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Dear Readers,

Welcome to the first 2025 issue of Asia in Review (AiR).
On behalf of the AiR team, | wish you all the very best
for the year ahead.

We hope you enjoy this brief on the latest events,
developments, and trends in domestic politics,
international relations, and geopolitics across East

Asia, South Asia, and Southeast Asia.

A special greeting in this issue goes out to everyone
celebrating Myanmar's Independence Day this week.

With best regards,
Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGTU
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China: President Xi warns against
relaxation in anti-corruption efforts

(jf) President Xi Jinping has reportedly cautioned
against any relaxation in China’s anti-corruption
efforts, emphasizing the significant risks it could pose
to the Communist Party's survival. According to state
media, Xi described the ongoing fight against
corruption as both challenging and complex, warning
that any failure to maintain vigilance could lead to
disastrous consequences. While acknowledging
progress over the past decade, he is said to have
stressed that corruption remains a serious issue, with
new cases continuing to arise.

Xi is understood to have reiterated the importance of
discipline within the Party, urging members to avoid
any sense of entitlement or misuse of power. He



reportedly described corruption as the greatest threat
to the party and framed the anti-corruption drive as an
essential "self-revolution" needed to preserve its
legitimacy. Reports also indicate that he called for
sustained pressure to ensure that misconduct is
addressed without tolerance or leniency. [People’s
Daily]

The comments come as the Central Commission for
Discipline Inspection (CCDI) held its plenary session to
review progress in tackling corruption across various
sectors. Xi is believed to have pointed to recent cases
involving senior officials as evidence of the seriousness
of the issue. Among them is Admiral Miao Hua, a
member of the Central Military Commission, who is
currently under investigation for alleged corruption.
Reports suggest that 14 military lawmakers have been
dismissed from their roles since March 2023,
highlighting the campaign'’s extensive reach (see
below).

In the financial sector, nearly 90 executives were
reportedly investigated in the past year, according to
data from the CCDI. Xi is said to have emphasized the
need to address systemic issues and ensure that
officials prioritize the collective good over personal
gains. He reportedly called on Party leaders to remain
resolute, warning that hesitation or complacency could
undermine years of progress. [South China Morning
Post]

China: 14 of military lawmakers removed
in two years

(jf) The recent surge in dismissals of People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) deputies from the National People’s
Congress (NPC) highlights the intensifying anti-
corruption campaign within China's military. Analysts
believe this reflects a more rigorous approach under
President Xi Jinping's decade-long crackdown on graft.
Public records show that 14 military lawmakers have
been removed since the current NPC term began in
March 2023, a striking increase compared to the seven
dismissals in the previous term and eight in the term
before that, dating back to 1983.

The military delegation, which is the largest within the
NPC, initially included 281 deputies from the PLA and
the People’s Armed Police Force. That number has now
fallen to 267 as part of the broader anti-corruption
campaign. The ousted deputies, most of whom are
senior military officials, underscore the campaign’s
focus on addressing misconduct at higher levels of the
armed forces. Notably, several officials removed during
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this term were still serving in key positions when
investigations began, marking a shift from earlier years
when most high-profile cases involved retired leaders.

Prominent figures among the dismissed include
Admiral Miao Hua, a Central Military Commission
(CMC) member and director of its political work
department, who is under investigation for corruption
(see AR No. 49, December/2024, 1). Former defense
ministers Li Shangfu and Wei Fenghe were also ousted
after being investigated for graft. Li's removal as
defense minister in October 2023 came after just
seven months in office. Both he and Wei were expelled
from the Communist Party in July last year (see AiR No.

Nine PLA officials were removed from the NPC in 2023,
followed by five more in 2024. These included generals
and lieutenant generals from influential branches such
as the PLA Rocket Force, further emphasizing the
campaign’s broad reach.

China’s anti-corruption legislation was amended last
year, extending the disciplinary detention period,
which has delayed public announcements about
investigations. This secrecy, combined with the
military's internal regulations, has limited transparency
about ongoing probes. Beyond the NPC, several
military figures have been removed from national
political advisory roles. These include missile scientist
Xiao Longxu and three senior aerospace-defense
executives, all dismissed from the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference over the past two
years.

The dismissals and detentions underscore the
government's push to address deep-rooted corruption,
particularly in strategic sectors like aerospace and
defense. They have also raised questions about Xi's
power position within the military. [South China
Morning Post] [Nikkei Asia]

China: Over 40,000 in medical sector
penalized in anti-corruption campaign

(jf) China's anti-corruption campaign took aim at its
healthcare industry in 2024, penalizing over 350
prominent figures as part of a broad effort to address
misconduct and unethical practices. According to the
National Supervisory Commission (NSC), the nation’s
top anti-corruption watchdog, the crackdown sought to
eliminate the misuse of medical services and insurance
funds while targeting bribery and kickbacks rampant in
the sector.
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In a report presented to the National People’s
Congress (NPC) Standing Committee on December 22,
the NSC detailed that 52,000 medical corruption cases
were filed nationwide in 2024. As a result, 40,000
individuals faced punishment, and 2,634 were referred
for prosecution. This sweeping effort was in response
to public outcry over systemic issues such as
pharmaceutical kickbacks and the exploitation of
insurance funds, which had eroded trust in the
healthcare system.

The crackdown on misconduct in the health sector
resulted medical insurance departments reclaiming
RMB 24.2 billion (USD 3,3 billion) in misappropriated
funds. Between 2022 and 2024, average discharge
costs in public hospitals decreased by 5.7 percent,
while medication expenses saw a 12.1 percent
reduction. These figures are indicative of previously
inflated costs linked to corrupt practices. [China Daily]

The campaign exposed corruption at all levels of the
medical sector, implicating senior officials, hospital
administrators, academics, and executives from
pharmaceutical companies. Among the 350 high-
profile individuals punished were Song Yufeng and Cai
Renjie, former provincial medical insurance heads in
Guizhou and Hainan, as well as Cheng Yingsheng, a
senior director at Shanghai's Tongji Hospital, and Pang
Guoming, a traditional Chinese medicine expert. The
campaign even investigated some officials nearly a
decade after their retirement.

Of those implicated, more than a third were mid-level
officials, while another 30 held bureau-level positions.
The campaign also scrutinized hospital directors and
Communist Party secretaries, with investigations
launched into 180 individuals from various medical
institutions, including 63 from elite hospitals. At least
44 people turned themselves in during the year. [South
China Morning Post]

China: New national sports arbitration
center established

(jf) China has taken a step toward improving its sports
governance by opening its first national sports
arbitration center in Beijing this week. This initiative
aims to create a more structured and professional
approach to resolving sports disputes.

The center, overseen by the General Administration of
Sport (GAS), China's central government agency
responsible for managing and overseeing the
development of sports and physical fitness, will
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manage the operations of the national sports
arbitration commission, which was established in
February 2023. Since its inception, the commission has
tackled around 100 cases across a diverse range of
sports, including chess, football, ice hockey, field
hockey, taekwondo, and marathons. Disputes brought
before the commission have addressed critical issues
such as athlete registration, transfers, youth training
compensation, disciplinary actions, competition
eligibility, and contest results. [The Straits Times]

The move comes as part of broader reforms to
modernize the country's sports sector, especially in the
wake of high-profile corruption scandals, notably in
football (see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3). [China
Daily]

China: New plan to narrow gaps in mental
health service revealed

(jf) China's National Health Commission (NHC) has
unveiled a comprehensive plan to address gaps in
mental health services from 2025 to 2027, emphasizing
a growing need to tackle rising mental health
challenges, particularly among children and
adolescents.

The initiative will establish a nationwide mental health
hotline, create regional mental health centers, and
promote the development of specialized clinical
services in mental health care. According to the NHC,
at least one hospital in every prefecture and city will
offer outpatient services for mental and sleep
disorders by 2025, marking a significant expansion in
accessibility. [National Health Commission, China]

The announcement follows a series of violent incidents
in 2024, including stabbings and vehicle attacks, that
have brought mental health issues into sharr focus
(see AIR No. 47, November/2024, 3). [Business
Standard]

The urgency of these measures reflects broader
concerns as mental health problems become more
visible in China's society. The World Health
Organization (WHO) estimates that 54 million people in
China experience depression, while 41 million face
anxiety disorders, among a population of 1.4 billion.
[WHO]

For adolescents, the prevalence of depression stands
at around 2 percent, according to the Shanghai Mental
Health Center. In response, the government launched
a three-year action plan in 2023, aiming for over 95
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percent of schools to have full-time or part-time
mental health instructors by the end of this year.

Economic pressures, including slowing growth and
precarious employment, are exacerbating mental
health challenges in China, experts warn. As fewer
people benefit from the economic momentum that
once drove widespread prosperity, the impact on
mental well-being is becoming increasingly evident.
[Reuters]

China: New national plan to address
increasing dementia initiated

(jf) China has initiated a comprehensive national plan
to address the surging rates of dementia, which
authorities describe as a "widespread societal concern”
and a significant challenge for the elderly and their
families. With the population of those aged 60 and
older expected to rise by over 40 percent to surpass
400 million by 2035, the issue has taken on growing
urgency in the world's second-largest economy.

The plan, developed by 15 government departments,
including the National Health Commission, outlines
seven key objectives to be achieved by 2030. These
include creating a prevention and control system for
dementia that spans the entire process from
prevention and screening to treatment, rehabilitation,
and care. According to Xinhua, this integrated system
aims to slow the growth of dementia cases through
early cognitive screenings and timely interventions for
at-risk individuals.

China currently has over 16 million people living with
dementia, accounting for nearly 30 percent of global
cases, a 2024 report revealed. Alzheimer's disease is
the most common form of dementia in the country.
The plan also emphasizes the expansion of care
services for dementia patients. By 2030, specialized
dementia care units are expected to make up more
than half of all elderly care institutions. Additionally,
the number of trained dementia care workers is set to
reach 15 million.

As China grapples with its rapidly aging population and
increasing life expectancy, the government’s strategy
reflects a growing recognition of the social and
economic pressures posed by dementia. By prioritizing
early diagnosis and intervention while scaling up
dedicated care services, the plan seeks to mitigate the
impact of this escalating health issue on families and
communities. [Reuters]
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China: Police intensifies crackdown on
authors of gay erotica

(jf) Police in Anhui province, eastern China, have been
intensifying efforts to crack down on writers who post
gay-themed erotica online, leading to hefty fines,
prison sentences, and widespread controversy. This
targeted action has stirred debates over both the
severity of China's obscenity laws and the reach of law
enforcement authority.

Many of the writers under scrutiny had shared their
works on Haitang Culture, a Taiwanese-based online
fiction platform known for its popularity among fans of
danmei - a genre that highlights gay romance and has
gained significant traction in mainland China over the
past two decades. On platforms like Haitang, authors
can monetize their stories through tips or
subscriptions from fans, creating a thriving community
of readers and creators. However, such activities have
put many writers at odds with Chinese laws governing
the distribution of erotic content.

Since June, Anhui police have reportedly detained over
50 writers nationwide, according to the news portal
Shuiping Jiyuan. The crackdown has been sweeping,
and in one case, a writer received a four-and-a-half-
year prison sentence. Under Chinese obscenity laws,
penalties are tied to metrics such as the number of
views or earnings from the content. For instance,
writers who earn over RMB 250,000 (USD 34,500) from
erotic materials could face sentences of up to life
imprisonment. Though sentences can be reduced
through cooperation or repayment of fines, many
families of those arrested have shared their struggles
to pay off hefty penalties. [Advocate]

These laws, based on decades-old guidelines, have
drawn criticism for being excessively harsh and
inconsistent. For example, graphic content with more
than 50,000 views or earnings exceeding RMB 50,000
(USD 6,800) can result in sentences of up to ten years.
Critics point out that these penalties are often
disproportionate to those for more severe crimes,
such as official bribery, where the threshold for similar
sentences is significantly higher.

Observers have also flagged the subjective nature of
obscenity rulings. While scientific or medical works are
generally exempt, the lack of clear boundaries leaves
much to the discretion of law enforcement. This
ambiguity has prompted calls for reforms, such as
implementing an age-appropriate ratings system
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similar to those used in cinema, to create room for
such works without criminalizing them outright.

Further compounding the controversy is the
jurisdictional reach of Anhui police, who have targeted
writers residing in other provinces. This approach has
raised questions about whether officers are
overstepping their authority. Critics have also
questioned the methodology used to calculate revenue
and clicks for such stories, noting the potential for
inflated figures by website operators aiming to boost
profits. [South China Morning Post]

China: Filmmaker of “White Paper”
protest documentary jailed

(jf) A Chinese filmmaker, Chen Pinlin, known by his
pseudonym "Plato," has been sentenced to three and a
half years in prison by a Shanghai court for creating a
documentary about the widespread protests against
China's strict COVID-19 lockdowns in late 2022. The
closed-door trial on Monday lasted three hours,
concluding with Chen's conviction for "picking quarrels
and provoking trouble," a charge frequently used by
the Chinese authorities to suppress dissent.

Chen, 33, was detained in November 2023 after
releasing his documentary to commemorate the first
anniversary of the "White Paper" protests. These
protests, triggered by a fatal apartment fire in Urumqi
that many blamed on lockdown-related delays in
rescue efforts, marked a rare and significant wave of
public dissent. The demonstrations, the largest since
the Tiananmen protests of 1989, openly challenged
President Xi Jinping's leadership and China's zero-
COVID policy.

Protesters across the country held blank sheets of
white paper symbolizing censorship and the
suppression of free expression. In Shanghai,
demonstrators gathered on Urumgi Middle Road,
calling for the end of lockdowns and, in some cases,
Xi's resignation—an extraordinary act of defiance
against a leader known for his authoritarian grip on
power. Though the protests were ultimately quelled by
a heavy-handed security crackdown, they had a
profound impact, with the government abandoning its
zero-COVID policy soon afterward. However, the
government never publicly acknowledged the protests'
influence and instead sought to discredit them, often
blaming foreign interference.

Chen’s documentary, titled Urumqi Middle Road in
Chinese and Not the Foreign Force in English, aimed to
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counter the government narrative. It highlighted the
domestic roots of the dissent rather than the external
influences often cited by state media. The film was
uploaded to YouTube and X, platforms inaccessible in
China, but both accounts have since been removed.
The film's title reflects its focus on the street in
Shanghai where protesters gathered, referencing the
tragic fire in Urumgqi that sparked national outrage.
Chen’s work challenged official attempts to erase the
memory of the protests, which many viewed as a
critical turning point in China's pandemic response. His
imprisonment underscores the government's efforts to
suppress the legacy of these events and silence voices
that seek to document them. [CNN]

China: President Xi expects economy to
grow by 5 percent in 2025

(jf) China's economy is projected to grow by 5 percent
in 2025, according to President Xi Jinping, who used his
annual address to reassure the nation about its
economic stability and resilience in the face of
domestic and global challenges. Xi emphasized that
despite external uncertainties, including the potential
for heightened U.S.-China trade tensions under
President-elect Donald Trump, China’s economic
operations remain “overall stable and progressing.” He
acknowledged risks in key sectors but affirmed that
these were being effectively addressed, with
employment and consumer prices holding steady.

Beijing has recently signaled a strong commitment to
economic stimulus, marking a significant shift toward
aggressive fiscal and monetary measures. These
include subsidies, reduced borrowing costs, and efforts
to boost domestic demand by transitioning from
traditional growth drivers to innovative sectors. While
Xi expressed optimism about overcoming challenges,
he acknowledged the pressures posed by the evolving
global economic environment and the need for
structural transformation within China's economy. [The
New York Times]

The potential impact of U.S. tariffs looms large, with
Trump vowing to impose significant duties on Chinese
imports to address what he views as unfair industrial
subsidies. In response, Beijing is preparing
countermeasures that could include restrictions on
U.S. companies operating in China, such as Tesla.

Despite the headwinds, Chinese policymakers remain
confident in achieving a 5 percent growth target for
2025, supported by a series of stimulus measures
introduced late last year. Economists, however, remain
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cautious, with some projecting a slower growth rate of
4.5 percent, reflecting the lingering effects of the
property market downturn, subdued consumer
spending, and uncertainties in global trade (see AR No.
53, December/2024,5). [The Guardian]

China: Government workers receive first
big pay raise in decade

(jf) Millions of government employees across China
received unexpected pay raises last week, in what
appears to be a coordinated effort by Beijing to
stimulate consumer spending and bolster a slowing
economy. Sources familiar with the situation revealed
that the wage increases, impacting various sectors
including civil servants, doctors at public hospitals,
teachers, and police, have been implemented
nationwide without formal public announcement.
[South China Morning Post]

The raises, which averaged an additional RMB 500
(USD 68.50) per month, were retroactively applied
from July in many cases, resulting in substantial one-
time payments resembling bonuses. Junior-level
government employees reported smaller increases,
around RMB 300 (USD 41) monthly. These boosts,
while varying by region based on provincial economic
conditions, represent a significant financial injection
into the economy. If all 48 million public-sector
workers receive these raises under similar terms, the
immediate economic impact could range between USD
12 billion and USD 20 billion.

This initiative is reminiscent of China's last publicly
declared pay increase for civil servants in 2015, when
the government implemented a more than 30 percent
wage hike to curb corruption and encourage consumer
spending. Unlike that instance, this year's wage
adjustments were implemented quietly. The State
Council Information Office has not provided any
comment or details on the funding mechanism, overall
cost, or percentage scale of the increases.

Observers believe this move is part of Beijing's broader
strategy to drive domestic consumption by targeting
groups more likely to spend their additional income.
Public-sector employees, known for greater job
stability and social security benefits, are seen as a key
demographic for stimulating economic activity. Civil
servants, for example, are considered more inclined to
spend than private-sector employees due to their
financial security. [Reuters]
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China: Top ideology official calls
propaganda authorities to shape public
opinion of economic success

(jf) China's top ideology official, Cai Qi, has called on
the country's propaganda authorities to enhance the
promotion of economic achievements, urging them to
shape public opinion in a way that aligns with the
government's objectives. Speaking at a conference
attended by propaganda chiefs, Cai emphasized the
importance of maintaining the "correct orientation of
public opinion" and managing expectations effectively.
He encouraged officials to improve their capacity to
respond to public sentiment while fostering a "united
and progressive" narrative. This directive comes amid
mounting criticism of China's economic performance
from various analysts.

Cai, a Politburo Standing Committee member and
President Xi Jinping's chief of staff, oversees China's
ideology, cultural policies, and internet regulations. He
reminded officials of their broader mission to solidify
mainstream ideological values, promote socialist core
principles, reform cultural mechanisms, and
strengthen international communication efforts,
according to a report by Xinhua. The report also noted
that Li Shulei, head of the central propaganda
department, issued specific instructions to
subordinates based on Cai's guidance.

The push to amplify positive messaging coincides with
Beijing's struggle to stimulate a sluggish economy.
Despite challenges, the government has consistently
expressed confidence in achieving its 5 percent growth
target for 2024, a commitment reiterated by Xi Jinping
in his New Year's address. Xi acknowledged economic
difficulties but assured the public that China would
overcome these obstacles. Since September, Beijing
has introduced multiple stimulus measures aimed at
boosting consumption, reviving the property market,
and restoring business confidence. Additional
initiatives are expected in 2025.

However, criticism of the economic situation has been
met with strict censorship. Ren Zeping, a prominent
Chinese economist, had his social media account
suspended in late December after a post quoting an
ancient emperor's apology for public hardships. Ren
has faced previous bans for his economic commentary.
Two other economists, Gao Shanwen and Fu Peng, also
faced restrictions after expressing pessimistic views
about the economy in recent months (see AiR No. 50,
December/2024, 2).

Additionally, China’s securities regulator has instructed
firms to manage public statements by chief economists
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carefully, ensuring they do not contradict central
government policies. [South China Morning Post]

China: Government mandates 30 percent
of vehicle purchases to be EV

(jf) The Chinese government has mandated that its
departments prioritize electric vehicles (EVs) in official
procurement as part of a broader push to accelerate
the adoption of environmentally friendly vehicles and
bolster the EV industry. A circular issued by the
Ministry of Finance on December 30 instructed
government authorities at all levels to ensure that EVs
account for at least 30 percent of their annual vehicle
purchases, with plans to increase this minimum
requirement over time. [Ministry of Finance, China, in
Chinese]

This move is aligned with China's overarching goal of
promoting new-energy vehicles (NEVs), which include
pure electric and plug-in hybrid models, as the nation
intensifies efforts to transition toward carbon
neutrality by 2060. That notice also urged departments
to buy EVs priced under RMB 180,000 (USD 24,660) to
expand government fleets with more battery-powered
vehicles.

China, already the world’s largest EV market, accounts
for over 60 percent of global sales of pure electric and
plug-in hybrid vehicles. Since July, demand for EVs has
consistently surpassed that for traditional internal
combustion engine (ICE) vehicles, reflecting the rapid
electrification underway across the mainland. The
widespread availability of affordable EV models and
the rapid expansion of charging infrastructure make
the 30 percent target easily achievable, according to
Shanghai-based independent analyst Gao Shen.

