Cooperation (BIMSTEC) member states. The power grid
connectivity agreement with India aligns with this
policy, aiming to maximize energy generation for
regional trade without compromising national
interests. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Additionally, Additionally, the Sri Lankan government
has announced plans to update its decades-old Free
Trade Agreement (FTA) with India to reflect current
economic opportunities. [Daily Mirror 3]

In parallel, Foreign Minister Vijitha Herath announced
the government's decision to appoint a special
committee tasked with drafting a comprehensive
national policy framework for foreign research vessels
entering Sri Lankan waters. [Daily Mirror 4]

This development comes after Sri Lanka faced
challenges regarding the docking of foreign research
vessels - especially from China - in its waters, leading
to diplomatic tensions, particularly with neighboring
India. In response, the government imposed a one-
year moratorium in January 2024 on foreign research
ships entering its waters, aiming to develop a
comprehensive policy framework to manage such
visits effectively.

Despite the moratorium, exceptions have been made.
For instance, in March 2024, the German research
vessel Sonne was allowed to dock at Colombo Port,
raising questions about the consistency of the
moratorium's application.
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US NDAA 2025 boosts Taiwan security
with USD 300 million initiative and
enhanced military cooperation

(sk) Both the US House of Representatives and Senate
passed USD 895.2 billion worth of the National
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) for Fiscal Year 2025
on December 11 and 18 respectively, which included
USD 300 millions of “appropriate assistance” to Taiwan
as the “Taiwan Security Cooperation Initiative”. Chuck
Schumer, the Democratic Majority Leader at the US
Senate, highlighted this bill as containing strong
provisions against the Chinese Communist Party on a
national security basis. [Taiwan News]

Under the Taiwan Security Cooperation Initiative,
modeled in part after US assistance to Ukraine with the
purchase from private enterprises, the secretary of
defense is authorized to provide Taiwan with advanced
military equipment, including radars, drones, and anti-
ship missiles, as well as training programs to enhance
operational readiness. The initiative also includes a
joint program on military trauma care, addressing
trauma treatment, mental health conditions, and post-
traumatic stress disorder. [Focus Taiwan]

Moreover, the NDAA also suggested including
Taiwanese naval forces to the Rim of the Pacific in
2025, the largest transnational maritime military
exercise. Further, the “BOLSTER Act” from NDAA
authorized the US and European allies to develop
coordinated strategies to counter Chinese attempts to
subvert Taiwanese government or occupy Taiwanese
territory.

In a related development, the U.S. government
announced on December 20 a potential arms sale to
Taiwan, including advanced tactical data link systems
and gun mounts for vessels, valued at USD 295 million.
This marks the 19th arms sale to Taiwan under the
Biden administration. [Focus Taiwan]

According to the Pentagon's Defense Security
Cooperation Agency (DSCA), the package includes USD
265 million for the MIDS JTRS Variant 5, an upgraded
version of the Link-16 tactical data link system. This
system is designed to enhance Taiwan's command,
control, communications, and computers (C4)
capabilities, bolstering network and communication
security. The DSCA emphasized that this technology
would modernize Taiwan's military and preserve a
credible defensive capacity. [DSCA 1]
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Additionally, the sale includes USD 30 million worth of
MK 75-76 mm gun mounts and related equipment.
These mounts are intended to improve surface and air
defense capabilities on Taiwan's naval vessels,
enabling them to respond effectively to potential
threats. [DSCA 2]

In addition to the arms sale, President Joe Biden
authorized USD 571.3 million in military assistance to
Taiwan under the Presidential Drawdown Authority
(PDA) on the same day. This package includes defense
equipment, services, and military training. It marks the
third PDA allocation to Taiwan, following USD 345
million in July 2023 and USD 567 million in September
2024. [American Whitehouse]

The recent arms sale and military assistance signify the
U.S.'s ongoing support for Taiwan's defense
capabilities. As the geopolitical landscape in the Indo-
Pacific grows increasingly complex, this latest
development reflects the U.S.'s strategic intent to
reinforce Taiwan's position against external threats.

Taiwan to provide Guatemala with
assistance in boosting cybersecurity

(dgl) Taiwan is set to assist Guatemala in strengthening
its cybersecurity by establishing operations centers
and providing information security training. This move
comes amid concerns over potential risks linked to the
involvement of Huawei Technologies in building
computer systems for local banks in Guatemala, with
some experts citing fears of backdoors for Chinese
state-sponsored hackers.

In response, Taiwan aims to support Guatemala by
enhancing its cybersecurity defenses, including the
creation of cybersecurity operations centers and
training programs. Taiwan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
is preparing a team of experts to visit Guatemala and
other Central American allies to assess their
information systems. This initiative is part of Taiwan's
broader effort to strengthen digital governance and
cybersecurity resilience in the region.

Guatemala, a longstanding diplomatic ally of Taiwan,
has maintained official relations since 1934 and is one
of Taiwan's few Central American partners. [Taipei
Times]
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China, Thailand hold 7th round of
Strategic Dialogue

(hrs) From December 17-19, Chinese Vice Foreign
Minister Sun Weidong visited Thailand, meeting with
Thai Foreign Minister Maris Sangiampongsa and co-
chairing the seventh round of the China-Thailand
strategic dialogue with Permanent Secretary for
Foreign Affairs Eksiri Pintaruchi. Discussions
emphasized the enduring China-Thailand relationship,
characterized by mutual support and close ties.

Sun highlighted the upcoming 50th anniversary of
diplomatic relations, termed the "Golden Jubilee of
China-Thailand Friendship," and reaffirmed China's
commitment to enhancing all-round strategic
cooperation, supporting Thailand's interests, and
advancing their comprehensive strategic partnership.

Thailand expressed its dedication to strengthening
bilateral relations, planning celebrations for the
diplomatic milestone, and deepening cooperation in
various fields. Thailand also thanked China for its
support in joining the BRICS group. [MFA China]

Ukrainian arrested in Thailand for
running drug lab in Indonesia’s Bali

(hrs) Thai authorities arrested a Ukrainian citizen at U-
Tapao Rayong International Airport on December 19
while attempting to board a flight to Dubai. The
suspect was extradited to Indonesia in coordination
with the Indonesian Embassy in Bangkok and arrived
at Soekarno-Hatta International Airport on December
22.

The individual is accused of managing an illegal drug
lab disguised as a villa in Badung Regency, Bali, which
reportedly produced methamphetamines and
cultivated cannabis hydroponically. The operation,
linked to an international drug network, was raided in
May 2024, resulting in the arrest of three other
foreigners. [Jakarta Globe]

Activists urge Thai government to delay
consultation on Laos’ Sanakham dam
project

(Im) Activists have called on the Thai government to
postpone public hearings for the Sanakham
hydropower project in Laos, citing insufficient
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information from the developer about the dam's
potential downstream impacts. Concerns have grown
over the rush to conduct local consultations required
for the project, which could significantly affect
communities along the Mekong River.

The Sanakham dam, located between Xayaburi and
Vientiane provinces in Laos, lies 25 kilometers
upstream of Sanakham district and only 2 kilometers
from the Thai-Lao border in Loei province. It is the
sixth proposed dam on the lower Mekong River and
part of a cascade of dams along the river. As the dam
could restrict water flow downstream, the project must
adhere to the Procedures for Notification, Prior
Consultation, and Agreement (PNPCA) outlined by the
Mekong River Commission (MRC).

Under this framework, public hearings are required to
gather input from affected downstream communities.
In Thailand, this process is overseen by the Thai
National Mekong Committee, chaired by Deputy Prime
Minister Prasert Jantararuangtong. The first hearing is
scheduled for December 24 in Loei's Chiang Khan
district.

However, Pianporn Deetes, campaign director of the
International Rivers Southeast Asia program, has urged
the government to delay the hearings until the
developer provides detailed information on the dam'’s
transboundary impacts. She highlighted that the MRC
secretariat had previously requested additional data
from the developer, but no response has been
received.

The Thai Office of the Ombudsman has also suggested
that the PNPCA process should begin only after all
necessary information is provided to local committees.
Activists argue that moving forward without clarity
undermines public trust and compromises the
consultation's credibility.

The Sanakham project, located about 155 kilometers
from Vientiane and 84 kilometers downstream of the
Pak Lay project, continues to raise significant
environmental and social concerns, as its potential
impact on the Mekong River and bordering provinces
remains unclear. [Bangkok Post]

Myanmar set to release captured Thai
fishermen as regional talks progress

(hrs/Im/tl) Thailand's Foreign Affairs Minister, Maris
Sangiampongsa, announced Myanmar's intent to
release four Thai fishermen detained last month in
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disputed waters off Ranong province. The fishermen
had been sentenced in a Myanmar court to prison
terms and fines, with the boat owner receiving a six-
year sentence and a substantial fine, while the crew
members were sentenced to four years with smaller
fines.