Domestic carmakers such as BYD and Nio dominate
China’s EV market, holding over 80 percent of the
segment. Their dominance has significantly eroded the
competitiveness of foreign automakers like
Volkswagen and Toyota, whose combined market
share in China has plummeted to around 40 percent
from 63 percentin 2015.

To support this transformation, Beijing has
implemented a series of incentives, including cash
subsidies, sales tax exemptions, and the rapid
construction of charging facilities. However, a key
subsidy program offering up to RMB 20,000 (USD
2,700) for EV buyers trading in ICE vehicles is set to
expire on December 31, raising questions about future
market dynamics.
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Despite this, government-backed initiatives like the EV
procurement mandate are expected to sustain
momentum in China's push toward widespread EV
adoption and carbon neutrality. [South China Morning
Post]

China: BYD's fourth quarter EV sale
surpasses Tesla

(jf) BYD Auto, China'’s electric vehicle (EV) leader,
emerged as the top global seller of pure electric cars in
the fourth quarter of 2024, outperforming Tesla by
over 20 percent in deliveries. The Shenzhen-based
automaker, supported by Warren Buffett's Berkshire
Hathaway, delivered 595,412 battery electric vehicles
(BEVs) in the fourth quarter, a 13.1 percent increase
from the previous year. Additionally, BYD sold 918,556
plug-in hybrid electric vehicles (PHEVs) during the
same period, marking a 120.7 percent year-on-year
growth.

BYD's affordable models, priced between RMB 80,000
(USD 10,960) and RMB 200,000, have thrived in China’s
rapidly electrifying automotive market. In 2024, BYD
delivered a total of 4.27 million pure electric and plug-
in hybrid vehicles, a 41.3 percent increase from 2023. It
was expected to surpass Volkswagen as China's largest
carmaker across all vehicle types, although
Volkswagen's full-year sales figures remain pending.

Tesla, by contrast, reported its first-ever annual decline
in deliveries, down 1.1 percent to 1.79 million units in
2024. The U.S.-based automaker’s stock fell 6 percent
to USD 379.28 following the announcement, despite
gaining 61 percent over the year. Tesla regained the
BEV sales crown in the first three quarters of 2024 but
was ultimately overtaken by BYD in the final quarter.

China, the world's largest EV and automotive market,
continues to provide a strong foundation for domestic
manufacturers like BYD. Advanced battery
technologies and digital innovations in in-car
entertainment have positioned Chinese automakers at
the forefront of the global EV supply chain.

However, BYD and other Chinese EV makers face
challenges in expanding internationally, particularly
due to rising tariffs in the U.S. and European Union. In
the fourth quarter, just 7.8 percent of BYD's deliveries
were made outside mainland China. [South China
Morning Post]
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China: EV manufacturers extend buying
incentives in 2025

(jf) Chinese electric vehicle (EV) manufacturers,
including Nio and Li Auto, have joined Tesla and BYD in
extending their buying incentives into 2025 as the price
war in the world's largest auto market stretches into its
third year. Li Auto announced a cash subsidy of RMB
15,000 (USD 2,055) per vehicle and a three-year zero-
interest financing option starting January 4. Similarly,
Nio began offering a zero-interest loan plan for its Nio
and Onvo-branded EVs on January 1.

These incentives aim to encourage purchases ahead of
the rollout of new government subsidy schemes for
the year. By mid-December 2024, over 5.2 million
vehicles had benefited from Chinese government
subsidies. While Beijing has indicated plans to extend
consumer goods trade-ins, including for automobiles,
the specifics of the policy’s national implementation
remain unclear. For instance, Nanjing, a major city in
eastern China'’s Jiangsu province, has pledged to
continue offering up to RMB 4,000 per car purchase in
2025.

China is also significantly ramping up fiscal stimulus to
support its economy, with plans to issue RMB 3 trillion
in special treasury bonds this year. This funding will
help drive initiatives such as subsidy programs to
boost consumer spending. Local EV leader BYD, which
is on track to outsell global giants like Ford and Honda,
has been offering discounts of up to 11.5 percent on
select hybrid and electric models since December.
Tesla, which initially triggered the price war, has
extended a RMB 10,000 discount on loans for its
popular Model Y in China until the end of January.

Despite strong sales of new energy vehicles (NEVs),
which include EVs and plug-in hybrids, surpassing 10
million units in 2024, the broader auto sector has
struggled. Government-subsidized trade-ins for NEVs,
with incentives reaching as high as RMB 20,000 per
vehicle, fueled much of this growth. However, retail
sales for automobiles fell 0.7 percent year-on-year in
the first 11 months of 2024, compared to a 3.5 percent
rise in overall retail sales. This highlights the strain
price cuts have placed on the market, even as
manufacturers continue to compete aggressively for
buyers. [Reuters]

China: Factory activity growth slowed in
December
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(jf) China's factory activity showed modest growth in
December, but the pace was slower than expected,
reflecting subdued demand as export orders declined
amid persistent concerns about the trade outlook. The
Caixin/S&P Global manufacturing PMI fell to 50.5 in
December, down from 51.5 in November, and below
analysts' expectations of 51.7. A PMI above 50
indicates expansion, but the deceleration signals
challenges for the manufacturing sector.

The slowdown was driven by weaker output growth,
which hit a three-month low, and a decline in new
export orders. December marked the fourth
contraction in export orders in five months,
highlighting risks from global economic uncertainties
and potential new U.S. tariffs under incoming
President Donald Trump. Many exporters and buyers
had accelerated shipments in anticipation of these
tariffs, but recent data suggests that this pre-emptive
boost is fading.

Despite Beijing's efforts to stabilize the economy
through policy support introduced late last year,
manufacturers remain cautious. Optimism about
output in 2025 has weakened to its lowest level since
September, underscoring concerns about trade
headwinds and global demand. Policymakers are now
under increased pressure to prioritize domestic
demand and introduce further stimulus to bolster
growth. [Reuters]

China: New measures to boost
development of western regions revealed

(jf) China's General Administration of Customs (GAC)
announced a comprehensive set of 15 measures on
January 5 to stimulate large-scale development in the
country’s western regions, emphasizing the
importance of openness and connectivity. These
measures target four key areas: enhancing
development through international integration,
bolstering unique regional industries, fortifying border
security, and fostering a world-class business
environment at regional ports.

The strategy prioritizes economic growth in the
western region by supporting the establishment and
expansion of ports in areas that meet specific criteria.
It encourages the construction of smart ports to
improve functionality and intermodal transport
systems, particularly integrating river-sea and rail-sea
networks. Major cities like Chengdu, Chongqing,
Kunming, Xi'an, and Urumagi are poised to develop
international aviation hubs as part of these efforts.
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Additionally, the measures aim to explore reforms that
integrate bonded zones and ports, enhancing the
seamless flow of goods.

In advancing regional industries, the GAC plans to
assist traditional enterprises in upgrading their
production capabilities by importing advanced
technologies and equipment essential for
transformation. The measures also promote the
export of specialty agricultural products, leveraging the
region's unique resources. These efforts are expected
to create a foundation for high-quality, locally tailored
industries that can compete on a national and global
scale.

To further ease cross-border trade, the GAC
highlighted its commitment to implementing free trade
agreements like the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) and piloting new
initiatives at selected ports in the western regions.
These measures aim to simplify processes, enhance
logistics, and boost trade efficiency.

At the same time, the GAC will focus on strengthening
ecological and biological security along national
borders. This includes tightening controls to ensure
the stability of supply chains for essential resources
like grain and energy minerals. Efforts to combat
smuggling - ranging from nuclear materials to
endangered species - will also be intensified to
maintain security and uphold international
commitments. [Global Times]

China has long aimed to enhance the economic
development of its western regions, which accounting
for approximately two-thirds of the country's land area
and have significantly lagged behind the more
prosperous coastal provinces. However, ethnic
tensions in areas like Xinjiang, coupled with stringent
security measures that Beijing claims are necessary for
maintaining national unity and border stability, have
attracted criticism from some Western nations.
[Reuters]

China: Central banks announce new plans
to cut bank reserve and interest rates

(jf) China's central bank, the People’s Bank of China
(PBOC), has announced plans to reduce banks' reserve
requirement ratio (RRR) and interest rates at an
appropriate time in 2025, according to a statement
released on January 3 following its quarterly monetary
policy committee meeting held on December 27. The
committee highlighted the need for enhanced
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monetary policy adjustments, emphasizing a forward-
looking, targeted, and effective approach.

This aligns with earlier commitments by the central
bank to reshape the country's interest rate framework
into a more market-driven model. Analysts expect
further rate cuts this year, building on the reduction of
the seven-day reverse repo rate to 1.5 percent in
September 2024. These changes are part of broader
reforms aimed at making credit demand more
responsive to monetary policy, a significant challenge
that government advisors have described as "an
arduous task."

The PBOC also pledged to prioritize interest rate
adjustments over quantitative objectives for loan
growth. This shift signals a strategic pivot toward
refining monetary policy tools to stimulate credit flows
and economic activity. On January 3, China’s 10-year
and 30-year treasury yields fell to record lows,
reflecting growing anticipation of further monetary
easing measures.

Additionally, the central bank underscored its
commitment to improving the monetary policy
transmission mechanism, enhancing the efficiency of
money utilization, and stabilizing long-term yields
through active treasury bond transactions. These
measures aim to address China's economic challenges,
including the fallout from a severe property sector
crisis that has undermined household wealth and
consumer spending.

The central bank's focus on stimulating demand comes
as Beijing seeks to navigate a delicate economic
recovery, balancing short-term growth with long-term
structural reforms in the world's second-largest
economy. [Reuters]

China: Funding from treasury bonds to be
sharply expanded to boost economy

(jf) China plans to significantly expand its funding
through ultra-long treasury bonds in 2025 as part of an
aggressive fiscal stimulus aimed at revitalizing its
slowing economy. Yuan Da, deputy secretary-general
of the National Development and Reform Commission
(NDRC), announced on January 3 that the increased
funding would focus on encouraging business
investment and boosting consumer spending through
targeted initiatives.

Special treasury bonds will finance large-scale
upgrades of business equipment and incentivize
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consumers to replace outdated household items. Yuan
emphasized that the scale of this funding would see a
sharp increase compared to previous years, expanding
the scope and intensity of these efforts. A notable part
of the program allows consumers to trade in old cars
or appliances for discounts on new purchases.
Additionally, subsidies will be extended to households
for the purchase of three categories of digital products,
including smartphones, tablets, and wearable devices
like smartwatches and bracelets.

In 2024, Beijing allocated the entire proceeds of RMB 1
trillion (USD 136.68 billion) in ultra-long special
treasury bonds, with around 70 percent directed
toward major infrastructure projects and the rest
funding these consumer-oriented and business
investment initiatives (see AiR No. 45, November/2024,
1). This year's heightened funding is expected to
further propel these programs as part of China’s
broader commitment to stimulating domestic demand.

Chinese policymakers have pledged to "vigorously"
support consumption in 2025, signaling more robust
steps to combat deflationary risks and reignite
economic momentum. Analysts anticipate additional
measures to spur demand, particularly as the
government seeks to strike a balance between short-
term stimulus and long-term economic restructuring.
[Reuters] [China Daily]

China: Self-developed C919 passenger jet
enters international stage

(jf) China's self-developed C919 passenger jet has
officially entered the international stage, now servicing
flights between Shanghai and Hong Kong as of January
2025. This marks a significant milestone for the
narrow-body aircraft as it begins to challenge aviation
giants Boeing and Airbus in global markets.

The C919's deployment in Hong Kong makes it the
ninth city serviced by China Eastern Airlines with the
aircraft and the first destination outside the Chinese
mainland.

State-owned manufacturer Comac (Commercial
Aircraft Corporation of China) has ambitious plans for
the jet. Deputy General Manager Yang Yang confirmed
the company is targeting European certification for the
C919 by 2025 and aims to operate flights to Southeast
Asia by 2026.

While hailed as a landmark achievement in Chinese
aviation, the aircraft's production still relies heavily on
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foreign technology - about 40 percent of its
components are imported. Major suppliers include
Western firms like Collins Aerospace, Honeywell, and
Thales. The C919's engines, the LEAP-1C, are produced
by CFM International, a joint venture between General
Electric in the U.S. and France’s Safran Aircraft Engines.

The indigenously developed CJ1000A engine, boasting
greater thrust than the LEAP-1C, is expected to be
ready by 2025. If successfully integrated into the C919,
it could reduce reliance on foreign suppliers and
address concerns over potential technology bans from
Western nations. However, industry experts caution
that introducing new engines too quickly could risk
market confidence, as a single mishap might deter
international buyers from trusting Chinese-made
aircraft. [Asia Times]

China: Box office declined sharply in 2024

(jf) China's box office experienced a sharp downturn in
2024, with total receipts falling by 23 percent
compared to 2023, amounting to just RMB 42.5 billion
(USD 5.8 billion), according to China Film News. This
marks a 34 percent drop from the record-breaking
2019 figures, reflecting persistent challenges for the
film industry stemming from the pandemic and
broader economic uncertainties.

The overall market contraction was influenced by a
noticeable decline in film production. Only 612 films
were made in 2024, compared to 792 in 2023. This
trend aligns with a global slowdown in film production,
with research from ProdPro revealing a 17 percent
drop in active film projects from July to September
2024 compared to the same period in 2022, partly due
to the lingering effects of the 2023 Hollywood strikes.

The decline caught many experts off guard, especially
after Chinese cinemas posted strong performances in
2023. Notably, Christmas Eve box office revenues fell
to RMB 38 million (USD 5.2 million), the lowest in over
a decade, according to Maoyan data. Historically,
movie theaters have thrived during economic
downturns as a source of affordable escapism—a
phenomenon known as the “lipstick effect.” Yet,
despite some improvement in economic sentiment
following a stimulus package introduced by President
Xi Jinping in September, consumer spending remains
subdued (see AIR No. 40, October/2024, 1). [CNN]
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China: President Xi stresses reunification
with Taiwan cannot be prevented in New
Year address

(jf) Chinese President Xi Jinping issued a stern warning
in his New Year's address on December 31, declaring
that no force could prevent China's "reunification" with
Taiwan. His statement reinforced Beijing's firm stance
on the island, which it views as an inseparable part of
its territory. This rhetoric comes amid heightened
tensions and increases military activity around Taiwan,
which Taipei perceives as a deliberate effort by Beijing
to normalize its military presence in the region.

Over the past year, China has ramped up its military
pressure on Taiwan, with near-daily incursions by
warships and aircraft into the island’s surrounding
waters and airspace. Taiwanese authorities see these
actions as a strategy to intimidate the democratically
governed island and potentially erode its autonomy.
Despite Beijing's claims of sovereignty over Taiwan, the
island’s government maintains that its future can only
be decided by its people, urging China to respect their
democratic will.

In his televised address on state broadcaster CCTV, Xi
emphasized familial and historical ties between the
people of China and Taiwan: “We Chinese on both
sides of the Taiwan Strait belong to one and the same
family. No one can ever sever the bond of kinship
between us,” adding that “no one can ever stop China's
reunification, a trend of the times.” Xi's words
underscored Beijing's long-held view that Taiwan'’s
integration with the mainland is not just a political
goal, but an inevitable outcome rooted in cultural and
historical connections. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
China]

This year's address echoed sentiments Xi expressed in
his previous New Year's speech, where he called
Taiwan'’s reunification with China “inevitable.” He also
framed the relationship as part of a broader national
mission, asserting that people on both sides of the
strait should unite in the “glory of the rejuvenation of
the Chinese nation.” [Reuters]

China: New early warning and control
aircraft revealed

(jf) China has unveiled a new early warning and control
aircraft, believed to be the KJ-3000, which analysts
suggest will significantly enhance the People’s
Liberation Army’s (PLA) ability to detect and operate
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over greater distances, particularly in the South China
Sea and the western Pacific. The aircraft, reportedly
based on the Y-20 transport plane, was spotted in
footage shared widely on Chinese social media last
week. Its large radar dome and size suggest a major
advancement in surveillance and detection capabilities.

This reveal comes amid a series of high-profile military
developments for China. Within just days, the country
also showcased its first amphibious assault ship
equipped with an electromagnetic catapult system, the
Type 076, and the WZ-9, a high-altitude anti-stealth
drone (see AiR No. 53, December/2024, 5). Additionally,
there were unofficial glimpses of what appeared to be
two sixth-generation fighter jets, marking a substantial
leap in military technology.

The Y-20, which serves as the foundation for the KJ-
3000, is recognized as the largest transport plane
currently in production worldwide. First introduced in
2016, it is known for its capability to handle large
payloads and conduct long-range missions, qualities
that now seem to be leveraged for expanded early
warning systems. [South China Morning Post]

China: Aviation agency enhances flight
safety following fatal jet crashes in South
Korea and Azerbaijan

(jf) China's Civil Aviation Administration (CAAC) is
ramping up efforts to enhance runway safety and
assess risks in response to two recent plane crashes
involving Azerbaijan Airlines and Jeju Air. Following
these incidents, the CAAC held an emergency meeting
to disseminate information and monitor ongoing
investigations, according to Shu Mingjiang, the safety
director for the agency.

The two accidents, which occurred late last month,
prompted Chinese authorities to issue reminders to
airlines about flight security and adjust routes to
bolster aviation safety.

In light of these incidents, the CAAC has directed
airports to intensify their bird repellent operations and
analyze migration patterns of birds during the winter
months. Additionally, steps are being taken to
eliminate runway hazards and bolster emergency
response protocols. Shu noted that bird strikes, while
capable of causing significant damage to engines,
wings, or other parts of the plane, are rarely fatal.
According to the U.S. Federal Aviation Administration,
only 5 percent of reported bird strikes from 1990 to
2023 negatively impacted flights.
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Chinese airports are already required to have wildlife
management systems in place, with annual
assessments conducted to prevent animal-related
hazards. These systems typically employ tools like
sound, pyrotechnics, and lasers to deter birds and
wildlife, reflecting a proactive approach to maintaining
aviation safety. [South China Morning Post]

China: Singapore-flagged ship collides
with Japan-flagged in Chinese water

(jf) A collision between two bulk carriers - one
Singapore-flagged and the other Japan-flagged -
occurred on December 30 in the Yangtze River,
according to the Maritime and Port Authority of
Singapore (MPA).

No crew members on either vessel were injured in the
incident. Both ships are reported to be in stable
condition. The MPA has stated that it will launch an
investigation to determine the cause of the collision.
Further updates on the situation are expected as the
investigation progresses. [Strait Times]

Japan: Prime Minister Ishiba rules out
grand coalition with opposition parties

(dgl) Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba has ruled out
forming a grand coalition with opposition parties but
has pledged to seek their support for his minority
government. Ishiba, whose Liberal Democratic Party
(LDP) and its coalition partner Komeito lost their
majority in the lower house in the October 27 election,
made this statement at his first press conference of
the year on January 6. [Kyodo News 1]

This marks a shift from a previous statement in which
he described forming a grand coalition with opposition
parties as a viable "option." He made this remark
during a memorial ceremony on January 1,
commemorating the victims of the January 1, 2024,
earthquake (see AiR No. 1, January/2024, 1) and the
torrential rains of September. [Japan Today]

The change in his stance may reflect evolving political
considerations or strategic calculations, especially
considering his minority government’s dependence on
opposition support to push through legislation as well
as the election to the House of Counillors in July.

Ishiba leads a minority government that was forced to
concede to opposition demands to secure the 2024
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supplementary budget (see AR No. 51,
December/2024, 3) and the 2025 government budget
proposal (see AiR No. 52, December/2024, 4), along
with other key legislation (see AiR No. 53,
December/2024, 5).

His latest statement aligns with his New Year's address,
in which he reaffirmed his commitment to
“maintaining the coalition between the Liberal
Democratic Party and Komeito as the foundation, while
also listening attentively to the views of other parties
to foster the broadest possible agreement.”

In light of the “severe and complex” global security
environment, Ishiba identified safeguarding national
interests as a top priority, citing Russia’s military
aggression in Ukraine and North Korea’'s missile
launches. He also highlighted Japan’s declining
population as a “silent emergency,” pledging to
revitalize regional areas and reduce the
overconcentration of people and industry in Tokyo.

On economic policy, Ishiba committed to using pay
increases and investment growth to strengthen Japan's
economy, which is now the world'’s fourth largest,
following Germany. The government aims to pass the
fiscal 2025 state budget during the 150-day Diet
session beginning later in January. [Office of the Prime
Minister, Japan] [The Asahi Shimbun]

Amid the shifting political landscape and growing
opposition influence, Ishiba's leadership has faced
criticism for lacking decisiveness. Analysts warn that
intra-party opposition may increase as rivals position
themselves for future leadership contests.