The assurance of their release, expected by January 4,
follows discussions between Maris and Myanmar
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Affairs Minister
Than Swe during a regional consultation in Bangkok.
The meeting, attended by representatives from
Myanmar, China, India, Bangladesh, and Laos, focused
on transnational crime, border security, and
Myanmar’s political progress.

Maris emphasized the importance of respecting legal
procedures while collaborating to prevent similar
incidents in the future. [Bangkok Post 1]

Simultaneously, Thailand is negotiating with
Myanmar's United Wa State Army (UWSA), also known
as the Red Wa Army, to withdraw troops from disputed
areas along the Thai-Myanmar border. The UWSA, one
of Myanmar's largest ethnic armed groups, operates
semi-autonomously in the Wa Special Region, near the
Thai and Chinese borders. Established during
Myanmar's long-running civil conflicts, the UWSA has
historically been allied with the Myanmar military while
maintaining its own governance and military
structures.

Lt Gen Kittipong Jamsuwan, commander of Thailand's
3rd Army Region, reaffirmed that peaceful resolutions
are a priority, though Thai forces remain on high alert.
Talks are being held at multiple levels, with no fixed
deadline for a response from the UWSA. Recent
reports suggesting the UWSA’'s agreement to withdraw
from seven disputed areas within months were denied
by the Wa News Land Facebook page.

These negotiations align with Thailand’s 2023-2030
National Security Council strategy, which focuses on
enhancing border security and integrating it into
provincial development plans. The 3rd Army Region is
also conducting routine training exercises to ensure
preparedness for any contingencies. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand opens emergency center at
border following cholera outbreak in
Myanmar

(hrs) Thailand's Public Health Ministry has established
a forward emergency operations center (EOC) in Tak
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province to monitor and mitigate risks from a cholera
outbreak in neighboring Myanmar's Shwe Kokko town,
where 300 cases and two deaths have been reported.

The EOC will focus on high-risk areas along the border,
including communities and temporary shelters. Health
officials will collaborate with local leaders, Myanmar
health volunteers, and drugstores to monitor
symptoms and report suspected cases.

Educational campaigns targeting Myanmar workers
along the border will emphasize cholera prevention,
while lab tests will be conducted for suspected cases,
including two currently admitted in Tak hospitals. The
EOC is also assessing medicine availability in Tak and
coordinating with the ministry to ensure adequate
medical supplies. [Nation Thailand]

Thailand maintains position as Vietham's
biggest trading partner in ASEAN

(hrs) Thailand remains Vietnam'’s largest trading
partner within ASEAN, with bilateral trade reaching
USD 16.6 billion in the first ten months of 2024, a 5.1
percent increase year-on-year.

The Vietnam Trade Office in Thailand has played a
pivotal role in strengthening trade ties through
initiatives such as market research, trade promotion,
and fostering business collaborations.

The collaboration has been instrumental in enhancing
trade in agricultural products, with Vietnam serving as
a key transit hub for Thai exports to China. Future
plans include strengthening supply chain connections,
promoting trade in emerging sectors like the green
economy, and enhancing local economic cooperation
between northeast Thailand and central Vietnam.
[Nation Thailand]

Thailand, Spain discuss navy ship building
deal

(msz) The Spanish chargé d'affaires, Vicente Cacho
Lopez de la Calzada, met with Navy Chief Adm Jirapol
Wongwit to discuss plans for frigate construction in
Thailand. The talks focused on transferring combat
system technology, including the CATIZ system for
upgrading the HTMS Chang and HTMS Pattani offshore
patrol vessels, as well as expanding scholarships for
Thai naval personnel, universities, and research
institutions.
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The Royal Thai Navy (RTN) plans to request a 2026
budget to build two new frigates after funding cuts in
recent years. Navantia, a Spanish state-owned
enterprise, has been selected for the project due to its
track record in constructing ships for the Spanish Navy
and global clients. The company, with nearly THB 9
billion (USD 270 million) in registered capital, has
subsidiaries in the UK, Australia, and Saudi Arabia.