The debates in the upcoming ordinary parliamentary
session, which will begin on January 24, will test
Ishiba's ability to build consensus on contentious
issues, such as corporate donations and the use of
different surnames for married couples—topics that
divide the ruling and opposition parties. Public support
for Ishiba’s Cabinet stands at 36.5 percent, with a 43.1
percent disapproval rate, leaving little room for
political missteps. [Kyodo News 2]

Japan: Number of teachers take leave or
resigning due to mental illness hits record

(dql) According to latest data of the education ministry,
the number of public-school teachers in Japan taking
leave due to mental iliness reached a record 7,119 in
fiscal 2023 (April 1, 2023, to March 31, 2024), marking
the third consecutive year of increases. This accounts
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for 0.77 percent of all teachers - approximately one in
130 - across elementary, junior high, high schools, and
special needs schools. Increased workloads were cited
as a major contributing factor. [AA]

Including teachers on sick leave for over a month, the
total rose to 13,045, or 1.42 percent of all educators.
Mental health-related leave had previously fluctuated
around 5,000 but has surged over the past three years.
Of those who took leave, 39.1 percent (2,786 teachers)
returned to work by April 2024, while 2,903 remained
on leave, and 1,430 had resigned. A record 788
teachers quit within a year, with 269 attributing their
resignation to mental illness.

Disciplinary actions for sexual misconduct among
teachers also hit a record high of 320 cases in fiscal
2023, up 79 from the previous year. Of these, 61 were
penalized for "intercourse" and 40 for "indecent
conduct," with individuals in their 20s forming the
largest age group.

To address these issues, the government plans to
increase teacher staffing and reduce workloads to
support mental health. Additionally, a system modeled
on the UK's Disclosure and Barring Service will launch
in fiscal 2026 to prevent convicted sex offenders from
working with children. A 2022 law already allows
education boards to deny the rehiring of teachers
dismissed for sexual misconduct. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Government unveils plan to cut
construction sector emissions

(dgl) The Japanese government is planning to mandate
the calculation of carbon dioxide emissions for
buildings throughout their lifecycle to promote
decarbonization in the construction sector. A schedule
for implementing this plan is expected to be finalized
by March. A related bill will be submitted to the Diet in
2026.

Under the proposed system owners of new large-scale
construction projects will be required to conduct a life
cycle assessment (LCA) of CO2 emissions. This
assessment will cover all stages of a building's lifecycle,
including material procurement, manufacturing,
construction, usage, repair, maintenance, demolition,
waste transportation, and disposal. Emissions from
processes such as iron manufacturing, heavy
machinery use, and air conditioning during the
building's operation will also be included.
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The construction sector accounts for approximately 37
percent of global CO2 emissions, according to the
International Energy Agency. While Japan has focused
on reducing emissions during building use, such as
through energy-efficient air conditioning, this initiative
aims to encourage broader efforts across all stages of
construction.

A liaison conference involving relevant ministries and
agencies was established in November to discuss
implementation. The group will determine methods for
calculating emissions during material manufacturing,
the size threshold for mandatory assessments, and the
disclosure of results. The government also aims to
introduce lifetime CO2 emissions caps in the future.
[The Japan News]

Japan: Plans to relocate tech industries
near low-carbon energy hubs unveiled

(dqgl) The Japanese government has unveiled the "GX
2040 Vision," a plan to encourage industries, including
data centers and semiconductor factories, to relocate
near low-carbon energy hubs, such as offshore wind
farms and nuclear plants. Prime Minister Shigeru
Ishiba announced the plan on December 22, 2024,
emphasizing the need to integrate energy efficiency
with industrial competitiveness to promote sustainable
growth.

This initiative is part of Japan's broader effort to
address economic stagnation and position
decarbonization as a growth engine. The country has
already invested significantly in data centers,
semiconductors, and Al, with USD 65 billion earmarked
for these industries. The initiative is expected to attract
USD 104 billion in public and private investment by the
end of the decade.

A key component of the strategy is the revival of
Japan's nuclear energy sector, which was severely
impacted by the 2011 Fukushima disaster. The
government aims for nuclear power to supply 20-22
percent of Japan’s electricity by 2030, with incentives
for local communities near nuclear facilities to address
concerns.

The plan also aims to expand renewable energy,
particularly offshore wind, and complement nuclear
power to meet growing electricity demand, driven by
artificial intelligence. Japan has a strong solar capacity
but has yet to fully harness its wind potential. The
government has set a goal of deploying 10GW of
offshore wind by 2030. [Data Center Dynamics]
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Japan: Issue of used solar panel disposal
looms

(dql) The disposal of used solar panels in Japan is
expected to become a significant issue in the coming
decade, following a surge in installations after the 2011
Fukushima nuclear disaster. Solar panels, which
typically last 20 to 30 years, will start reaching the end
of their service life in the next decade. By the early
2040s, the annual amount of discarded solar panels is
projected to peak at around 500,000 tons, putting
pressure on waste management systems.

Currently, solar panel waste amounts to under 100,000
tons annually, but this is expected to rise sharply in the
2030s, exceeding 300,000 tons by 2040. Japan lacks a
recycling system for these panels, and most are buried
as industrial waste. The projected peak of 500,000 tons
per year would account for 5% of total industrial waste
disposal, prompting the government to consider
mandatory recycling.

In response, the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry
of Environment began discussions in September 2024
to create a recycling system. A proposed plan includes
having panel makers and importers cover recycling
costs, with facility owners paying for panel demolition,
except for home-use panels. Funds would be managed
by a third-party organization, and fees would be
collected upon panel sale and before power
generation to prevent fund shortages.

Recycled materials, such as glass, which makes up
about 6) percent of a panel's weight, can be
repurposed for construction materials. However,
concerns remain about ensuring a stable supply of
discarded panels for recycling, potential resistance
from facility owners, and the environmental risks of
damaged panels, such as toxic substance leaks or fires.

The government aims to finalize its recycling plan early
this year and address these challenges through
collaboration between central and local authorities.
[The Japan News]

Japan: Large majority of companies
expect country’s economy to grow in 2025

(dqgl) Nearly 80 percent of firms in Japan expect the
country’'s economy to continue growing in 2025,
according to a Kyodo News survey of 114 major
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Japanese companies, conducted between late
November and mid-December, reveals that. This is an
increase from 73 percent a year earlier. Key factors
driving optimism include a recovery in consumer
spending (88 percent) and rising wages (81 percent).

16 percent of companies, however, foresee a flat
economy, while 2 percent expect a slight contraction
due to concerns over rising prices. Wage growth is
seen as crucial for sustainable economic growth,
especially amid a worsening labor shortage. In
response, 46 percent of companies are considering or
planning wage hikes for 2025, while 45 percent are
undecided.

Asked about the potential impact of a second Trump
presidency, 13 percent of firms believe it would
negatively affect business, while 3 percent foresee
positive outcomes. Tariffs (65 percent), energy and
environmental policies (50 percent), and economic
security policies towards China (46 percent) are the
primary concerns. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Toyota subsidiary to support
rocket mass production with investment
inIST

(dql) Toyota has unveiled that its research unit is
investing in Japanese startup Interstellar Technologies
(IST) to support the mass production of rockets,
marking an expansion into the space sector. Woven by
Toyota, a subsidiary focused on future mobility
technologies, will invest approximately JPY 7 billion
(USD 44.4 million) in IST during the initial phase of its
Series F funding. As part of the partnership, Woven will
join IST's board and assist with rocket production by
enhancing supply chains and corporate governance.

IST, based in Hokkaido, was the first Japanese
company to send a commercially developed rocket into
space in 2019. However, its orbital launcher, Zero, is
still in development. The commercial space race,
dominated by companies like SpaceX, has intensified
globally. In Japan, IST faces competition from Space
One, whose recent orbital rocket launch failed (see AiR
No. 52, December/2024, 4).

The Japanese government plans to make the country a
leading space hub in Asia by the early 2030s, targeting
30 rocket launches annually and fostering an JPY 8
trillion (USD 50,7 billion) space industry through
subsidies for startups like IST and Space One. [Reuters]
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Japan: Country'’s largest mobile carrier hit
by cyberattack

(dgl) NTT Docomo Inc., Japan’s largest mobile carrier,
announced a cyberattack on January 2 that caused a
website failure and service disruptions for about half a
day. The incident, a distributed denial-of-service
(DDoS) attack, affected access to services like the "goo"
portal site and the "d payment" smartphone payment
service. However, mobile and communication services
remained unaffected.

This attack comes after several major Japanese firms
experiencing similar disruptions since late 2024. Japan
Airlines encountered system issues on December 26,
and MUFG Bank (see AiR No. 53, December/2024, 5),
Mizuho Bank, and Resona Bank reported online
transaction problems between late December and on
January 1. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Starbucks Japan to replace single-
use straws with recyclable plant-derived
straws from January

(dgl) Starbucks Coffee Japan will replace paper straws
with biodegradable, plant-based biomass alternatives
across its stores, beginning in Okinawa on January 23
and nationwide from March. The initiative aims to
reduce waste and carbon emissions by half by 2030,
aligning with the company’s commitment to
sustainability.

The new straws are more durable than paper straws
introduced in 2020 and decompose into carbon
dioxide and water through microorganisms in
seawater and soil. Made primarily from plant oils, they
produce less CO2 over their lifecycle compared to
paper straws and significantly reduce the weight of
discarded waste.

Starbucks joins other companies in Japan's food and
beverage sector, such as McDonald's Japan and Skylark
Holdings, in adopting eco-friendly practices. [Kyodo
News]

Japan: Disposal of used solar panels to
become significant issue

(dgl) The disposal of used solar panels in Japan is
expected to become a significant issue in the coming
decade, following a surge in installations after the 2011


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-dh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-dk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-du/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-du/

Fukushima nuclear disaster. Solar panels, which
typically last 20 to 30 years, will start reaching the end
of their service life in the next decade. By the early
2040s, the annual amount of discarded solar panels is
projected to peak at around 500,000 tons, putting
pressure on waste management systems.

Currently, solar panel waste amounts to under 100,000
tons annually. However, this is expected to rise sharply
in the 2030s, exceeding 300,000 tons by 2040. Japan
lacks a recycling system for these panels, and most are
buried as industrial waste. The projected peak of
500,000 tons per year would account for 5 percent of
total industrial waste disposal, prompting the
government to consider mandatory recycling.

In response, the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry
of Environment began discussions in September 2024
to create a recycling system. A proposed plan includes
having panel makers and importers cover recycling
costs, with facility owners paying for panel demolition,
except for home-use panels. Funds would be managed
by a third-party organization, and fees would be
collected upon panel sale and before power
generation to prevent fund shortages.

Recycled materials, such as glass, which makes up
about 60 percent of a panel's weight, can be
repurposed for construction materials. However,
concerns remain about ensuring a stable supply of
discarded panels for recycling, potential resistance
from facility owners, and the environmental risks of
damaged panels, such as toxic substance leaks or fires.

The government aims to finalize its recycling plan early
this year and address these challenges through
collaboration between central and local authorities.
[Dawn]

Japan: Space agency to partner with
private firms for satellite observations
during natural disasters

(dqgl) Japan's space agency, JAXA, has unveiled plans to
collaborate with private firms to enhance satellite-
based emergency observations during natural
disasters. Informed by lessons from last year's Noto
Peninsula earthquake (see AR No. 1, January/2024, 1),
this initiative aims to streamline the use of public and
private satellites for disaster response.

JAXA intends to establish a framework by the end of
the year that outlines satellite coverage areas and
observation schedules. A recent drill, simulating a
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megaquake in the Nankai Trough, tested this
coordinated approach.

While JAXA's Daichi-2 satellite successfully conducted
emergency observations after the 2023 Noto Peninsula
earthquake, challenges arose due to a lack of
coordination with private satellites regarding
observation targets and timing.

The proposed guidelines, under review by around 280
public and private entities, will ensure coordinated
observations. JAXA's Daichi-2 and Daichi-4 satellites will
handle initial disaster assessments, while private
satellites will monitor additional timeframes. High-
precision satellites will focus on critical infrastructure
such as nuclear plants and ports.

A system under development by the National Research
Institute for Earth Science and Disaster Resilience will
consolidate data from various agencies to facilitate
smoother information sharing. The findings of last
month's drill will be compiled by the end of January
and used to finalize the guidelines. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia: National handwriting driver for
national script introduced

(fs) Starting January 1, all state and local government
institutions in Mongolia conduct official business using
both Cyrillic and the national Mongolian script.

In this context, the Ministry of Digital Development,
Innovation, and Communications launched a tender
for the development of a Mongolian script handwriting
driver, adhering to national standards. Bolorsoft was
awarded the contract and has since developed a
Mongolian script handwriting driver compatible with
Android, MacOS, and iOS operating systems. This tool
allows users to input, process, and interact with text in
Mongolian script on mobile applications and devices.
[Gov.mn]

Mongolia: Parliament's human rights
subcommittee targets civil service
accountability

(fs) The Human Rights Subcommittee of the State
Great Khural, Mongolia’s parliament, initiated its 2025
agenda by addressing accountability issues within the
civil service, where over 950 violations have been
recorded.
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On January 2, Chair of the Subcommittee on Human
Rights S. Erdenebold, Members of the Parliament G.
Uyankhishig and D. Tsogtbaatar, and representatives
of the National Human Rights Commission met with
the Civil Service Council to discuss enhancing oversight
and addressing ethical shortcomings.

Despite the Civil Service Law being amended 28 times
in the past five years, significant gaps in accountability
and ethics persist. Both sides emphasized the need for
comprehensive measures to tackle human rights
violations and improve governance.

Suggestions included integrating human rights
knowledge into civil service exams and ensuring
fairness in hiring processes. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Green loans see growth, target
set for 2030

(fs) The Central Bank of Mongolia reported that green
loans constituted 3.4 percent of total commercial bank
loans in the third quarter of 2024, marking a one-
percentage-point increase from the same period last
year.

The majority of green loans were directed toward
energy-efficient construction and sustainable
agriculture. However, loans aimed at pollution
prevention and sustainable water and waste
management showed higher proportions of non-
performing loans.

Under the National Roadmap for Sustainable Finance,
the banking sector aims to increase the share of green
loans to 10 per cent of total loan portfolios by 2030.

The Mongolian Bankers Association - while highlighting
that the global rise in green financing and the
increased opportunities for Mongolian banks to
provide such loans - cautioned that a lack of ready
projects and an underdeveloped legal framework for
attracting green financing remain challenges in the
country. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: TMK Energy reports full
completion of pilot wells in methane gas
project

(fs) TMK Energy, an Australian gas exploration
company, announced that operations at six pilot wells
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in the “Gurvantes XXXV" coalbed methane project in
Mongolia's South Gobi Basin were completed
successfully in December.

CEO Dugal Ferguson highlighted that production from
the three newly drilled wells proceeded as planned
alongside the previous wells.

The water level in the new wells has been reduced by
approximately 30 per cent, with expectations to reach
target levels within the next 2-3 weeks. Gas extraction
from these wells is anticipated to begin shortly
thereafter. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: Livestock numbers decline 10.9
percent

(fs) Mongolia's National Statistics Office has reported a
preliminary livestock count of 57.6 million animals at
the end of 2024, a 10.9 percent decrease from the
previous year, equating to a reduction of seven million.

A total of 16.1 million young animals were raised in
2024, 2.3 million fewer than the previous year, while
9.3 million animals, or 14.3 percent of the year's
starting count, were lost.

The decrease is attributed to the intense periods of
dzuds that Mongolia suffered during the first months
of 2024. Dzuds happen when Mongolia's vast
grasslands are covered in impenetrable layers of snow
and ice due to exceptionally heavy snows, which
prevents the animals from grazing, causing them to
starve to death.

Despite challenges, the Ministry of Finance anticipates
agricultural recovery next year, which could positively
influence economic growth and industrial production,
provided winter and spring conditions remain stable.
[Bloomberg TV] [AP News]

Mongolia: Cabinet approves regulation to
combat Ulaanbaatar's air pollution

(fs) The Cabinet of Mongolia approved on December 30
a new regulation aimed at mitigating air pollution in
Ulaanbaatar. The regulation outlines tax relief
measures for entities investing in projects that align
with the city’s environmental and urban development
goals.
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Eligible initiatives include decentralizing Ulaanbaatar,
enhancing environmentally friendly energy sources,
constructing energy-efficient residential areas,
expanding road infrastructure, and developing public
transportation systems. Other projects, such as freeing
up land for essential social needs and constructing
public roads, squares, and parks, are also covered
under the regulation.

Tax incentives will apply to entities making financial
contributions, investments, or donations supporting
these goals. Criteria for eligible projects and activities
were developed following recommendations from
Mongolia’s Ministry of Finance. [Sonin]

Mongolia: Mining product exchange
reports over USD 4.35 billion in 2024
trades

(fs) The Mongolian Stock Exchange announced that
mining products worth over USD 4,35 billion were
traded on the Mining Product Exchange in 2024.

Since the implementation of the Mining Product
Exchange Law in June 2023, commaodities such as coal,
iron, copper, and fluorspar have been traded on the
platform. In 2024, copper concentrate and fluorspar
ore began trading, with 17,600 tons of fluorspar sold
for USD 2.93 million since Q2.

Additionally, state-owned Erdenet Mining Corporation
traded 6,000 tons of copper concentrate for USD 11.75
million starting in April, although no further orders
were placed after Q2. The company aims to trade
60,000 tons of copper concentrate through the
exchange in 2025. [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: Infrastructure development set
as priority for 2025

(fs) During the cabinet meeting on January 2, Prime
Minister Luvsannamsrai Oyun-Erdene issued directives
to expedite critical infrastructure projects under the
2024-2028 Action Program, aiming for tangible
progress within the first 100 days.

Key initiatives include finalizing Ulaanbaatar’s 2040
Master Plan, establishing a legal framework for the
"Khunnu-Smart" satellite city, constructing heating
plants for Ulaanbaatar’s central and sub-center
systems, and studying the feasibility of expanding
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Thermal Power Plant Il and constructing Thermal
Power Plant V. Additionally, the government plans to
implement waste-to-energy projects, insulate ger
district homes to reduce heat loss, and upgrade
engineering infrastructure to meet the city's growing
needs.

A Performance Monitoring Unit, led by three Deputy
Prime Ministers and involving key ministers, will
oversee the execution of these measures. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Monetary policy committee
reports on economic performance in 2024

(fs) In its December 2024 meeting, the Monetary Policy
Committee of the Central Bank of Mongolia presented
a comprehensive report on the country’s economic
situation, monetary policy implementation, and
banking sector performance.

The report highlighted that coal export revenues
reached USD 8.1 billion by November 2024, showing a
USD 200 million increase compared to the previous
year. However, the increased imports of machinery,
vehicles, and services led to a net foreign currency
outflow, which decreased by USD 570 million
compared to 2023.

Mongolia's foreign currency reserves stood at USD 4.9
billion, sufficient for 4.9 months of imports.

The banking sector grew, with total assets rising by
26.7 percent to USD 18.1 billion in Q3 2024. Liabilities
increased by 27.4 per cent, largely due to growth in
demand and savings deposits. Non-performing loans
fell to 5.1 percent, and watch-list loans reached 3.6
percent, the lowest level since 2015.

Inflation reached 8.1 percent in November 2024,
driven by a significant rise in household electricity
prices.

The report projected that inflation will likely exceed the
target upper limit in the coming year, fueled by further
price increases in government-regulated services and
rising demand tied to government spending and
economic activity. [Montsame]

Mongolia: Hunnu air to expand fleet with
Embraer E195-E2
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(fs) Mongolia's airline Hunnu Air is set to receive a new
Embraer E195-E2 aircraft in March 2025, expanding its
current fleet of three aircraft, which includes an ATR
42-500 turboprop and two Embraer E190s.

The E195-E2 will be the airline's largest and most
advanced aircraft, capable of accommodating up to
146 passengers in a single-class configuration or 120 in
a three-class layout.

The addition of the E195-E2, which offers a range of up
to 2,600 nautical miles (4,815 kilometers), is expected
to support the airline's plans for new, longer-range
routes. Despite its classification as a regional aircraft,
the E195-E2 delivers a blend of increased capacity and
extended range, enhancing operational flexibility.
[Akipress]

Mongolia: Tuul highway project set for
2025 launch

(fs) Mongolian Prime Minister Oyun-Erdene
Luvsannamsrai, Ulaanbaatar Mayor Khishgeegiin
Nyambaatar, and relevant ministers visited on January
5 the proposed site for the 32-kilometer Tuul Highway,
a six-lane roadway designed to alleviate traffic
congestion in the capital.

Connecting the Bayanzurkh Bridge to the Safety Circle
in Songinokhairkhan District, the highway will
streamline vehicle flow toward Darkhan and Zamiin-
Uud.

Construction is scheduled to begin in April 2025,
following the bid announcement on January 25, with
completion expected in 24 months. The highway will
feature elevated bridges to avoid level intersections,
enabling vehicles to bypass the city at speeds of 80-
100 km/h. It is projected to increase average travel
speeds by 13.5 per cent.

Oyun-Erdene emphasized the project as a cornerstone
of Ulaanbaatar’'s 2025 development plan under the
Regional Development Concept, addressing pressing
issues like air pollution, energy, and congestion.
Specialized laws are planned to create a favorable legal
framework for urban development.

Nyambaatar highlighted adjustments to expand the
highway from four to six lanes, causing a brief delay in
bid preparation. Domestic materials like steel and
cement will be prioritized, and archaeological
considerations in the Tuul Basin area will be managed
in collaboration with scientists. [Montsame]
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Mongolia: Golomt Bank secures USD 50
million green bond financing

(fs) Golomt Bank has successfully issued a USD 50
million green and social bond on international
markets, securing funding with a five-year term and an
8 percent annual interest rate.

The proceeds will support environmentally sustainable
projects, including renewable energy, energy efficiency,
pollution reduction, and other eco-friendly initiatives.
The bank aims to grow its sustainable loan portfolio to
4.5 per cent of its total loans, equivalent to over MNT
400 billion (USD 116.43 million), fostering partnerships
with businesses involved in green projects.

According to global advisory firm KIS Asia, this bond
stands out as the lowest-yielding corporate bond from
Mongolia on international markets for 2025.

In December, Golomt Bank issued a USD 100 million
bond internationally. Currently, the bank's share price
is MNT 1,232 (USD 0.36). [Bloomberg TV]

Mongolia: One soldier dead at border post
in Dornogovi province

(fs) A contracted soldier was killed at Border Post 0129
in Erdene soum, Dornogovi province.

The soldier, who was involved in a food supply
operation, reportedly suffered a fatal stab wound to
the neck caused by another soldier on December 31.
The case is under investigation by the Zamyn-Uud
Police Department. [News.mn]

Mongolia: Ulaanbaatar expands
surveillance network

(fs) The Office of the Governor of Ulaanbaatar has
implemented district-level surveillance sub-centers to
improve public safety and crime prevention across the
city.

In 2024, over 2,600 new cameras were installed at 176
strategic locations, including intersections and roads.
Operational sub-centers in districts such as Nalaikh,
Bayangol, and Songinokhairkhan now support local
monitoring.
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A centralized video surveillance center for Ulaanbaatar
City is scheduled to open in January 2025, integrating
various cameras from main roads, residential areas,
and public spaces into a unified system.

According to Ch. Khuvizaya, Director of the
Ulaanbaatar Traffic Control Center, the nine district
sub-centers will connect to the central hub via a 40-
gigabyte network. [Montsame]

North Korea: Last plenary meeting of year
held

(jb) The ruling Workers' Party of Korea held a final
plenary meeting between December 23-27 to review
policy success in 2024 and in anticipation of national
security needs for the upcoming year. The meeting was
attended by North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. [Daily.
NK English]

Despite the major flux in international politics with the
incoming Trump administration and the South’s
ongoing political turmoil, the meeting's agenda turned
its focus inwards and expounded the need for
“aggressive” national security measures.

Praising North Korea’'s handling of security dynamics
on the Korean Peninsula, Kim touted the nation as a
bastion of the “righteous multipolar world”, failing to
mention North Korea warming up to Russia in the past
year. With escalating tensions between North and
South Korea, the North's continuous flexing of its
nuclear muscle through the launch of its latest
Hwasong-19 missile has posited it as a formidable
force in the Asia-Pacific region (see AiR No. 45,
November/2024, 1).

The party, while berating the reinforced alliance
between South Korea, Japan and the U.S. which poses
a challenge to North Korea both strategically and
ideologically, focused largely on economic
development, food security and internal security
through a review of the Central Inspection
Commission. Kim praised the agricultural sector for its
“bumper harvest”, an achievement that occurred
despite the destructive July floods in northern regions
that inundated swathes of agricultural land in North
Pyongan and North Hamgyong provinces (see AiR No.
32, August/2024, 1).

Both the agricultural sector as well as manufacturing
industries strived against increasing difficulties to
achieve yearly quotas as outlined in Kim's “20x10
regional development policy” for national production,
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which aims to make North Korea self-sufficient, and
food secure in 20 cities across the nation. The push for
self-sufficiency comes at a time when the South has
driven the economic sanctions against the North to be
monitored strictly under UN auspices. [38 North]

North Korea: New hypersonic ballistic
missile test launched

(mc) North Korea successfully test-launched a new
intermediate-range hypersonic missile on January 6 to
“counter security threats posed by hostile forces,”
according to state media. [KCNA]

The missile flew approximately 1,500 km (932 miles) at
12 times the speed of sound, reaching an altitude of
100 km (62 miles) before descending and hitting a
target off the country’s east coast. The missile used
new carbon fiber composite materials, enhancing its
ability to penetrate defense barriers. South Korea's
military, however, disputed some of the claims,
estimating the missile’s range to be 1,100 km (683
miles) and noting that no second peak was detected.

This missile technology, which is only possessed by
Russia, China, and the United States, raises significant
concerns. Analysts highlighted the challenge of
achieving such speeds and the specialized materials
required. South Korea's Joint Chiefs of Staff
acknowledged North Korea's technological progress in
its hypersonic weapons program, suggesting possible
Russian assistance.

North Korea's leader, Kim Jong Un, who oversaw the
launch, emphasized that the missile's development is
for self-defense and to enhance the country's nuclear
deterrent

This test follows a launch of a solid-fuel
intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) in October (see
AiR No. 45, November/2024, 1). North Korea is
advancing in solid-fuel missile technology, which is
difficult to track and intercept. [Al Jazeera] [Anadolu
Agency]

North Korea's test came as US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken visited South Korea (see article in this
edition).

South Korea: President Yoon's senior
aides offer resignations


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ur/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-uy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-uj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ut/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ui/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ui/

(mc) Senior aides to suspended South Korean
President Yoon Suk Yeol offered to step down on
January 1. These officials include presidential chief of
staff Chung Jin-suk, national security adviser Shin Won-
sik, chief of staff for policy Sung Tae-yoon, and Yoon's
foreign policy adviser Chang Ho-jin, all of whom
publicly announced their resignation offers.

This came after Acting President Choi Sang-mok
appointed two new judges to the Constitutional Court
—one nominated by the main opposition Democratic
Party (DP) and the other by the ruling People Power
Party (PPP). While Yoon's office questioned Choi's
authority to make these appointments as acting
president, the PPP criticized Choi's actions as
"dogmatic" and lacking adequate consultation.

Under the Constitutional Court Act, the final
appointment of justices is the prerogative of the
president. However, the Constitutional Court has
repeatedly clarified that an acting president holds the
same power to appoint justices. The Constitutional
Court requires six votes to approve an impeachment
motion, making these appointments critical to the
court's deliberations. The nine-member court now has
eight judges, which prevents the need for an
anonymous vote on Yoon's impeachment. The two
new judges were formally sworn in on January 2,
having taken office the previous day.

Despite the resignations of senior officials, Choi's office
stated that it would not accept them, citing the need to
stabilize the government and ensure public welfare
amid the ongoing political crisis.

In a separate development, Kim Tae-kyu, Vice
Chairman of the Korea Communications Commission,
also submitted his resignation. [Yonhap News Agency]
[Reuters]

South Korea: Suspended President Yoon
Suk Yeol vows to “fight until the end”

(mc) Suspended South Korean President Yoon Suk Yeol
sent a letter to his supporters on January 1, vowing to
“fight to the end” as he faces an attempt by authorities
to arrest him over his short-lived declaration of martial
law.

Addressing his supporters, who rallied last week
outside his residence to protest the investigation and
prevent his arrest, Yoon stated: “I am watching on
YouTube live all the hard work you are doing,” adding
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that he “will fight until the end to protect this country
together with you.”

Earlier last week, a South Korean court upheld an
arrest warrant for Yoon, marking the first time a sitting
head of state has faced the possibility of arrest. The
Corruption Investigation Office for Senior Officials (CIO)
issued the warrant, which must be executed by January
6.

Yoon's legal team has challenged the legality of the
warrant, arguing that the CIO lacks the authority under
South Korean law to request or execute it. They
warned that any attempt to arrest the president could
provoke resistance from the presidential security
service and even citizens.

The CIO's attempts to search Yoon's office and
residence were thwarted by the presidential security
service, raising concerns about a possible clash
between law enforcement agencies (see article below).
[The Guardian] [Reuters]

South Korea: Standoff at presidential
residence as investigators attempt to
detain Yoon

(yq) Investigators attempting to detain impeached
President Yoon Suk Yeol over his failed martial law
attempt were engaged in a standoff with the
Presidential Security Service (PSS) outside the
presidential residence on January 3.

Prosecutors from the Corruption Investigation Office
for High-ranking Officials (CIO) arrived with warrants to
detain Yoon and search the residence. However, PSS
Chief Park Chong-jun blocked their entry, citing
restricted access to secured areas.

The CIO faces a January 6 deadline to enforce the
warrant, which charges Yoon with insurrection and
abuse of power related to his brief imposition of
martial law on December 3. Ongoing demonstrations
by Yoon's supporters near the residence have further
complicated the process, raising the likelihood of
clashes with PSS personnel.

Thousands of Yoon's supporters have gathered in
recent days to protest his impeachment and prevent
his arrest, prompting police to forcibly disperse some
demonstrators.

The CIO is collaborating with police and the Defense
Ministry's investigation unit to probe Yoon's martial law
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actions. The operation involves a 150-member team,
comprising 30 CIO officials and 120 police officers.
Initially, 70 officers were stationed outside the
compound, with additional personnel later joining to
provide support.

The CIO sought the detention warrant after Yoon failed
to respond to three summonses for questioning. A
separate search warrant for the residence has also
been obtained.

Police have warned that any obstruction of the
warrant's execution by the PSS or Yoon's supporters
will result in arrests for interfering with official duties.

If detained, Yoon will be transported to CIO
headquarters in Gwacheon for questioning before
being held at the Seoul Detention Center in Uiwang.
The CIO will then have 48 hours to either request a
formal arrest warrant or release him. [Yonhap News
Agency 1]

Yoon's legal team announced on January 3 their
intention to take legal action against what they
described as the “unlawful” and “invalid” execution of
the arrest warrant. It further noted that procedures of
objections to the warrant are currently under review
by the Constitutional Court.

The legal representatives have filed an injunction with
the Constitutional Court to suspend the warrant's
enforcement. Additionally, they have submitted a
formal objection to the Seoul Western District Court.
[Yonhap News Agency 2]

Meanwhile, head of security for Yoon, Park Chong-jun,
stated on January 5 that he could not support efforts
to arrest the impeached leader, citing legal
uncertainties surrounding the arrest warrant. Park
defended the presidential security service,
emphasizing its 60-year history of providing protection
to all presidents, regardless of political affiliation, and
rejected accusations of it becoming a private army.
[Reuters]

In a latest development, police have ordered Park to
appear for questioning on January 10, marking the
third summons over allegations that he obstructed
efforts to detain Yoon. Park faces charges of
obstructing official duties after PSS officials prevented
the Corruption Investigation Office for High-ranking
Officials (CIO) from executing a detention warrant for
Yoon.

Park ignored two previous summonses and has yet to
appoint a lawyer, delaying his appearance. The third
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summons is likely the final one before police seek a
detention warrant for Park.

Lee Kwang-woo, head of the PSS bodyguard division,
also faces charges for obstructing Yoon's detention. He
failed to appear for questioning on January 7,
prompting a second summons for January 10. [The
Korea Times]

South Korea: Army Chief and Special
Warfare Commander indicted

(yq) Prosecutors have indicted the Army'’s top
commander and the head of its special warfare unit for
their alleged involvement in the brief imposition of
martial law last month.

Army Chief of Staff General Park An-su, who served as
the martial law commander, and Lieutenant General
Kwak Jong-keun, head of the Army Special Warfare
Command, have been formally charged with
insurrection and abuse of power while in detention,
prosecutors announced on January 3.

Park issued the martial law order on December 3
under his authority. However, investigators argue that
the decree included unconstitutional provisions, such
as a prohibition on political activity.

Kwak is accused of deploying special forces to the
National Assembly on the orders of President Yoon
Suk Yeol, allegedly to secure the premises and prevent
lawmakers from overturning the martial law decree.

Prosecutors concluded that their actions reflected an
intent to undermine the Constitution, thereby
justifying the insurrection charges. [Yonhap News
Agency]

Both officials were arrested last month as part of the
investigation (see AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

South Korea: Birth registration rises for
first time in 9 years

(jb) The Ministry of the Interior and Safety announced
on January 3 that the number of childbirths in 2024
rose by 3.1 percent, after declining between 2016-
2023. The total births recorded, as derived from the
government's resident demographic statistics, stood at
242,334, with 123,923 boys and 118,411 girls. The total
registered population thus stands at 51,217,221 for
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2024 after steadily declining since 2020. [Yonhap News
Agency]

Deputy Minister Kim Min-jae stated that despite the
total population declining, the rise in birth registrations
heralded a positive shift. He requested cooperation
between various ministries to improve childrearing
conditions to maintain the uptick in birthrate. [Chosun
Biz]

The data comes at a time of heightened concern
regarding the fertility rates in South Korea, which
recorded the lowest number of children per woman
among OECD countries in 2023 at 0.72 births
compared to the OECD average of 1.5. South Korea's
birthrate, which stood at 2.1 in 1983, began to dip in
1984 below the OECD average to 1.7. South Korea also
recorded the highest mean age at which women gave
birth among OECD members, going from the age of 29
in 2000 to 33 in 2022. [OECD]

A report released by Statistics Korea earlier in
September recorded that single-person households
would hit a record 10 million, composing over 40
percent of all households in the nation by 2052 (see
AiR No. 38, September/2024, 3). The demographic
crisis arose largely due to rising childrearing costs,
labor market conditions and social norms which
increasingly popularize a single lifestyle over a
traditional marriage.

South Korea: Jeju Air plane crash
investigators probe negligence,
operational failures

(jb) The plane crash involving Jeju Air flight 2216 at
Muan International Airport on December 29 (see AIR
No. 53, December/2024, 5) has led to a multi-agency
joint investigation into operational negligence as well
as failures in aircraft and airport maintenance.

The South Jeolla Provincial Police has led the probe
into operational negligence through a search and
seizure of Muan airport, Jeju Air's Seoul office and the
Busan Regional Office of Aviation located in Muan,
South Jeolla province. The court issued a search
warrant on December 2 owing to the Muan Airport's
Korea Airports Corporation (KAC) office refusing entry
to investigators.

The KAC manages the operations of 14 airports across
South Korea, including Muan airport. 30 investigators
were involved in the initial raids of the three offices.
The police are responsible only for investigating
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personal negligence and online slander of the victims
and their families, with the Ministry of Land,
Infrastructure and Transport (MOLIT) handling the
probe into the cause of the crash through its Air
Railroad Accident Investigation Committee. [The Korea
Times] [Maeil Business Newspaper]

The National Forensic Service, with a team of 50
examiners and technicians, simultaneously worked on
retrieving DNA matches for all 179 victims of the crash.
The bodies of 151 victims were returned to their
families along with personal belongings, wrapping up
the forensic search as of December 4. The DNA
analysis took a protracted amount of time due to the
difficulty in identifying remains. The remaining 25
bodies of victims will also be returned by December 6.
[The Korea Times]

Amidst speculation on the cause of the plane crash,
MOLIT announced on December 2 that it retrieved
audio files from the cockpit voice recorder which holds
over 2 hours of audio data. Retrieved in a mostly intact
form, the data would allow the ministry to analyze the
communications between air traffic control towers and
the pilots prior to the crash. Data from the flight data
recorder was also retrieved and has been sent to the
United States National Transport Safety Board's
headquarters in Washington, D.C. for analysis as the
Boeing 737-800 model involved in the crash was
manufactured in the US. [Yonhap News Agency 1]

Meanwhile, Acting President Choi Sang-mok
announced that the government would expedite
solatium for the bereaved families in the form of living
expenses and deferred tax payments, aside from cash
handouts to family members taking unpaid leave to
attend funeral rites. [Yonhap News Agency 2]

South Korea: 1031 companies to
participate in CES 2025

(jb) The Consumer Electronics Show (CES), owned and
produced by the US-based trade organization
Consumer Technology Association, has received
registrations for participation from 1031 South Korean
companies for its 2025 exhibition in Las Vegas on
January 7-11.

The CES is the world’s biggest technology exhibition
and hosts over 4800 companies from 160 countries
looking to gain new business partners and showcase
their breakthroughs in technological innovation. The
Korea Information & Communication Technology
Industry Association, an organization that provides
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marketing support information for Small and Medium
Enterprises, reported that the number of registrations
from Korean companies went up from 772 in 2024,
making South Korea the third biggest participant at the
event. 641 registrations came from startup companies
hoping to gain solid footing in the business world
through networking and tech displays. [Yonhap News
Agency] [CES]

South Korea: Government to act
decisively to stabilize markets amid
growing volatility

(yq) Acting President Choi Sang-mok announced on
January 3 that the government is prepared to
implement measures to stabilize financial and foreign
exchange markets if volatility worsens.

Choi, who also holds the roles of deputy prime
minister for economic affairs and finance minister,
made the statement during an economic meeting
attended by the Bank of Korea governor and the heads
of the Financial Services Commission and the Financial
Supervisory Service.

All institutions will take necessary precautions,
maintaining 24-hour emergency monitoring and
response systems for financial and foreign exchange
markets. The ministry added that Choi will convene
financial meetings weekly to ensure a coordinated
response.

Market instability has increased following the National
Assembly’s impeachment of acting President and
Prime Minister Han Duck-soo last week. Han, who
assumed interim leadership on December 14 after
President Yoon Suk Yeol's impeachment over martial
law, was suspended from his duties less than two
weeks later. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: 2024 KOSTAT report shows
widening gap in national household
income

(jb) The Survey of Household Finances and Living
Conditions (SFLC) in 2024 report published by Statistics
Korea, the government's top national census and
demographics organization, revealed that the gap
between the top and bottom 10 percent of all
household incomes has widened by 6.6 percent to a
new record of over KRW 200 million (around USD
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136,000), with the mean value of household assets
standing at KRW 540.22 million (equivalent to USD
369,000). [The Korea Times]

While the income of the bottom 10 percent of
households only increased by 6.8 percent and stood at
KRW 10.19 million (USD 6900), the top 10 percent
proved to be earning a whopping KRW 210.5 million
(USD 143,000). Owing to increasing wage gaps, the
report revealed that the retirement age of household
heads was an expected 68.3 years, but the retirement
age average was eventually 62.8 years, with over 57
percent of retired household heads stating that their
savings for living expenses were insufficient.

The tail-end of 2024 saw a decrease in household
liabilities relative to household assets, a positive
development that relieved pressure from household
heads aged 40-49 who held the majority of household
liabilities that year. [Statistics Korea]

Nearly 11 percent of all households recorded a net
worth of over KRW 1 billion (over USD 682,000);
however, 56.9 percent of households only saw a net
worth under KRW 300 million (approximately USD
204,000). The income share of the bottom 50 percent
of households has remained nearly the same between
1980 and 2023, with the top 10 percent and bottom 50
percent having the same income share only for a single
year, 1995. [World Inequality Database]

The growing income gap has been accompanied by the
nation’s soaring gross national income (GNI) per capita
since it crossed the World Bank’s High Income Country
GNI threshold in 1994, standing at KRW 44.05 million in
2024 (approximately USD 30,000). Despite per capita
income rising steadily after the South Korean economy
crashing in 1998 following the Asian financial crisis, a
widening income gap has brought with it concerns
over the lack of social and economic policies that can
address the gap. [World Bank Group - World
Development Report 2024]

The ongoing political crisis in South Korea following
President Yoon's failed imposition of martial law and
his subsequent impeachment has drowned out calls
for necessary economic policy and social welfare
planning for the coming year. Despite Yoon vowing to
address income inequality in the upcoming year, the
2025 budget was approved in a rush owing to the
series of impeachment proceedings in the National
Assembly. The Ministry of Economy and Finance,
immediately after martial law was revoked, promised
that the political crisis would not have long-term
repercussions on trade and industry in the nation.
However, as political uncertainty ensues, experts have
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deemed it crucial that parliament frame structural
economic policies that would benefit economically
weaker sections of society at the earliest. [Reuters]

South Korea: Transport ministry,
conglomerates emphasize safe operations
in 2025

(jb) The Chairman of Korean Air and Hanjin Group Cho
Won-tae announced in a New Year's message that the
operational focus of Korean Air will be on “absolute
safety”. Similarly, the head of SR Corporation, which
runs high-speed rail services in South Korea, also
emphasized operational safety in the coming year.

Following the crash of Jeju Air flight 2216 that led to the
startling death of 179 of a total 181 passengers on
board (see article above), the aviation and larger road
and rail transport sectors in the country have doubled
down on strengthening operational safety. Both
private transport conglomerates and the state ministry
for transport have reiterated the goal of safe
operations for 2025, especially as the investigation into
the cause of the plane crash is ongoing. Industrial
giants such as Hyundai and LG have warned their
management to ensure worker safety owing to the
increasing occurrence of workplace accidents as four
out of six total crew members on the Jeju Air flight
perished along with 175 passengers. The death toll
included two pilots manning the flight, with firefighting
services only being able to rescue two crew members
at the tail end of the aircraft.