Adm Jirapol highlighted Navantia’s capability, citing its
recent delivery of five ships to the Royal Saudi Navy
and contracts for three more within five years.
[Bangkok Post]

Vietnam revives nuclear power plans with
Japanese collaboration

(hn) Vietnam is reviving its nuclear power ambitions
after an eight-year hiatus, with Japan as a key partner.
The Ministry of Industry and Trade (MOIT) is
collaborating with Japanese businesses and
universities to advance the Ninh Thuan nuclear power
plant projects, recently approved by Vietnam'’s National
Assembly to address growing energy demands.

The MOIT is working with Vietnam Electricity (EVN) and
local authorities to update project plans, develop legal
frameworks, and renegotiate agreements with Japan
for technical and financial support. EVN will serve as
the main investor, retraining personnel previously
trained in Japan and preparing infrastructure to
support the projects. [Dantri, in Viethamese]

Singaporean Prime Minister, Vietnamese
Communist Party chief discuss deepening
ties

(Im) Vietnamese Communist Party leader To Lam and
Singaporean Prime Minister Lawrence Wong held
phone talks on December 20, pledging to deepen their
strategic partnership. Lam praised Singapore’s support
for Vietnam’s reforms and emphasized priorities such
as digital transformation, renewable energy, and
enhanced economic and defense cooperation.

Wong expressed Singapore’s interest in expanding
investments in Vietnam, including renewable energy
and high-tech industrial parks. Both leaders celebrated
the success of Vietnam-Singapore Industrial Parks
(VSIPs) and progress in their Digital Economy-Green
Economy Partnership. They agreed to boost
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collaboration in ASEAN and elevate ties further with
official visits planned for 2025. [Viet Nam News]

Indian, Vietnamese coast guards
strengthen maritime cooperation

(Im) The Vietnam Coast Guard (VCG) and Indian Coast
Guard (ICG) conducted a joint sea exercise, Sahayog-
Hop Tac, off the coast of Kochi, India, during a four-day
visit by VCG ship CSB 8005. The exercise addressed key
maritime security challenges, including search and
rescue operations, pollution response for incidents like
oil spills, and combatting environmental hazards at
sea.

Other scenarios included Visit Board Search and
Seizure (VBSS) operations to counter illegal activities
such as drug trafficking, as well as joint training to
neutralize asymmetric threats. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam, Belarus strengthen defence
cooperation

(hn/Im) Vietnam's Minister of National Defence, Phan
Van Giang, held talks with his Belarusian counterpart,
Viktor Gennadievich Khrenin on December 17 during
the latter's official visit to Vietnam and attendance at
the Vietnam International Defence Expo 2024.

Minister Giang acknowledged Belarus' historical
support during Vietnam's struggle for liberation and
highlighted the recent effectiveness of Vietnam-
Belarus defence cooperation. He proposed further
collaboration, including high-level delegation
exchanges, military medical training, military history
research, and increased scholarships for Vietnamese
military personnel in Belarus. Vietnam also invited
Belarusian personnel for Vietnamese language and
defence training programs. [VietnamPlus 1] [Viet Nam
News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

During the visit, the two ministers addressed global
and regional issues, with Minister Giang reiterating
Vietnam's commitment to peaceful dispute resolution
in accordance with international law, including
UNCLOS. They signed new agreements to deepen
defense cooperation.

On the same day, Belarusian Defense Minister Khrenin
met President Luong Cuong in Hanoi. President Cuong
emphasized the enduring Vietnam-Belarus friendship
and acknowledged Belarus’ past support during
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Vietnam'’s fight for independence. Both sides
celebrated growing ties across defense, security, trade,
education, and culture, underpinned by strong political
and diplomatic relationships.

Minister Khrenin praised Vietnam's socio-economic
progress and reaffirmed Belarus’ commitment to
prioritizing relations with Vietnam in the Asia-Pacific
region. The leaders emphasized advancing defense
collaboration through delegation exchanges, training,
and other mechanisms to strengthen bilateral ties.
[ViethamPlus 2]

Vietnam'’s Deputy Prime Minister, UK
Foreign Secretary discuss strategic
partnership, climate cooperation

() Vietnam’s Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign
Minister, Bui Thanh Son, held a phone conversation on
December 20 with the UK's Secretary of State for
Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Affairs,
David Lammy, to discuss the evolving Vietnam-UK
strategic partnership.

Son emphasized Vietnam's commitment to
strengthening ties with the UK, while Lammy
reaffirmed Vietnam'’s status as a priority partnerin
Southeast Asia. The two sides praised the adoption of
the Vietnam-UK Action Plan for 2024-2026, approved
during the bilateral strategic dialogue in October, as a
roadmap for future cooperation.