Meanwhile, Korean Air has acquired its close
competitor Asiana Airlines in a massive takeover that
gives Korean Air a 63.88 percent hold over the smaller
airline. The merger will gradually integrate the two
airlines to streamline operations and even out
consumer service. [The Korea Times 1] [The Korea
Times 2]

South Korea: Military introduces Al-
powered surveillance system at border
unit

(yg) The military has deployed an advanced
surveillance system utilizing artificial intelligence (Al) at
an eastern front-line unit, as announced by the
Defense Acquisition Program Administration (DAPA),
the state arms procurement agency January 3. This
initiative aims to strengthen deterrence against North
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Korean threats by integrating cutting-edge technology,
introducing Al image analysis to the military’s security
operations to boost efficient and robust border
surveillance.

The newly installed system at the Army’s 22nd Infantry
Division leverages Al to analyze surveillance footage,
reducing false alarms and enhancing operational
efficiency. The system’s enhanced detection
capabilities enable continuous surveillance, operating
effectively day and night in all weather conditions.

The deployment is part of broader efforts to
modernize the military by incorporating Al and other
emerging technologies. Last year, the defense ministry
established a dedicated research center to oversee Al
development within the defense sector. [Yonhap News
Agency] [DefenseMirror.Com]

South Korea: First maritime exercise in
2025 conducted

(dgl) South Korea's Navy conducted its first maritime
drills of 2025 on January 3, covering the East Sea,
Yellow Sea, and southern waters. The exercises
involved nine naval vessels and two aircraft from the
First, Second, and Third Fleets.

The First Fleet, including the Gwanggaeto the Great
destroyer and Chuncheon frigate, focused on anti-
submarine exercises, live-fire anti-ship drills, and
tactical maneuvers. The Second Fleet's frigates, guided
missile patrol ship, and an AW-159 helicopter
participated in the drills, while the Third Fleet
mobilized the Gyeongnam frigate and other vessels.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Industry and defense
ministries to expand cooperation in
military 3D printing technology

(dql) South Korea's industry and defense ministries
have signed an agreement to expand collaboration in
using 3D printing technology to produce discontinued
military parts. Since 2017, the ministries have used 3D
printing to manufacture hard-to-procure parts for
warships and tanks.

The new agreement aims to further enhance the
operation rate of the country's defense system and
strengthen its 3D printing manufacturing capabilities.
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The government will continue to explore additional
applications for 3D printing in military equipment,
fostering a supply chain and industrial ecosystem. [The
Defense Post]

Taiwan: Embattled Ko Wen-je resigns as
chairman of opposition Taiwan People’s
Party

(dgl) Embattled Taiwanese politician Ko Wen-je has
been in the center of politics last week as he stepped
down as Taiwan People’s Party chairman and the
Taipei District Court ordered his re-detention over
corruption charges.

Ko resigns as leader of TPP

Ko Wen-je resigned as chairman of the opposition
Taiwan People’s Party (TPP), appointing Legislator
Huang Kuo-chang as acting chairman during an
emergency meeting of the TPP Central Standing
Committee on January 1.

The decision follows Ko's release on NTD 70 million
(USD 2.14 million) bail by the Taipei District Court amid
corruption allegations tied to a real estate
redevelopment project during his tenure as Taipei
mayor.

Ko is accused of accepting NTD 17.1 million (USD
520,000) in bribes to benefit Core Pacific Group - a
Taiwan-based conglomerate with business interests in
real estate development, financial services, retail, and
investment - by increasing the floor area ratio of the
Core Pacific City redevelopment project and
embezzling over NTD 68 million (USD 2 million) in
political donations, including funds meant for his
presidential campaign. Prosecutors are seeking a 28.5-
year prison sentence for multiple charges, including
bribery, embezzlement, and breach of public trust (see
AiR No. 53, December/2024, 5).

TPP Taichung chapter head Chiang Ho-shu confirmed
Ko's resignation but emphasized his ongoing role as a
volunteer and lifetime member. Ko declined a proposal
to become honorary chairman, describing such
gestures as unhelpful to the party. The committee
unanimously endorsed Huang as acting chairman, with
Huang abstaining from the vote.

Chiang called on supporters to understand Ko's
decision, attributing it to his dedication to the party's
future. He acknowledged the challenges ahead in the
local elections, given the potential loss of support
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following Ko's departure, but expressed confidence in
the party’s ability to rally voters. [Taipei Times]

Ko’s detention ordered

Only a day after Ko’ resignation, the Taipei District
Court on January 2 ordered the detention of Ko along
with three others, on corruption charges. The decision
followed the Taiwan High Court's rejection of two prior
rulings granting Ko bail. Ko, real estate tycoon Sheen
Ching-jing, former Taipei mayoral office head Lee Wen-
tsung, and Taipei City Councilor Ying Hsiao-wei are to
be held incommunicado to prevent collusion with
witnesses.

The court cited serious allegations, risks of flight,
evidence tampering, and collusion as the basis for the
detention, emphasizing the need to ensure an
impartial trial. The ruling, made after a four-hour
hearing, was described as respecting judicial hierarchy
and balancing public interest against individual
freedoms.

Ko, indicted on December 26 alongside 11 others for
corruption and bribery during his tenure as Taipei
mayor (2018-2022), had previously been released on
bail twice, only for the High Court to overturn those
decisions. Prosecutors argued that bail conditions
could not adequately prevent technological means of
collusion among the accused. [Taiwan News]

TPP condemns case, call for rally in support of Ko

The TPP, which earlier dismissed Ko's case as political
persecution (see AiR No. 53, December/2024, 5),
criticized the decision, accusing President Lai Ching-te
of the ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) of
judicial interference without evidence and condemning
prosecutors for basing detention requests on
speculative claims. [Focus Taiwan 1]

In addition, the TPP has called for a mass protest in
Taipei on January 11 to support its Ko. Eric Chu,
chairman of the opposition Kuomintang (KMT),
expressed support for public discontent with the DPP
but did not confirm whether his party would join the
TPP protest. Chu also criticized the DPP for recent
Constitutional Court rulings that limited the death
penalty and curtailed legislative investigative powers
backed by the KMT. [Focus Taiwan 2]

Taiwan: Cabinet to seek re-vote on recent
opposition-backed Constitutional Court
reforms


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-pr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-py/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-pj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-pt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-pi/

(dgl) The Cabinet has announced its decision to
request a new vote on Constitutional Court reforms
passed by lawmakers on December 20, indicating
continued deadlock between the central government
and the opposition-controlled Legislature. With
presidential approval, the Cabinet's request will be
sent to the Legislature, which is expected to pass the
reforms again. [Taipei Times]

The reforms, pushed through by opposition
lawmakers, would raise the threshold for the
Constitutional Court to hear cases. It would require at
least ten justices to hear a case and at least nine to
back a ruling, whereas the current rules do not specify
a minimum number of justices for case consideration
(see AiR No. 52, December/2024, 4).

The opposition-backed reforms create complications
due to vacancies on the court. Seven of the 15 justices'
terms expired on October 31, leaving only eight
justices, fewer than the number required by the
proposed legislation. President Lai Ching-te has
nominated seven justices, but they were rejected by
the Legislature on December 24 (see AR No. 53,
December/2024, 5).

If the reforms are passed again, the Democratic
Progressive Party (DPP) may seek an injunction to halt
the bill and request a Constitutional interpretation,
citing concerns that the reforms violate the balance of
powers. This could potentially lead to a crisis, as the
Constitutional Court would be asked to rule on
legislation that directly affects its own powers, with
only eight justices available. However, the court could
issue a preliminary injunction with a quorum of two-
thirds of incumbent justices.

Alternatively, the government could negotiate with the
opposition-controlled Legislature to select seven new
justices, after which it could seek a constitutional
interpretation and injunction once the new justices are
seated. [Focus Taiwan]

For a discussion of the latest developments in
constitutional (party) politics in Taiwan, see Yi-Li Lee,
Shao-Man Lee, Chien-Chih Lin and Vivianne Yen-Ching
Weng at [ConstitutionNet] who identify “an overreach
of legislative power,” as “the principal threat to judicial
independence,” under a divided government “lacking
genuine power-sharing” in Taiwan.

Taiwan: Senior ruling party legislator eyes
mass ousting of KMT counterparts
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(dgl) In a move escalating already heightened partisan
tensions in the Legislative Yuan, Taiwan's parliament,
ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) legislative
caucus whip Ker Chien-ming has called for the recall of
41 Kuomintang (KMT) lawmakers. Speaking at a news
conference on January, Ker argued that the DPP,
holding 51 of the 113 legislative seats, was unable to
block proposals that were backed by the opposition
parties - the KMT and Taiwan People's Party (TPP) -
and that he claimed were unconstitutional or harmful
to Taiwan.

Ker targeted 39 KMT lawmakers directly elected in
2024 and two ideologically aligned independents, as
legislators-at-large are exempt from recall under
Taiwan's Public Officials Election and Recall Act. He
criticized opposition-led measures granting the
Legislature broader investigative powers, many of
which were overturned by the Constitutional Court in
2024. He also opposed recent amendments raising the
threshold for Constitutional Court rulings, tightening
recall petition requirements, and reallocating central
government revenues to local governments (see AiR
No. 52, December/2024, 4).

Ker did not explain why he excluded Taiwan People’s
Party (TPP) lawmakers, whose support was crucial for
the KMT's legislative successes, noting that all eight
TPP legislators are at-large members and not subject
to recall. [Focus Taiwan]

Additionally, the DPP legislative caucus called for the
resignation of Legislative Speaker Han Kuo-yu and
Deputy Speaker Johnny Chiang, both from the KMT,
accusing them of being unfit for their roles. The KMT
dismissed Ker's remarks as manipulative and accused
the DPP of hypocrisy. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Appeal in corruption case against
Hsinchu mayor halted

(dqgl) The Taiwan High Court has suspended its review
of Hsinchu Mayor Ann Kao Hung-an's appeal against
her conviction in a corruption case, citing concerns
about the constitutionality of the law applied. Kao, who
was a legislator-at-large for the Taiwan People's Party
(TPP) from 2020 to 2022, was convicted in July 2024 by
the Taipei District Court for submitting fraudulent
expense claims related to staff costs during her time as
a lawmaker.

Kao and four former staff members were indicted in
2023 for inflating government-paid expenses. Kao was
sentenced to seven years and four months in prison,
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along with a four-year civil rights suspension, while her
former aides received suspended sentences.

The High Court has referred the case to the
Constitutional Court for clarification on the legal
consequences of violating the law, as the Organic Law
of the Legislative Yuan does not specify penalties for
such violations. Kao's case is significant, as she is the
first legislator convicted for such offenses, and the
outcome is expected have a lasting impact.

Both Kao and the Taipei District Prosecutors Office
appealed the district court's decision, with Kao
maintaining her innocence. Following her conviction,
Kao was automatically suspended as Hsinchu mayor,
with her deputy, Chiu Chen-yuan, named acting mayor.
[Focus Taiwan]

In a separate case, northeastern Yilan County
Magistrate Lin Zi-miao was sentenced to 12.5 years in
prison on corruption charges related to a dubious
property deal. The Yilan District Court found Lin guilty
of using her public office to seek illegal gains, money
laundering, and having unaccounted-for assets.
Additionally, the court ordered the seizure of NTD 32.5
million (USD 978,000) from Lin, which was inconsistent
with her reported income.

Following the conviction, Lin was suspended from her
position as magistrate, with her deputy, Lin Mao-
sheng, assuming the role in an acting capacity. Lin, a
member of the main opposition party, the Kuomintang
(KMT), was indicted in 2022 along with 14 others for
allegedly waiving NTD 1.12 million (USD 34,000) in land
value increment tax for a plot in Luodong Township in
exchange for land used for her campaign headquarters
and the KMT's Yilan office. The investigation also
revealed NTD 70 million (USD 2,12 million) in
unexplained transactions in Lin's Farmer's Association
bank account.

Lin maintained her innocence, claiming the
transactions were personal loans. She expressed
disappointment over the ruling, accusing the judiciary
of being politically influenced, and vowed to appeal.

The KMT expressed full support for Lin's appeal, while
the Yilan District Prosecutors Office, which had sought
a 20-year sentence, will decide whether to appeal after
reviewing the ruling. In total, 13 others involved in the
case received prison sentences ranging from four
months to nearly six years. [Taipei Times]Bottom of
Form
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Taiwan: Interior ministry seeks
dissolution of Chinese Unification
Promotion Party

(dgl) The Ministry of the Interior (MOI) announced on
January 2 that it will formally request the Constitutional
Court to dissolve the Chinese Unification Promotion
Party (CUPP).

The MOI's Political Party Review Committee approved
the resolution with a two-thirds majority after offering
the CUPP leadership a chance to present a defense.
The CUPP is accused of involvement in organized crime
- ranging from obstruction of justice to human
trafficking and murder - with key members allegedly
violating the National Security Act, Anti-Infiltration Act,
Cross-Strait Act, and election laws, endangering
national security, social stability, and fair elections.

The ministry cited eight specific cases involving 11
people and noted that as many as 134 CUPP members
were suspected of breaching various laws from 2010 to
2024. Prosecutors in November charged CUPP
members Chang Meng-chung and his wife, Hung Wen-
ting, for allegedly accepting NTD 74 million (USD 2.26
million) from the Communist Party of China to create
propaganda to influence Taiwan's elections (see AiR
No. 46, November/2024, 2).

Although the CUPP does not hold any legislative or
local council seats, the ministry emphasized that
Taiwan's Constitution allows for the dissolution of
political parties that jeopardize the nation’s security or
democratic order.

The ministry acknowledged that the request might be
delayed due to ongoing disputes over Constitutional
Court vacancies and reform legislation, but it will
submit the request as soon as the court's situation
permits. [South China Morning Post] [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Amendment bill on hiring of
foreign caregivers of individuals aged 80
and older passes parliament

(dqgl) An opposition amendment to the Employment
Service Act, which allows individuals aged 80 and older
to bypass Barthel Index-based health evaluations,
passed its third reading in Taiwan's parliament on
December 31. The amendment also extends the waiver
to individuals aged 70 to 79 with advanced cancer
(stage two or higher). The Barthel Index is commonly
used in Taiwan to assess daily living abilities.
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The amendment, passed by a narrow 52-49 vote, also
establishes a joint effort between the Ministry of
Health and Welfare (MOHW) and the Council of
Indigenous Peoples to create evaluation methods for
care recipients with Indigenous status.

Previously, the Barthel Index requirement had been
waived for specific groups, including those with long-
term care needs, early-stage dementia, or severe
breathing and swallowing difficulties.

In response, the Ministry of Labor (MOL) and the
MOHW expressed concerns that the change could
strain Taiwan's long-term care system, especially with
the ongoing migrant caregiver shortage. The
amendment could lead to an additional 530,000
seniors seeking live-in caregivers, further exacerbating
labor demand. Taiwan currently has approximately
227,000 migrant caregivers, with an annual increase of
around 10,000.

The MOL warned that the bill could make it harder for
critically ill families to access caregivers, while the
MOHW highlighted concerns over the potential
physical decline of seniors receiving round-the-clock
care. The opposition Kuomintang defended the
amendment, arguing it addresses the country's
declining birthrate and relieves younger families of
caregiving burdens. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: News rates for large electricity
users introduced

(dqgl) State-owned Taipower plans to implement revised
electricity rates for energy-intensive industries, such as
semiconductors, petrochemicals, and steel, after the
Lunar New Year. The initiative aims to encourage these
sectors to adopt on-site energy storage systems to
store excess electricity during off-peak hours for use
during peak demand periods.

The Energy Administration estimates the cost of
energy storage systems at NTD 12.5 million (USD
416,667) per MWh, with stored energy costing NTD 7.1
(USD 0,22) per kWh after accounting for system
lifespan and energy losses. A price difference of NTD
7-NTD 8 between peak and off-peak rates is deemed
necessary to incentivize investment in these systems.

Under the new pricing scheme, electricity rates are
structured to reflect seasonal and time-of-use
variations. During non-summer months, peak-hour
electricity (3-9 p.m.) is priced at NTD 9.9 per kWh, while
off-peak hours (the remaining 18 hours) are charged at
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NTD 2.39 per kWh. In the summer, peak-hour rates
increase to NT$10.20 per kWh, with off-peak electricity
priced at NTD 2.61 per kWh.

With a price gap exceeding NTD 7.5, energy storage
systems are expected to become more cost-effective.
Taipower anticipates the rate adjustments will help
businesses stabilize power usage and reduce
operational costs, while enabling the company to
distribute electricity demand more efficiently. [Taiwan
News]

Taiwan: ‘Southern Silicon Valley’ Al
ecosystem plan approved

(sk) To foster an artificial intelligence (Al) ecosystem in
Taiwan, the Executive Yuan, Taiwan's Cabinet,
approved the “Greater Southern New Silicon Valley
Promotion Plan.” This initiative focuses on the Shalun
Green Energy Science City and other science and
technology industrial parks in Chiayi, Tainan,
Kaohsiung, and Pingtung, forming an S-shaped
semiconductor corridor in southern Taiwan. [Taiwan
News]

Under this plan, Taiwan's public-private collaboration
aims to establish a robust research and development
(R&D) environment supported by advanced computing
power, extensive storage systems, and Al applications.
This initiative seeks to drive Al technology innovation,
particularly by involving small and medium-sized
enterprises. Government agencies are also tasked with
enhancing infrastructure and facilities, including power
and water supply, transportation, healthcare, and
cultural amenities, to support the plan's economic
objectives. [Focus Taiwan]

Vice Minister of the National Science and Technology
Council (NSTC), Su Chen-kang, expressed optimism
that the plan will attract major international and local
enterprises, as well as talent, to establish R&D centers
in southern Taiwan. Similarly, Premier Cho Jung-tai
emphasized that the initiative offers a new vision for
both southern Taiwan’s development and the
technological industry. It is expected to strengthen
existing advantages in semiconductors, biotechnology,
and solar green energy, while expanding into emerging
fields such as drones, smart agriculture, and the space
industry. [Executive Yuan, Taiwan]

Taoyuan Deputy Mayor Su Jun-pin, however,
highlighted challenges within the Taoyuan-Hsinchu-
Miaoli Greater Silicon Valley plan. These include
inequitable industrial support, inadequate provisions
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for a just transition following industrial
transformations, loss of cultural heritage, and
environmental degradation. Su urged the central
government to move beyond proposing development
plans and adopt a more comprehensive, balanced
approach. [UDN, in Chinese]

Coined by Premier Cho, this technological initiative is
part of a broader national economic plan to develop
six regional economies. Along with the Chiayi-Tainan-
Pingtung-Kaohsiung tech region, the plan targets the
Taipei-New Taipei City-Keelung metropolitan area and
the Taoyuan-Hsinchu-Miaoli region for economic and
technological growth. Meanwhile, the Taichung-
Changhua-Nantou-Yunlin region will focus on precision
manufacturing, and the Yilan-Hualien-Taitung-Pingtung
and Kinmen-Lienchiang-Penghu regions will prioritize
tourism and cultural development. This overarching
strategy aims to create a more economically balanced,
resilient, and sustainable Taiwan. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Foxconn partners with Nvidia to
develop humanoid robots

(dgl) Taiwan-based technology company Hon Hai, also
known as Foxconn, is collaborating with Nvidia to
develop humanoid robots amid the global Al boom.
Young Liu, chairman of the world's largest electronics
manufacturer and contract assembler, announced the
partnership at the Kaohsiung Smart City annual
meeting, revealing that the company is using Nvidia's
software and hardware to create human-like robots in
Kaohsiung, Taiwan. Foxconn, which already utilizes
Nvidia technologies for non-humanoid robots in
production lines, plans to expand their use to other
sectors, including healthcare.

Foxconn and Nvidia have a longstanding partnership,
with Foxconn manufacturing Nvidia's essential GB200
chips for Al applications. Liu also projected that
Foxconn's consolidated sales would surpass NTD 7
trillion (USD 212.6 billion) in 2025, up from NTD 6.2
trillion in 2024, driven by strong global demand for Al.

Founded in 1974, Foxconn is the world's largest
contract electronics manufacturer, with factories and
research centers globally. The company has seen
significant growth, with its shares rising 74 percent
over the past year, fueled by the Al development
surge. [Market Screener]

In a separate announcement, Foxconn unveiled on
December 30 an additional NTD 11.3 billion (USD 345
million) investment in the U.S. through its subsidiary,
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FIl Holdings USA Inc. The funds will be used to acquire
common shares in eight U.S. units, including Cloud
Network Technology USA Inc., Ingrasys Technology
USA Inc., and PCE Paragon Solutions (USA) Inc. While
the exact purpose of the investment was not disclosed,
industry sources suggest it will expand Foxconn's Al
server production capacity in the U.S.

This follows Foxconn's earlier acquisition of land and a
factory in Houston for USD 33.03 million, aimed at
boosting Al production for North American customers,
with Liu indicating that further investments in the U.S.
will focus on artificial intelligence and electric vehicle
development, with a comprehensive plan expected
after U.S. President-elect Donald Trump's policies are
announced. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Intensified Chinese
disinformation campaign in 2024 reported

(dqgl) According a National Security Bureau (NSB) report
released on January 3, China's disinformation efforts
surged by 60 percent in 2024, with a significant
increase in targeting younger audiences through
popular media platforms. [National Security Bureau,
Taiwan]

The report revealed that China spread 2.16 million
pieces of "controversial information" in 2024, up from
1.33 million in 2023. The NSB defined "controversial
information" similarly to disinformation but did not
disclose its methodology.

Key themes of the disinformation campaign included
undermining U.S. support for Taiwan, military affairs,
and President Lai Ching-te, aiming to create public
skepticism and social divisions. Facebook was the main
platform for disinformation, responsible for over
900,000 pieces, a 40 percent increase from 2023.
However, other channels saw more significant growth:
video platforms, forums, and X (formerly Twitter) rose
by 151 percent, 664 percent, and 244 percent,
respectively, signaling a focus on younger generations.

Forums, particularly PTT, Dcard, and Mobile01,
emerged as a key channel in 2024, following minimal
activity in 2023. Chinese media, news outlets, and
Weibo were also identified as disinformation sources.

The NSB found 28,216 inauthentic accounts, an
increase of 11,661 from 2023. Facebook hosted the
majority, with 21,967 accounts, while TikTok saw a
massive 1,614 percent increase to 4,371 inauthentic
accounts. These accounts often exhibited suspicious
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behavior, such as lack of personal details and
alignment with Chinese propaganda.

Disinformation tactics included flooding comment
sections with inauthentic accounts, spreading
manipulated videos and memes, hacking Taiwanese
accounts to impersonate citizens or military personnel,
and using Al to generate fake content, including
deepfake videos of Taiwanese political figures.
Additionally, fake multilingual websites were created to
sway international public opinion in favor of China and
against Taiwan, such as the Czech "Bohemia Daily" and
Spanish "Guell Herald." [ABC News] [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Military exercise conducted

(dgl) Taiwan's Third Combat Zone conducted a live-fire
drill in Hsinchu on January 7 to demonstrate the
military's objectives and capabilities.

The exercise simulated an enemy special forces raid
targeting critical infrastructure. It included preemptive
combat and encirclement tactics, with reconnaissance
teams using anti-drone rifles and short-range UAVs to
scout and disrupt enemy movements.

Troops employed mortars, helicopter suppressive fire,
and TOW missiles to destroy enemy positions. Special
forces, deployed via Black Hawk helicopters, supported
the main assault by tanks and mechanized infantry.
Ground forces, in collaboration with Army aviation
units, pursued and eliminated retreating enemy
troops.

The drill focused on realistic combat training,
emphasizing command and control, drone
countermeasures, intelligence, reconnaissance, and
close-quarters battle. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan's Third Combat Zone, one of the military
regions of the island designated for defense
operations and coordination of forces in the event of a
conflict, covers Taiwan's western region, including the
cities of Hsinchu and Taoyuan. These areas that are of
strategic importance due to their proximity to Taiwan's
industrial hubs and critical infrastructure.

Taiwan: Lan Yang frigate to be taken out
of service

(dgl) The Navy's Chi Yang-class frigate Lan Yang will be
decommissioned in mid-January, after nearly 30 years
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of service. Following the ceremony, the frigate
converted into a target ship, with its guns, radar, and
other equipment removed and stored in a logistics
unit.

Two other Chi Yang-class frigates were similarly
decommissioned and repurposed as target ships in
2015. Initially designed for anti-submarine warfare,
these frigates were later tasked with monitoring
Chinese military vessels near Taiwan. However, their
advanced age and outdated systems have made
maintenance increasingly challenging.

To modernize its fleet, the Navy acquired two Oliver
Hazard Perry-class frigates from the US in 2017, named
Ming Chuan and Feng Chia. These are equipped with
towed array sonar systems for enhanced submarine
detection.

Additionally, Taiwan is developing two light frigate
prototypes: one focused on air defense with vertical
missile launch capabilities, and the other on anti-
submarine warfare with canister missile launchers and
towed array sonar. [Taiwan News]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia

Bangladesh: Thousands demand ex-Prime
Minister Hasina’s prosecution for
protester deaths

(mt/Im) Thousands of protesters gathered in Dhaka on
December 31, 2024, demanding the prosecution of
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ousted Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and her allies for
their alleged involvement in the deaths of hundreds of
protesters during the July uprising. Organized by the
Anti-Discrimination Student Movement, the “March for
Unity” at the Central Shaheed Minar called for Hasina's
trial, the banning of her Awami League party, and
significant political reforms.

Hasina fled to India on August 5, 2024, following weeks
of violent unrest that ended her 15-year rule.
Protesters have accused her government of ordering
killings that resulted in hundreds of deaths and
thousands of injuries. Bangladesh has formally
requested India to extradite Hasina, who now faces
multiple charges, including crimes against humanity.

Student leaders are pushing the interim government,
led by Chief Advisor Muhammad Yunus, to issue a
proclamation by January 15 that includes drafting a
new constitution to replace the 1972 charter and
banning the Awami League. The Dhaka-based
International Crimes Tribunal has already issued arrest
warrants for Hasina and her close aides, while the
government seeks Interpol's assistance in
apprehending her.

Hasina's son, Sajeeb Wazed, speaking from the United
States, has labeled the charges against her as a
political witch-hunt, questioning the tribunal's
credibility. Meanwhile, the interim government has
invited the United Nations to assist in investigating the
killings and pledged fair trials for those implicated in
the uprising's violence. [Al Jazeera]

Bangladesh: Government allocates USD
52.32 million for July uprising victims’
families

(Im) The interim government of Bangladesh has
announced an allocation of BDT 6.38 billion
(approximately USD 52.32 million) to support the
families of those killed and injured during the July
uprising culminating to the ouster of ex-Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina in early August. Of this amount, BDT
2.33 billion (USD 19.06 million) will be disbursed in the
current fiscal year, with the remainder allocated for
fiscal year 2026.

Adviser Nahid Islam stated that families of those killed
will receive BDT 3 million (USD 24,600) each,
distributed through savings certificates. Injured
individuals will receive financial assistance ranging
from BDT 100,000 to BDT 500,000 (USD 820 to USD
4,100), depending on the severity of injuries, along with


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-cj/

coverage for medical expenses. The July Uprising
Directorate under the Ministry of Liberation War
Affairs will oversee the process, with operations

expected to commence in February.

At a press conference, Nahid announced that the
phased distribution of savings certificates will begin
this month. Meanwhile, Adviser Mahfuj Alam
emphasized the government's commitment to
ensuring justice for the victims through fair
investigations and legal processes. This includes
compiling a comprehensive list of martyrs and injured
individuals, ensuring their treatment, and providing
long-term rehabilitation.

Mahfuj also outlined broader government priorities,
such as uniting resistance forces against fascism,
promoting a people-centered political framework, and
fostering national consensus on critical issues like
security, stability, and foreign relations. The
government reaffirmed its commitment to prioritizing
the welfare of citizens, the environment, and national
interests over corporate and foreign influences. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Age requirement waived for
families of July uprising victims
purchasing savings certificates

(Im) The Internal Resources Division has announced
that male family members of martyrs from the July
uprising culminating to the ouster of ex-Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina in early August will no longer need to
meet the minimum age requirement of 65 years to
purchase family savings certificates.

Previously, a January 5 directive from the National
Board of Revenue exempted these families from the
requirement of filing income tax returns when
purchasing savings certificates with state assistance
funds. The existing rule mandates a minimum age of
65 years for men to buy family savings certificates,
whereas women are eligible regardless of age. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: NCTB urged to ensure
textbook accuracy amid errors on July
uprising events

(Im) The National Curriculum and Textbook Board
(NCTB) faces criticism over errors in textbooks
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regarding key events of the July uprising, which
resulted in the ouster of ex-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, raising concerns about its editorial and fact-
checking processes. Recent reports highlighted
misrepresentations in fifth-grade Bangla textbooks,
which erroneously named a victim as "Nahiyan"
instead of Nafisa Hossain, and discrepancies in dates
related to the death of student leader Abu Sayed in
textbooks for classes nine and ten.

The NCTB has committed to correcting these errors in
digital textbooks. However, experts emphasize that
this is insufficient and call for systemic changes,
including robust fact-checking mechanisms and the
involvement of historians and subject-matter experts
in the review process. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: BNP leader Khaleda Zia
travels to UK for treatment, reunites with
son Tarique after seven years

(Im) Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) Chairperson
Khaleda Zia departed Dhaka for London on January 7
for advanced medical treatment. The trip marks her
first overseas travel since her release from jail and her
first reunion with her son, BNP Acting Chairman
Tarigue Rahman, in seven years.

Khaleda, a former prime minister who has been
suffering from liver cirrhosis, along with diabetes,
arthritis, and complications in her kidneys, lungs,
heart, and eyes, traveled on a special care flight
arranged by the Emir of Qatar. Doctors in London will
review her liver condition, heart stents, and other
health issues. Depending on their evaluation, she may
also seek additional treatment at Johns Hopkins
University Hospital in the United States.

Khaleda's trip follows her full release from legal
restrictions on August 6, 2024, after the fall of the
Awami League (AL) government. Despite repeated
appeals during the AL government's tenure, she was
denied permission to seek treatment abroad. Her
condition had worsened over the years, leading her
doctors to advocate strongly for overseas care. [The
Daily Star 1]

In related updates, the BNP Standing Committee held
a meeting to discuss Khaleda's departure and broader
political issues. The committee emphasized the party’s
contributions to the current political landscape and
expressed concerns over delayed election schedules
and the lack of satisfactory responses from the
government to their political movements. Leaders
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reaffirmed their commitment to the party's goals amid
ongoing challenges. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Court decisions favor BNP
leaders, including Acting Chairman
Tarique Rahman

(Im) The Supreme Court of Bangladesh upheld High
Court verdicts dismissing four extortion cases against
Bangladesh Nationalist party (BNP) Acting Chairman
Tarique Rahman, filed during the military-backed
caretaker government in 2007. The Appellate Division,
led by Justice Md Ashfaqul Islam, rejected state appeals
challenging the High Court's rulings, which found the
cases politically motivated. Tarique's lawyers
emphasized that he remains accused in 18 to 19 cases,
many of which they claim were fabricated to tarnish his
image and harass him. [The Daily Star 1]

In a separate development, a Dhaka court discharged
45 BNP leaders and activists, including former
lawmaker AKM Fazlul Haque Milon and Joint Secretary
Generals Khairul Kabir Khokon and Habibun Nabi Khan
Sohel, from a 2018 case involving vandalism, police
assault, and crude bomb attacks. The court accepted
defense arguments that the charges were baseless and
aimed at harassment. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh: Probe body considers seeking
Sheikh Hasina's extradition over 2009 BDR
massacre

(Im) The National Independent Investigation
Commission, tasked with reinvestigating the 2009 BDR
massacre, announced plans to request the extradition
of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, currently
residing in India, or to send a team to question her.
Commission Chief Maj Gen (retd) ALM Fazlur Rahman
stated these intentions during a meeting with the
victims' families at the RAOWA club.

The commission, aiming to maintain neutrality, intends
to investigate all potential suspects, including other
individuals whose names appear in the inquiry's
findings. Rahman emphasized the need for evidence-
backed claims regarding foreign or local involvement in
the massacre, highlighting the necessity of
transparency and thorough investigation.

The BDR massacre refers to a mutiny at the
headquarters of the Bangladesh Rifles (now Border
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Guard Bangladesh) in Dhaka on February 25-26, 2009.
The mutiny led to the brutal killing of 74 people,
including 57 senior army officers, causing widespread
national outrage and raising questions about possible
political and international involvement. The event
marked one of the darkest days in Bangladesh's
history, with significant implications for national
security and governance.

Given the destruction of much evidence over the past
16 years, the commission pledged to base its findings
on remaining information. The investigation is set to
conclude within three months, with extensions
considered only if essential. Rahman characterized the
massacre as a conspiracy rather than a mutiny,
questioning whether military intervention at the time
could have prevented the tragedy. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Focus shifts to local
government polls amid governance void

(Im) Bangladesh's Local Government Reform
Commission, established on November 18, has
highlighted the growing concern among people outside
Dhaka over local government elections, according to its
chief, Prof. Tofail Ahmed. Speaking at a views-exchange
event at the National Institute of Local Government, he
noted that local leaders and citizens prioritize local
polls over national elections, especially as governance
disruptions persist following Sheikh Hasina's ouster on
August 5.

Local leaders are divided on whether local government
elections should precede national polls or be
conducted simultaneously. The commission is
exploring significant reforms, including holding non-
partisan local elections, limiting MPs' influence over
local bodies, introducing a "no" vote option, and
conducting elections under a caretaker government.

Proposals also suggest allowing only direct elections
for councillor or member positions, with these
representatives selecting mayors or chairpersons
among themselves. A unified law for local government
institutions and holding all local elections on a single
day to reduce costs are also under consideration.

The commission is paying special attention to the hill
districts, where no Hill District Council elections have
occurred since 1989, and is reviewing obstacles
preventing elections in these areas. A final report on
these reforms is expected within 90 days. [The Daily
Star]
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Bangladesh: Interim government extends
deadlines for reform commissions

(Im) Bangladesh's interim government has extended
the deadlines for six reform commissions to submit
their proposals on key institutional changes. A Cabinet
Division notice announced that the Constitution,
Police, Election Commission, Public Administration,
and Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) reform
commissions must now submit their reports by
January 15, while the Judiciary Reform Commission has
been granted an extended deadline of January 31.
[Constitution.net]

Bangladesh: President orders
investigation into allegations against
Supreme Court Judges

(Im) President Mohammed Shahabuddin has
instructed the Supreme Judicial Council (SJC) to
investigate allegations against several Supreme Court
judges under Article 96(5)(b) of the constitution. The
SJC, led by Chief Justice Syed Refaat Ahmed and
comprising senior Appellate Division judges Justice Md
Ashfaqul Islam and Justice Zubayer Rahman
Chowdhury, will begin the inquiry next week.

In December 2024, the SJC submitted a preliminary
report to the president regarding allegations against
certain judges. While the contents of the report remain
undisclosed, the investigation aims to address
concerns about judicial integrity. The inquiry follows a
wave of protests on October 16, 2024, when over 1,000
students demonstrated on the Supreme Court
premises, calling for the removal of judges perceived
as "pro-Awami League." In response, Supreme Court
Registrar General Aziz Ahmed announced that 12
judges would not be assigned benches, leading to the
suspension of the demonstrations.

Currently, 11 High Court judges remain without judicial
assignments. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Call for revival of wealth
disclosure among judges

(Im) The submission of wealth statements by Supreme
Court judges in Bangladesh has remained stalled for
13 years due to the absence of specific legislation or
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rules mandating this practice. Legal experts and rights
activists emphasize that public disclosure of judges'
income and assets is crucial to ensuring transparency,
preventing corruption, and restoring public trust in the
judiciary.

In 2011, then-Chief Justice ABM Khairul Haque initiated
the practice by submitting his wealth statement to
President Zillur Rahman and encouraging other judges
to follow suit. Subsequently, Justice Surendra Kumar
Sinha and 17 High Court Division judges complied.
However, the practice discontinued following Khairul's
retirement in May 2011, as no formal rules or laws
were established to institutionalize it.

Currently, the Appellate Division consists of five judges,
including Chief Justice Syed Refaat Ahmed, while the
High Court Division has 97 judges. While lower court
judges submitted wealth statements to the law
ministry in 2011, the lack of further directives led to
the cessation of this practice.

Transparency International Bangladesh (TIB) and other
legal experts are calling for legislation to make wealth
disclosures mandatory. TIB Executive Director Dr.
Iftekharuzzaman recently met with the chief justice,
presenting a set of judiciary reform recommendations,
including mandatory, annually updated wealth
statements. He emphasized that public disclosure of
these statements would uphold judicial accountability
and prevent corruption.

Prominent lawyer Advocate ZI Khan Panna echoed the
need for public transparency, citing concerns over
district court judges owning multiple properties in
Dhaka. Similarly, legal expert Khurshid Alam Khan
suggested the interim government could issue an
ordinance mandating wealth disclosures until an
elected government formulates a permanent law.

Advocates argue that reinstating and formalizing the
practice of wealth disclosure would enhance the
judiciary's integrity, ensuring fairness and
accountability across the system. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: 1,911 case files go missing
from Chattogram court building

(Im) A total of 1,911 case documents have gone
missing from the Chattogram court building, sparking
concerns among legal professionals about the
implications for ongoing judicial proceedings. Public
Prosecutor (PP) of the Chattogram Metropolitan Court,
Advocate Mofizul Hoque Bhuiyan, filed a General Diary
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(GD) with Kotwali Police Station after the files were
discovered missing on January 6.

The documents, stored in plastic bags and sacks
outside the PP's office due to space constraints,
reportedly vanished between December 13 and
December 31, during the court's winter vacation. These
case dockets, linked to serious offenses such as
murder, drug trafficking, smuggling, and explosions,
are critical for judicial processes. Despite extensive
searches, the files remain untraceable.

This is not the first incident of its kind at the
Chattogram court building. In March 2019, evidence
from 64 cases, including approximately BDT 2.7 million
(USD 22,140) in cash, went missing from the court's
police storage room (Malkhana). [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Court issues travel ban for
former DMP Commissioner Khandker
Golam Farugq

(mt) A Dhaka court has issued a travel ban on
Khandker Golam Farug, the former Dhaka
Metropolitan Police (DMP) commissioner, and his wife
Sharmin Akter Khan, following a petition filed by the
Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC). The order,
delivered by Dhaka Metropolitan Sessions Judge Jakir
Hossain Galib, comes amid allegations of corruption,
misuse of power, and illegal asset acquisition.

The ACC petition, presented by lawyer Mir Ahmed Al
Salam, stated that Faruq is under investigation for
alleged irregularities, including misappropriation of
government funds, illegally acquiring assets worth
approximately USD 246 million and laundering money
abroad. The ACC raised concerns that the couple might
attempt to flee Bangladesh, potentially disrupting the
investigation. [BD News 1] [BD News 2]

Bangladesh: Arrests and remand orders
for banned BCL leaders amid ongoing
legal cases

(vk) Bangladesh Chhatra League (BCL), the student
wing of the Awami League (AL) banned after alleged
violence, faces renewed scrutiny as multiple leaders
are detained and remanded in connection with
criminal cases.
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On January 4, former BCL assistant secretary Md
Kauser Ahmmed Sarwar was sent to jail under the Anti-
Terrorism Act following his arrest in Dhaka's Jatrabari
area. He was accused of leading an anti-government
protest in Panthapath on December 13, 2024. While
police sought a seven-day remand, the Dhaka
Metropolitan Magistrate permitted only a two-day
interrogation at the jail gate. [Bss News 1]

The following day, two senior BCL leaders, Kamal
Uddin Rana and Abdullah Khan Shoishab, were placed
on one-day remand each for their alleged involvement
in a violent attack during the anti-discrimination
students' movement on July 15, 2024, at Dhaka
University. The attack injured 300 students, including
Arman Hossain, who later filed a case against 220
individuals, including BCL's president Saddam Hossain.
Rana and Shoishab were arrested in separate
operations in Dhaka. [Bss News 2]

Bangladesh: Financial Intelligence Unit
expands journalist account investigation

(Im) The Bangladesh Financial Intelligence Unit (BFIU)
has requested bank account details for an additional
21 journalists, intensifying its ongoing investigation
into financial activities within the media sector. This
follows a previous inquiry targeting 12 journalists.

The journalists under scrutiny include prominent
figures such as Saiful Alam, editor of Daily Jugantor;
Pranab Saha, former editor of DBC News; Hasan Zahid
Tusher, former deputy press secretary to ousted Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina; and M Shamsur Rahman,
editor-in-chief and CEO of Independent TV. Others
include reporters, editors, and news heads from media
outlets like Bangladesh Pratidin, Ekushey TV, SATV,
and Samakal. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Draft ordinance on cyber
protection criticized for lacking
transparency

(Im) 27 individuals, who were victims of the repealed
Cyber Security Act (CSA) and the earlier abolished
Article 57 of the ICT Act, have voiced their
dissatisfaction over the drafting process of the Cyber
Protection Ordinance-2024. They criticized the
government for sidelining public participation and
maintaining opacity during the ordinance's formulation
and approval.
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In a press release, the group stated that the Advisory
Council approved the draft ordinance in principle
without engaging all stakeholders or conducting
adequate discussions. They compared the secretive
drafting process to the authoritarian tendencies of the
Awami League-led government under Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina.