Economic collaboration remains a cornerstone of the
partnership. Son welcomed the UK's accession to the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and highlighted the positive
impact of the UK-Vietnam Free Trade Agreement
(UKVFTA) in boosting bilateral trade. Lammy expressed
enthusiasm for expanding UK investment, particularly
in Vietnam'’s offshore wind power sector, and
reiterated the UK's support for Vietnam'’s Just Energy
Transition Partnership (JETP) with the G7, including
efforts to mobilize resources for sustainable energy
projects.

Security and defense cooperation also featured
prominently in discussions. Son welcomed the
presence of a high-level British defense delegation at
the Vietnam Defense Expo 2024 in Hanoi, and Lammy
highlighted opportunities for UK defense enterprises
to collaborate with Vietnamese partners. Both officials
agreed to deepen collaboration in areas such as
maritime security, capacity building, and migration
management. [Viet Nam News]
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Announcements

Recent Book Releases

Michael Cox, Ukraine: Russia’s War and the Future of
the Global Order, LSE Press, 456 pages, published
December 5, 2023. For a review, see [LSE].

Eric Monnet, Balance of Power: Central Banks and
the Fate of Democracies, University of Chicago Press,
264 pages, published April 29, 2024. For a review, see
[LSE].

Richard Feinberg, Our Comrades in Havana: Cuba,
the Soviet Union, and Eastern Europe, Stanford
University Press, 354 pages, published October 22,
2024. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Andre Schmid, North Korea’s Mundane Revolution:
Socialist Living and the Rise of Kim Il Sung, 1953-1965,
University of California Press, 352 pages, published
January 30, 2024. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Christopher Shaw, Liberalism and the Challenge of

Climate Change, Routledge, 148 pages, published
August 25, 2023. For a review, see [LSE].

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].
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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 British Institute of International and
Comparative Law are looking for a Senior Fellow in
Citizenship and the Rule of Law. The deadline for
application submission is December 20, 2024. For
more information, see [British Institute of International
and Comparative Law]

Durham University are looking for an Assistant
Professor in Durham Law School and Economics.
The deadline for application submission is January 20,
2025. For more information, see [Durham University]

The University of Auckland, New Zealand are
looking for an Associate Professor/Professor of
Ethics. The deadline for application submission is
March 9, 2025. For more information, see [Auckland
University].

The University of Hong Kong are seeking Fellowship
in the Society of Fellows in the Humanities. The
deadline for application submission is February 28,
2025. For more information, see [Hong Kong
University].

The University of Southampton are looking for a PhD
Studentship to contribute to research in Law and
Technology. The deadline for application submission
is February 28, 2025. For more information, see
[University of Southampton].

The United Nations Mission in South Sudan are
looking for a Liaison Assistant. The deadline for
application submission is January 19, 2025. For more
information, see [UNMISS]

The United Nations Transitional Assistance Mission
in Somalia is looking for a Senior Political Affairs
Officer. The deadline for application submission is
December 27, 2024. For more information, see [UN]

The European Organization for the Exploitation of
Meteorological Satellites are looking for a Junior
International Relations Officer. The deadline for
application submission is February 17, 2025. For more
information, see [EUMETSAT].
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The United Nations Department of Peace
Operations are looking for a Political Affairs Officer.
The application submission is December 26, 2024. For
more information, see [UNDPO]

The United Nations Assistance Mission in
Afghanistan are looking for a Head of Office in
Political Affairs. The deadline for application
submission is December 29, 2024. For more
information, see [UNAMA].

The University of Oxford are looking for a
Postdoctoral Researcher in the Centre for Socio-
Legal Studies. The deadline for application submission
is January 20, 2025. For more information, see
[University of Oxford].

The Asian Development Bank are looking for an
Economist in Individual Consultancy. The deadline
for application submission is January 2, 2025. For more
information, see [ADB].

The United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia are looking for a
Regional Advisor on Stabilization and Political
Economy. The deadline for application submission is
January 4, 2025. For more information, see
[UNESCWAY.

The Council of Europe Development Bank are
looking for a Liaison Officer (Ukraine). The deadline
for application submission is January 12, 2025. For
more information, see [CEB].

The University of Oxford are looking for a Digital

Policy Postdoctoral Researcher. The deadline for
application submission is January 6, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Oxford].
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We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!
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