The statement emphasized that the new draft mirrors
the repealed CSA, apart from minor changes like
removing certain controversial provisions and reducing
penalties. Concerns were particularly raised about sub-
sections 1 and 2 of Article 8, which grant the director
general of the National Cyber Security Agency the
authority to remove or block content deemed a threat
to national security, unity, religious values, or public
order. The group argued that this centralizes decision-
making power in one individual, creating the potential
for abuse and discrimination. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Dismissed trainee Sls protest
for reinstatement

(Im) Hundreds of dismissed trainee sub-inspectors (SIs)
from the 40th Outside Cadet batch protested in front
of the Secretariat in Dhaka, demanding reinstatement
after being expelled from the Bangladesh Police
Academy in Sardah, Rajshahi. The dismissals, citing
breaches of discipline, affected 252 trainees on
October 23, followed by 58 more on November 4 and
11 additional dismissals, including eight members, on
January 1.

Protesters claim the accusations leading to their
expulsion were baseless or unjustified. The trainees,
who were expelled just a month before graduation, are
seeking a review of their cases and accountability from
the authorities. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: City Bank data breach
exposes client financial statements

(Im) City Bank PLC faced a significant cybersecurity
breach in December 2024, where sensitive client
financial statements were accessed and sold on
underground hacking forums. The breach, confirmed
by the Bangladesh Cyber Security Intelligence (BCSI),
highlighted vulnerabilities in the bank's online systems.

BCSI had previously warned City Bank in mid-2024
about potential exploitation risks, but measures taken
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then proved insufficient. The breach exploited flaws in
the bank's session management system, allowing
attackers to bypass multi-factor authentication (MFA).
Weak session handling permitted previously
authenticated sessions to be reused for unauthorized
access to client accounts. Moreover, session tokens
were not invalidated, enabling attackers to retrieve
sensitive information without additional
authentication. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Workers protest in CEPZ
demanding pay hike

(Im) Workers at the Chattogram Export Processing
Zone (CEPZ) staged multiple protests in January,
highlighting demands for better pay and improved
working conditions. On January 7, workers at a
readymade garments factory demonstrated for a nine
percent pay increase near the factory gate and the
CEPZ Administrative Building. The protest, lasting an
hour, underscored ongoing tensions over wages in the
industrial sector. [The Daily Star 1]

Simultaneously, workers and staff from Pacific Jeans
Ltd engaged in a two-day protest pressing for a range
of demands, including the termination of senior
officials, increased allowances for tiffin and transport,
full presence bonuses, and overtime pay for team
leaders. The protests followed earlier negotiations in
which the company agreed to halt forced resignations
and inter-unit transfers.

The demonstrations ended after Pacific Jeans'
managing director met with workers, announcing a
holiday and urging them to resume work the following
day. The management pledged to address the workers'
concerns, marking a temporary resolution to the
unrest. [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: Legal action against
foreigners without visas after January 31

(Im) Home Adviser Jahangir Alam Chowdhury
announced that foreign nationals staying in
Bangladesh without proper visas must regularize their
status by January 31 or face legal action. After this
deadline, those found without visas will be deported to
their home countries.

The adviser made these remarks during a visit to the
Department of Immigration and Passport, emphasizing
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the need for adherence to legal procedures for staying
or working in the country. Efforts are also underway to
improve the passport department’s services and
address existing challenges.

Chowdhury acknowledged a reduction in corruption
under the current director general of the passport
department but noted that more progress is needed.
Citizens still face difficulties obtaining passports, and
measures are being considered to alleviate these
issues.

Regarding concerns that some Rohingyas have
obtained Bangladeshi passports for illegal activities
abroad, Chowdhury stated that the police verification
process cannot be removed entirely due to these risks,
despite its drawbacks, such as delays and harassment.
However, he hinted at the possibility of relying solely
on National ID cards if the situation permits.

Addressing the delays in distributing machine-readable
passports (MRPs) to expatriates, the adviser assured
that steps are being taken to resolve these issues
promptly, with the Passport Department working to
ensure faster delivery. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: First dengue death reported
in 2025

(vk) The Directorate General of Health Services
reported one death from dengue in the last 24 hours,
which is the first death in the country this year, and
that occurred in DNCC areas.

Besides this death, 56 more dengue patients were also
admitted to different hospitals in the same period,
raising the total number of dengue cases this year to
221. Of the new cases, nine were reported in DNCC,
twelve in Dhaka South City Corporation, eight in Dhaka
division excluding city corporations, one in
Mymensingh, thirteen in Chattogram, two in Khulna,
and nine in Barishal.

Currently, a total of 436 patients are receiving
treatments for dengue in the hospitals across the
country. In contrast, 575 people died from dengue last
year. [Bss News]

Bangladesh: Rezanur Rahman appointed
as new Petrobangla chairman
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(Im) Md Rezanur Rahman, an additional secretary from
the Power Division, assumed the role of chairman of
Bangladesh Oil, Gas & Mineral Corporation
(Petrobangla) on January 2. A member of the 17th
batch of the Bangladesh Civil Service (administration)
cadre, Rahman has extensive experience in various
governmental roles, including positions in the health
ministry, Bangladesh Energy Regulatory Commission,
and Anti-Corruption Commission. He has also served
as a first-class magistrate, assistant commissioner
(land), UNO, and DDLG in field administration. [The
Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Economy slows to 1.81
percent in first quarter due to floods,
political instability

(Im) The Bangladeshi economy recorded its lowest
quarterly growth in three-and-a-half years during the
first quarter of the fiscal year, with GDP expanding by
just 1.81 percent, down from 6.04 percent a year
earlier. The sluggish growth, as reported by the
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics, reflects the impacts of
political unrest, severe flooding in August, and
industrial disruptions.

Industrial output grew by only 2.13 percent, a
significant decline from 8.22 percent in the same
period last year, while the services sector expanded by
1.54 percent compared to 5.07 percent previously.
Agricultural output rose a mere 0.16 percent,
compared to 0.35 percent a year earlier, due to the
flood's impact.

Economists pointed to multiple contributing factors,
including the August floods, widespread student
protests, factory closures, labor unrest, and a decline
in industrial activity, particularly in key areas like
Gazipur and Ashulia. Additionally, political instability
and a wave of business shutdowns following the
political transition further exacerbated economic
challenges.

High inflation also weighed on consumer purchasing
power, reducing demand and negatively impacting
business activities, particularly in the services sector.
Despite these challenges, some experts, including
Zahid Hussain, a former World Bank economist,
considered the 1.81 percent growth a positive outcome
given the circumstances. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: Unemployment rises amid
economic volatility

(Im) Unemployment in Bangladesh rose to 4.49 percent
in the July-September quarter of 2024, up from 4.07
percent a year earlier, with women disproportionately
affected, according to the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics (BBS). The total unemployed population
increased to 2.66 million, marking an addition of
170,000 individuals year-on-year.

The jobless rate for women surged to 7.16 percent
from 6.15 percent, while male unemployment rose to
3.81 percent from 3.46 percent. Of the unemployed,
1.79 million were men, up from 1.64 million a year
earlier, and 870,000 were women, a slight increase
from 850,000.

Experts attribute the rise to political turmoil in July and
August, layoffs, and urban security concerns,
particularly impacting women. Reduced industrial
demand during the quarter also contributed to the
downturn.

The BBS, for the first time, utilized the 19th
International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS)
standards to provide a more precise depiction of the
labor market. However, experts have criticized the
data's exclusion of "disguised unemployment," which
could push the actual rate to approximately 10
percent. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Record toll collection from
Padma Bridge

(vk) The Padma Bridge, a vital infrastructure project in
Bangladesh, collected BDT 8.39 billion (approximately
USD 68.7 million) in tolls during 2024, according to the
Bangladesh Bridge Authority (BBA).

The bridge was built entirely with domestic resources
after multilateral financial institutions withdrew their
support. The total cost amounted to BDT 301.93 billion
(approximately USD 2.47 billion), with BDT 3 billion
(approximately USD 24.5 million) provided as a grant
and BDT 298.93 billion (approximately USD 2.45 billion)
issued as a loan at a one percent interest rate. The
BBA has so far repaid BDT 15.77 billion (approximately
USD 129.2 million) in 10 installments to the Finance
Division as part of the loan repayment for the bridge’s
construction. [Bss News]
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Bangladesh: 5.0 magnitude earthquake
shakes Sylhet's capital and northeastern
region

(vk) A 5.0 magnitude earthquake struck various parts
of Bangladesh, including Dhaka and northeastern
Sylhet, on January 3. The earthquake’s epicenter was
located in neighboring Myanmar, approximately 482
kilometers northeast of the Bangladesh Meteorological
Department’s seismic center in Dhaka.

Although the tremor caused widespread alarm, with
residents rushing out of homes and businesses, no
damages or casualties were reported. The quake
lasted only a few seconds, according to meteorological
officials [Bss News]

Bhutan: Opposition highlights
contributions in parliament session

(Im) The Opposition Party in Bhutan's Fourth
Parliament second session actively contributed by
raising 20 out of 38 questions, focusing on issues such
as youth retention, private sector development, and
teacher shortages. It criticized the government's lack of
an independent planning commission, warning of risks
to transparency in resource allocation.

The session tabled three bills, including the Goods and
Services Tax (GST) Bill, later withdrawn for further
refinement, and discussed follow-up reports on
healthcare, compensation funds, and utility
management. The Opposition opposed certain
motions, like the Priority Development Fund, citing
constitutional concerns, while advocating for a robust
Pension Act to strengthen social security amid a rapidly
aging population.

The party also engaged in deliberations on the Anti-
Corruption Commission’s report and supported
motions addressing procurement issues and land
valuation anomalies. It emphasized the need for
reforms in social security, education accessibility, and
economic stimulus to address emerging societal
challenges. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: High Court rules BCCI president
must settle vehicle dues with interest

(Im) Bhutan's High Court has ordered Bhutan Chamber
of Commerce and Industry (BCCI) President Tandy
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Wangchuk to pay BTN 4.7 million (USD 56,400),
including 12 percent penal interest, to the State
Trading Corporation of Bhutan Limited (STCBL) for the
purchase of a Toyota Fortuner. This decision overturns
a Thimphu District Court ruling that had rejected
STCBL's claim for penal interest.

The court clarified that the penal interest is contractual
compensation for delayed payment, not a financial
service regulated by the Financial Services Act of 2011.
The ruling follows a dispute over a tax waiver for the
vehicle, which was initially approved but later rejected
by the Ministry of Finance. Wangchuk has six months
to settle the amount. The High Court declined to
address the tax waiver issue, citing jurisdictional limits.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Audit reveals misuse of Covid-19
testing fees in Samtse

The Royal Audit Authority (RAA) revealed that the
Samtse Dzongkhag Administration misused NPR 2.31
million (USD 17,071) in Covid-19 testing fees during the
pandemic. The funds, which should have been
deposited into the Royal Government Revenue (RGR)
account, were mishandled by officials in Tashicholing
Dungkhag and Samtse Dzongkhag.

Although part of the amount has been recovered, NPR
2.1 million (USD 15,463) remains outstanding with a 24
percent penalty. Legal action has been recommended

against the responsible official. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: CCAA secures over USD 13,000 in
consumer refunds amid market
monitoring efforts

(Im) The Competition and Consumer Affairs Authority
(CCAA) of Bhutan secured BTN 1.12 million (USD
13,440) in refunds for consumers affected by unethical
business practices from July to December 2024. The
agency received 75 complaints, primarily related to
breaches of contract, faulty products, price
misrepresentation, and underweight goods.

Earlier in 2024, the CCAA secured BTN 155,935 (USD
1,871) in refunds and imposed fines totaling BTN 1.03
million (USD 12,360) for violations, demonstrating its
commitment to protecting consumer interests.
[Bhutan]
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Bhutan: Inward remittance to break
record, surpassing USD 74.9 million

(Im) As of September 2024, Bhutan's inward remittance
reached BTN 9.94 billion (USD 74.9 million), surpassing
the previous year's total of BTN 9.56 billion (USD 71.2
million). The Royal Monetary Authority (RMA) projects
that inward remittance will surpass BTN 10 billion (USD
74.5 million) by the end of 2024.

A significant contributor to the remittance is the
Bhutanese diaspora in Australia, sending an average of
50 percent of the total annual remittance. Other major
contributors include the United States, Kuwait, Qatar,
and the United Arab Emirates. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Inefficiencies in policies, red tape
hinder private sector growth

(Im) A recent review of Bhutan'’s business regulations
highlighted significant hurdles across sectors,
impeding private sector growth. The analysis identified
235 regulatory issues, including inefficiencies in
licensing, tax policies, service delivery, and access to
finance, with 79 percent of concerns raised by the
private sector.

Key policies such as the Economic Development Policy
2016 and the Fiscal Incentives Act of Bhutan 2021
suffer from bureaucratic inefficiencies and inadequate
infrastructure. The Foreign Direct Investment Policy
2019 faces barriers like complex approvals and
restrictive equity conditions, while the Cottage and
Small Industry Policy 2019 struggles with outdated
technology and market uncertainties. The National
Competition Policy 2020 was critiqued for favoring
state-owned enterprises over private firms.

Challenges also include inconsistent licensing fees,
rigid tax processes, limited access to financing, and
non-tariff trade barriers. The report calls for regulatory
reforms, improved policy transparency, and stronger
collaboration between the government and the private
sector to address these issues and foster a conducive
environment for economic growth. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government, BCCI collaborate on
business regulation reforms
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(Im) The Ministry of Industry, Commerce, and
Employment (MolCE), in partnership with the Bhutan
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (BCCl), is
reviewing 235 business-related policies to address
regulatory hurdles and foster a business-friendly
environment. The initiative, supported by the Voice for
Green Change Partnership (V4GCP) and funded by the
European Union, aims to streamline licensing, labor
regulations, tax policies, and access to finance.

A report submitted to the Prime Minister’s Office
highlights barriers to business growth, with
recommendations to simplify frameworks and reduce
compliance burdens. Stakeholder consultations and
rigorous validation processes ensure the initiative
reflects the needs of both government and private
sector entities. Recommendations will guide reforms to
boost economic development and private sector
growth in Bhutan. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: High attrition rates challenge
education and audit sectors

(Im) Bhutan's public sector is facing significant attrition,
with both the Royal Audit Authority (RAA) and the
education system grappling with a high number of
departures.

Between 2020 and 2024, the RAA saw 100 auditors
leave, with 34 auditors resigning in fiscal year 2023-24
alone, representing 14.71 percent of its workforce. The
departures were largely attributed to better salary
offers in other sectors and a lack of qualified
professionals in certain fields. To address staffing gaps,
the RAA has been recruiting on contract and relying on
overtime work, but challenges in employee retention
persist, particularly with certified accountants.
[Kuensel 1]

Meanwhile, the education sector has been hit even
harder. A record 1,193 teachers left the system in
2024, marking a threefold increase compared to the
previous year. This high attrition rate, 6.9 percent,
reflects a growing trend over the past five years. Most
teachers left voluntarily, with a significant number
being contract teachers. The highest attrition was at
the Higher Secondary School level, where female
teachers resigned at nearly 16 percent. [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: Boosting market access for local
farmers in Samdrupjongkhar
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(mt) The newly opened Cottage and Small Industry
(CSIl) market in Samdrupjongkhar aims to address
farmers' challenges by providing a platform for high-
quality, local products like organic produce, textiles,
and handcrafted goods. Supported by the Asian
Development Bank, the market will enhance value
addition, employment, and poverty reduction in the
region. Managed by a private operator, it seeks to
promote Bhutan-made goods and explore
international opportunities, particularly in Guwahati.
This is Bhutan's third CSI market, following successful
launches in Thimphu and Paro. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Mobile monitoring unit to
address substandard construction
practices

(mt) Bhuta's Ministry of Infrastructure and Transport
(MolT) will establish a mobile monitoring unit to
enhance supervision and quality control at
construction sites. Announced during a press briefing,
the initiative follows the Royal Audit Authority's 2023-
24 report, which identified 139 cases of substandard
work across 62 projects, raising concerns about the
effectiveness of the National Construction Industry
Policy 2020.

The unit will conduct spontaneous inspections to
address insufficient supervision caused by
overwhelming workloads faced by engineers
overseeing multiple projects. The MolT aims to
improve project outcomes through enhanced
planning, regular updates to technical specifications,
and stricter certification standards for contractors and
consultancy firms.

The ministry also plans to promote sustainability by
prioritizing locally produced construction materials,
ensuring quality through batch testing and
certifications. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Project DANTAK secures fuel
supply for infrastructure development

(mt) The State Trading Corporation of Bhutan Limited
(STCBL) has formalized a one-year Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) with Project DANTAK of the
Border Roads Organization to supply petrol and diesel
for its fleet and equipment used in Bhutan's
infrastructure projects. The agreement ensures
uninterrupted fuel supply, with a forecast of 1,750
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kiloliters for 2025, building on the 1,410 kiloliters
procured in 2022-23 and 1,200 kiloliters in 2024.

Established in 1961, Project DANTAK continues to
enhance Bhutan's road network, trade, and regional
accessibility. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Fire destroys over 400 hectares of
forest, four homes in Naro gewog

(Im) A massive fire in the Naro gewog, Thimphu, has
destroyed over 404 hectares of forest and four
traditional homes, though no casualties have been
reported. The blaze, believed to have started when a
tree branch struck an electric pole during strong winds
on January 4, spread rapidly, challenging local efforts
to contain it.

This incident adds to Bhutan'’s rising fire incidents; in
2023, 72 fires burned 10,061 hectares, and by mid-
2024, 22 incidents had affected 366 hectares. [Kuensel]

India: Delhi Assembly polls scheduled for
February 5, results on February 8

(Im) The Election Commission of India has announced
that the Delhi Legislative Assembly elections will be
held on February 5, with the counting of votes
scheduled for February 8. Chief Election Commissioner
Rajiv Kumar revealed the election schedule,
emphasizing efforts to encourage higher voter turnout
by holding polls on a weekday, similar to strategies
used in previous elections.

The 70-member Delhi Assembly will see a single-phase
election, with the term of the current Assembly ending
on February 23. Nomination filing will close on January
17, with scrutiny on January 18 and withdrawals
permitted until January 20.

The elections will feature a three-way contest among
the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP), the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), and the main opposition Indian National
Congress (INC). The AAP, led by former Chief Minister
Arvind Kejriwal, will aim to secure a third consecutive
term, while the BJP campaigns against alleged
corruption within AAP's leadership. The INC,
meanwhile, is looking to regain influence in the
National Capital.

Bypolls for two Assembly constituencies, Milkipur in
Uttar Pradesh and Erode in Tamil Nadu, will also take
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place on February 5, alongside the Delhi elections. [The
Hindu]

India: SKM urges President Murmu to
reconsider refusal to meet delegation on
farmer strike

(Im) The Samyukt Kisan Morcha (SKM), a coalition of
Indian farmers' organizations formed in 2020 to
oppose the now-repealed farm laws, has appealed to
President Droupadi Murmu to reconsider her decision
not to meet a delegation seeking her intervention in
the prolonged hunger strike of farmer leader Jagjit
Singh Dallewal, now in its 41st day. President Murmu'’s
office had earlier declined the SKM's request, citing a
"paucity of time."

The SKM expressed regret over the President's
decision, emphasizing her constitutional role in
addressing the concerns of citizens and urging her to
facilitate discussions to resolve the impasse. The SKM
criticized the government for its inaction, highlighting
that neither Prime Minister Narendra Modi nor the
Supreme Court had resolved the issue. It warned of
growing distress among farmers, citing the National
Policy Framework on Agricultural Marketing (NPFAM),
which they argue poses greater threats to farmers'
livelihoods than the repealed farm laws. [The Hindu]

India: Opposition leaders praise CM
Devendra Fadnavis amidst shifting
political dynamics

(ad) Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis
received unexpected praise from opposition leaders,
signaling a thaw in political hostilities. Supriya Sule,
leader of the Sharad Pawar faction of the Nationalist
Congress Party (NCP), lauded Fadnavis for his proactive
governance, particularly his developmental efforts in
the Naxal-affected district of Gadchiroli. Sule
highlighted Fadnavis's sincerity and effectiveness,
contrasting his active leadership with other less visible
ministers.

This commendation follows similar accolades from the
Uddhav Thackeray-led Shiv Sena (UBT) in Saamana, the
party's in-house newspaper. The editorial applauded
Fadnavis's initiative to transform Gadchiroli from a
Naxalite stronghold into a steel hub, describing it as a
commendable vision for the state.
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The praise from opposition figures, traditionally critical
of Fadnauvis, reflects a shift in tone, coinciding with
potential reconciliation efforts between Sharad Pawar
and Ajit Pawar's factions of the NCP. Both factions have
hinted at unity, with key leaders like Praful Patel
acknowledging Sharad Pawar's seniority and influence.

State BJP leaders welcomed the recognition,
emphasizing Fadnavis's reputation as a hardworking
and honest politician. Political observers speculate that
the evolving dynamics may influence alliances and
collaborations in Maharashtra’s political landscape, as
rival factions acknowledge the importance of
maintaining cordial relations beyond election battles.
[The Indian Express]

India: Foreigners must not leave country
if required to answer criminal charges

(Im) The Supreme Court of India clarified on January 6
that foreign nationals required to answer criminal
charges in India must not be granted permission to
leave the country. The ruling arose from a case
involving a Nigerian national accused in a narcotics
case. The court emphasized that bail conditions for
foreigners must include immediate notification to the
registration officer under the Registration of
Foreigners Rules, 1992, who should then inform
relevant agencies, including the civil authority, to
impose movement restrictions as authorized by the
Foreigners Order of 1948.

The court directed its order to be circulated to
Registrar Generals of High Courts for further
dissemination to criminal courts nationwide. This
decision reinforces the obligation to ensure foreign
nationals remain available for legal proceedings under
the Foreigners Act of 1946. [The Hindu]

India: Supreme Court grants interim bail
to Asaram Bapu on medical grounds

(Im) India’s Supreme Court on January 6 granted
interim bail to 86-year-old godman Asaram Bapu,
convicted in a 2013 rape case, on medical grounds
until March 31. The court cited serious age-related
health conditions, including severe arterial blockages
and a history of heart attacks. The bail conditions
restrict Asaram from meeting his followers during this
period.
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Asaram was convicted in 2018 by a Special POCSO
court in Jodhpur for the rape of a teenage girl in his
ashram and sentenced to life imprisonment. In 2023, a
Gandhinagar Sessions Court in Gujarat convicted him
in another rape case and also sentenced him to life
imprisonment. These cases followed years of public
outrage and legal battles, marking one of the most
high-profile sexual assault cases involving a self-styled
godman in India.

While the State of Gujarat opposed the plea, asserting
adequate medical facilities were available in custody,
the court emphasized that the bail was granted solely
on humanitarian grounds. It also clarified that
Asaram’s medical status would be reassessed closer to
the expiration of the bail term. [The Hindu]

India: Junior doctor raped by colleague in
Gwalior; accused arrested

(Im) A 25-year-old junior doctor was allegedly raped by
her colleague at an abandoned boys' hostel at
Gajraraja Medical College in Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh,
on January 5. According to police, the accused, also
aged 25 and a junior doctor, coerced the victim to
meet him at the deserted facility, where the crime took
place.

The survivor, who was staying in the girls' hostel to
prepare for an exam, lodged a complaint at Kampu
police station. The accused was subsequently arrested
and charged under relevant legal provisions. [The
Hindu]

This development comes after a 31-year-old female
postgraduate trainee doctor at R.G. Kar Medical
College and Hospital in Kolkata was raped and
murdered on campus in August 2024. This act sparked
widespread protests across India, with thousands of
doctors and citizens demanding justice and improved
safety measures for medical professionals. The
incident highlighted significant security lapses in
healthcare institutions and led to nationwide strikes,
disrupting medical services. In response, the Supreme
Court of India established a National Task Force to
enhance workplace safety for medical professionals.

India: Prime Minister Modi Delhi section
of Namo Bharat corridor, enhancing
regional connectivity
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(ad) Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated the 13-
kilometer-long Delhi section of the Namo Bharat
corridor, part of the Delhi-Meerut Regional Rapid
Transit System (RRTS), on January 5. This section,
stretching between Ashok Nagar and Sahibabad,
includes a six-kilometer underground segment
featuring the prominent Anand Vihar station.

Since its launch, the Namo Bharat service has served
over 5 million commuters. Once the full 82-kilometer
corridor is operational, it will feature 16 RRTS stations
and nine additional stations for the Meerut Metro,
significantly reducing traffic congestion and carbon
emissions. The entire corridor aims to remove over
100,000 private vehicles from roads annually, cutting
carbon emissions by 250,000 tons. [NDTV]

India: Defence Ministry declares 2025 as
‘Year of Reforms’

(rsv) India has declared 2025 as the 'Year of Reforms' in
defense, focusing on establishing Integrated Theatre
Commands (ITCs) to enhance synergy among the
Army, Navy, and Air Force. ITCs aim to integrate
resources and operational capabilities for more
efficient defense preparedness. The concept has been
in development since the Kargil Review Committee's
recommendations following the 1999 Kargil War, with
significant strides under the leadership of the late
Chief of Defence Staff, General Bipin Rawat, since
2020.

The ITC framework includes proposed commands for
India's northern and western borders and maritime
security. In July 2024, the Ministry of Defence identified
Jaipur, Lucknow, and Thiruvananthapuram as
headquarters for these commands, and the first Joint
Commanders' Conference convened in September
2024.

The Defence Ministry's reform agenda for 2025 also
emphasizes technological advancements in emerging
domains like cyber and space, as well as artificial
intelligence and hypersonics, simplifying procurement,
and fostering public-private partnerships to enhance
India’s defense capabilities and exports. [The Hindu]

India: Home Minister Shah launches
'Bharatpol’ for international police
assistance
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(Im) India’s Home Minister Amit Shah launched the
'Bharatpol' portal on January 7 in New Delhi to
enhance international cooperation in criminal
investigations. Developed by the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI), the portal aims to create a real-time
interface between Indian agencies and the Interpol's
195 member nations, streamlining information sharing
and expediting cases involving fugitives.

During the event at Bharat Mandapam, Shah
emphasized the importance of using modern
technology and techniques to track and prosecute
fugitives. He highlighted the significance of updating
internal systems to tackle global challenges and called
on the CBI to train state agencies in leveraging
Bharatpol and implementing the three new criminal
laws introduced by the Modi government in 2024. [The
Hindu]

India: Coast Guard helicopter crash in
Gujarat Kills three

(rsv) An Indian Coast Guard Advanced Light Helicopter
(ALH) crashed at Porbandar airport, Gujarat, during a
routine training sortie on January 5, killing all three
crew members onboard. The Coast Guard has initiated
a Board of Inquiry to investigate the crash's cause.

The helicopter was stationed at Porbandar airport,
which houses facilities for both the Navy and Coast
Guard. [The Indian Express]

Maldives: Incorrect form submitted to EC
under ex-state minister Thoriq's name

A membership form submitted to the Elections
Commission (EC) in the name of former Heritage
Ministry State Minister Mohamed Thoriq, a long-time
Maldivian Democratic Party (MDP) member, has been
revealed to contain another person's photograph and
incorrect details. Thorig, who has been an MDP
member since 2005, was allegedly transferred to the
People's National Congress (PNC) register without his
consent.

The form used Thoriqg's Male' registry number as his
mother's address, and the signature did not match the
one on his ID card. Sharing the details on social media,
Thoriq stated that he previously reported the matter to
the police and had now resubmitted the case with the
form obtained from the EC. He expressed his intention
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to pursue the matter in court, emphasizing, "l am not
going to let this go."

EC member Hassan Zakariyya commented that the
commission would determine further actions after the
police investigation concludes. The incident has
occurred amidst concerns over the PNC's growing
membership, which recently surpassed 50,000.
Allegations have emerged that individuals from other
political parties have been registered with the PNC
without consent. The PNC has denied these claims,
asserting the validity of all submitted forms. [the
edition]

Maldives: High Court rejects case
challenging Thinadhoo's city status

(Im) The High Court of the Maldives has rejected a
constitutional case seeking to revoke the city status of
Gaafu Dhaalu Thinadhoo, citing that its population falls
below the required threshold of 10,000 as stipulated
by the Decentralization of Administrative Areas Act.
Thinadhoo was granted city status during former
President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's administration,
despite reports at the time indicating a population of
approximately 8,000, with only about 5,000 residing on
the island.

The High Court ruled that its jurisdiction in
constitutional cases is limited to laws or parts of laws
that allegedly contravene the Constitution. The
presidential resolution granting city status to
Thinadhoo does not hold the same legal standing as
parliamentary legislation, and therefore, the case does
not qualify for constitutional review. [the edition]

Maldives: Fayaz Mansoor assumes role as
Housing Development Corporation
Deputy MD

(Im) Fayaz Mansoor, a seasoned local architect, has
officially begun his tenure as the Deputy Managing
Director (DMD) of the state-owned Housing
Development Corporation (HDC). His appointment,
made on December 26, marks the first DMD
appointment within HDC during the current
administration. Mansoor took office on January 5,
2025, following the New Year holidays. [the edition]
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Maldives: Authorities recover USD 90,000
from former HDC managing director's
residence

(Im/raa) Authorities have recovered MVR 1.4 million
(USD 90,909) from the residence of former Housing
Development Corporation (HDC) Managing Director
Ibrahim Fazul Rasheed during a December 23 search
related to corruption allegations. The funds were
discovered in a bag, but details of charges against
Fazul remain unclear.

Relax Ferry Service, a private speedboat operator, has
claimed ownership of the recovered amount, stating
that it was payment made to Fazul's company in late
December 2024 for a vessel construction deal signed in
2022. However, police and the Anti-Corruption
Commission (ACC) are investigating the case as part of
broader inquiries into alleged fraud in land allocation
schemes, including Binveriyaa, Gedhoruveriyaa, and
the misallocation of Vinares flats.

Fazul is accused of using his position to allocate land to
ineligible individuals, including his brother, Mohamed
Fazeel Rasheed, Deputy Managing Director of the Malé
Water and Sewerage Company (MWSC). Following
these allegations, Fazul resigned on December 21,
citing a desire to allow investigations to proceed
unhindered. His passport has since been confiscated,
and electronic devices were seized from his home for
further investigation. Authorities have yet to provide
additional details regarding the recovered funds and
related charges. [the edition 1] [the edition 2]

Maldives: Police investigate USD 26.03
million circulated from Customs officers’
accounts

(Im) Maldivian authorities have launched an
investigation into the circulation of MVR 400 million
(USD 26.03 million) through the accounts of several
Customs officers, with allegations of bribery linked to
the collection of import duties. Currently, three
Customs officers are under investigation, though
sources suggest as many as 20 may be implicated.

The case has also been referred to the 241 Committee
of Parliament, which has kept its proceedings
confidential. Officials from relevant government
agencies have been questioned as part of the inquiry.
Deputy Speaker Ahmed Nazim expressed concerns
over the reliability of uniformed bodies, including
Customs, in handling such issues, highlighting
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negligence within the system. He suggested the
committee’s findings will propose enforceable
solutions to tackle related problems, such as drug
smuggling. [the edition]

Maldives: Foreign Currency Act mandating
Dollar exchange by businesses takes
effect

The Foreign Currency Act, which requires businesses
earning significant amounts in U.S. dollars to exchange
a portion through local banks, came into effect on
January 1, 2025. The law applies to tourism enterprises
and other businesses generating a minimum of USD 15
million annually.

Under the Act, resorts must exchange USD 500 per
guest or an amount equivalent to 20 percent of their
monthly revenue, while guesthouses are required to
exchange USD 25 per guest or an equivalent 20
percent of monthly revenue. The Maldives Monetary
Authority (MMA) had introduced detailed regulations in
October 2024, with businesses expected to comply
starting November 2024. Resorts and guesthouses are
also mandated to retroactively exchange earnings
from October, November, and December 2024.

The Act, ratified on December 14, 2024, seeks to
improve financial transparency and enhance
regulatory oversight by ensuring that a portion of
dollar income flows through local banking channels.
[the edition]

Maldives: President amends Hajj
procedures to reduce wait times and
improve access

(sl) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has introduced
significant amendments to the regulations governing
Maldivians' participation in the Hajj pilgrimage under
the Maldives Hajj Corporation Limited. These changes
aim to address the extensive registration queue and
enhance access for first-time pilgrims and senior
citizens.

Approved during a Cabinet meeting on January 5, the
amendments prioritize first-time pilgrims and allocate
a percentage of the Hajj quota to individuals over 65
who have not previously performed Hajj. For those
over 75 with health concerns, a caretaker, preferably a
family member performing Hajj for the first time, may
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accompany them. If no eligible family member is
available, a caretaker who has previously performed
Hajj will be allowed. Additionally, individuals who have
previously participated in Hajj must wait at least five
years before reapplying under the Corporation's care.
Staff members of the Maldives Hajj Corporation are
exempt from these criteria.

The new regulations, effective this year, determine
priority based on the timing of payment of dues. The
government is also negotiating with authorities to
increase the Maldives' Hajj quota to further reduce
wait times, enhance service quality, and bolster public
confidence in the Maldives Hajj Corporation. [The
President’s Office - Republic of Maldives]

Maldives: Adeeb ordered to pay USD
65,000 fine within one month

(Im) Former Vice President Ahmed Adeeb has been
ordered by the Civil Court to pay the remaining fine of
MVR 1 million (approximately USD 65,000) to the
government within one month. The fine stems from his
conviction in the Maldives Marketing and Public
Relations Corporation (MMPRC) corruption case.

Previously, Adeeb was sentenced by the Criminal Court
to 20 years in prison and fined MVR 2 million
(approximately USD 130,000) on seven counts of fraud.
While he has paid half the fine, the state petitioned the
court to enforce the remaining amount. Adeeb'’s
representatives argued that he could not pay the fine
as a lump sum, but the government rejected any
payment extension, leading to the court's ruling for full
payment within a month.

Although initially sentenced to 20 years, Adeeb's prison
term was controversially reduced to just four days by
former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih during his
administration, drawing widespread criticism. Adeeb is
now a free man and resides abroad. [the edition]

Maldives: Inflation in atolls surges from
0.8 percent to 4.3 percent

(raa) The inflation rate in the Maldives' atolls rose
significantly, climbing from 0.8 percent in October 2024
to 4.3 percent in November 2024, marking a 3.5
percent increase, according to the Maldives Monetary
Authority. This rise represents the highest inflation rate
recorded in the atolls for the year.
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The inflation rate in the atolls outpaced the capital,
Malé, where inflation stood at 3.9 percent in November
2024. The sharpest increases were observed in rent
and restaurant prices, which surged by 27.5 percent in
November compared to 0.1 percent in October.

Additionally, food prices in the atolls saw a 3.5 percent
inflation rate, with other sectors such as health
services, transport, fish products, education, electricity,
and water experiencing notable price hikes.
Conversely, costs for communication services and
household appliances decreased.

This spike in November inflation followed a relatively
stable period, with January 2024 previously recording
the highest inflation rate of 1.3 percent. The November
figures represent a dramatic 70 percent increase
compared to January, highlighting the growing cost
pressures faced by residents in the atolls. [the edition]

Maldives: SOEs now required to seek
Finance Ministry approval for loans

(Im) State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) in the Maldives
are now mandated to obtain approval from the
Ministry of Finance before securing any loans,
following a policy change announced by the
Privatization and Corporatization Board (PCB).

The new guidelines, approved by the board on
December 25, 2024, outline specific requirements
SOEs must fulfill before seeking loans. These include
providing detailed assessments of the necessity for
loans, financing options, and potential impacts on
repayment capabilities for existing loans. SOEs must
also prioritize securing loans from government-
affiliated entities where possible and assess the
potential reliance on the State Budget.

Additionally, the company board must approve these
assessments before submitting them for Finance
Ministry approval. The new policy extends to requiring
Finance Ministry consent for changes to salary
structures, administrative reforms, or new
investments. [the edition]

Maldives: Rasmalé reclamation to be
expedited with additional dredgers

(Im/sl) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has announced
measures to expedite the Rasmalé reclamation project,
a key initiative in the Fushidhiggaru lagoon aimed at
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addressing the Maldives' housing crisis. During a visit
to K. Gulhi Island on January 5, he declared 2025 the
"year of housing" and committed to tripling the pace of
reclamation by deploying additional dredgers. The
project, which faced setbacks due to contractor delays
and budget cuts, resumed in November 2024 after a
six-month hiatus. It now aims to construct 65,000
housing units, including flats and land plots, to provide
a comprehensive solution to housing shortages.

President Muizzu acknowledged the economic
challenges inherited by his administration and
highlighted the decision to independently fund
reclamation efforts, departing from the initial land-
exchange model necessitated by a MVR 400 million
(USD 26 million) budget cut. He emphasized Rasmalé's
role in boosting economic opportunities and resolving
the nation’s housing deficit. [the edition]

In a separate engagement, President Muizzu met with
members of the K. Gulhi Island Council and the
Women'’s Development Committee (WDC) to discuss
the island's development issues. The council raised
concerns about land shortages, the need for harbor
expansion due to increased maritime traffic from
tourism, and insufficient resources at the local Health
Center. The WDC echoed the need for more land and
highlighted budgetary constraints affecting
development projects. The President assured the
community leaders that their concerns would be
addressed and factored into national development
plans. [The President’s Office - Republic of Maldives]

Maldives signs agreement with CMEC for
Gulhi Falhu development

The Maldivian government signed an agreement with
China's Machinery Engineering Corporation (CMEC) to
develop essential infrastructure in Gulhi Falhu,
focusing on roads and municipal services. The
agreement includes establishing electricity, water,
sewerage, drainage systems, modernized roads, and a
fuel storage and distribution network.

Construction Minister Dr. Abdulla Muthalib highlighted
that this project aligns with President Dr. Mohamed
Muizzu's commitment to alleviating congestion in Male'
and enhancing residents' living conditions. The
initiative builds on prior efforts, including a 150-
hectare land reclamation by Dutch company Boskalis,
completed under the previous administration of
President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih. The current
government has expanded the reclamation by an
additional 85 hectares, revising land use plans to
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allocate 3,520 plots in Gulhi Falhu. Previously, over
9,000 plots were allocated across Gulhi Falhu,
Hulhumale', and Giraavaru Falhu. [the edition]

Maldives: Contractors to be sought for
nationwide housing projects this month

(Im) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has announced
that tenders will be issued within January to secure
contractors for housing projects aimed at addressing
the nation’s housing challenges. Speaking during a visit
to Kaafu Atoll Gulhi, the President emphasized that
these efforts are part of a broader strategy to deliver
housing solutions across the Maldives, excluding the
capital Male', where ongoing projects will continue as
planned.

President Muizzu reiterated his commitment to
accelerating the Rasmalé reclamation project, a key
component of housing initiatives, by deploying
additional dredgers. He described 2025 as the year
with the highest implementation of housing projects in
Maldivian history.

The government has committed to constructing 27,000
housing units this year, including 15,000 in the Male'
region and 12,000 across the atolls. The 2025 national
budget allocates MVR 1.5 billion (USD 97.62 million) for
housing construction and MVR 1 billion (USD 65.08
million) for housing loans. These initiatives underscore
the administration's priority to alleviate housing
shortages and improve living standards across the
nation. [the edition]

Nepal: Prime Minister Oli defends
government amid criticism; Maoist Centre
challenges performance

(Im) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli, also the Chair of the
ruling Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist
Leninist (CPN-UML), defended his government's
performance during the CPN-UML's central committee
meeting, amidst growing internal factionalism and
mounting criticism from the main opposition Maoist
Centre. Oli labeled opposition voices as "reactionary
forces" threatened by the strengthening of progressive
powers under his leadership. He urged party members
to counter opposition narratives, strengthen
grassroots connections, and present the CPN-UML as a
decisive force in Nepalese politics.
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Oli presented a political report highlighting
accomplishments such as political stability, economic
reforms, improved revenue collection, and transitional
justice legislation. He credited the CPN-UML -Nepali
Congress coalition for fostering political stability and
governance while emphasizing the need to accelerate
development projects and improve service delivery.
Despite internal concerns, Oli underscored the
importance of maintaining the coalition until the next
election. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Factionalism within the CPN-UML, however, remained
a key issue. Over 80 party leaders raised concerns
about the rise of interest groups undermining the
party’s organizational strength and public trust.
Allegations against senior leaders, including General
Secretary Shankar Pokhrel and Vice-Chair Bishnu
Paudel, for promoting internal divisions, and
speculation about former President Bidya Devi
Bhandari's potential return to active politics, further
complicated the party’s unity. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

The Maoist Centre, led by former Prime Minister
Pushpa Kamal Dahal, launched a scathing critique of
Oli's government. Dahal accused the UML-Nepali
Congress coalition of fostering corruption, favoring
elites, and failing on both domestic and international
fronts. Citing examples like the Lalita Niwas land scam,
Dahal alleged that Oli's government was shielding
corruption and fostering autocracy. The Maoist Centre
announced a six-month campaign to reconnect with
the public and highlight government failures. [The
Kathmandu Post 3]

In response, Oli called on CPN-UML members to
combat misinformation and factionalism while
focusing on strengthening the party's grassroots
organization. Proposals for revitalizing the UML
included mobilizing ward-level units, conducting
political training, and expanding public outreach to
prepare for upcoming elections.

Nepal: Ex-Prime Minister Dahal directs
Maoist leaders to disclose income sources
amid calls for party reform

(Im) Pushpa Kamal Dahal, chair of the main opposition
Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Centre), has
instructed the party's central and provincial leaders to
submit detailed disclosures of their income sources by
February 13. Speaking at the party's central committee
meeting, Dahal emphasized the difficulty of
distinguishing between the "broker class" and Maoist
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leaders, underscoring the need for financial
transparency.

In his political document titled "Party Transformation
and Reconstruction: Needs of Today," Dahal reaffirmed
the Maoist Centre's status as Nepal's primary
communist force while criticizing the ideological drift of
rival parties, including the Communist Party of Nepal
(Unified Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML). He argued for
the Maoist Centre to chart an independent path,
moving away from reliance on traditional
parliamentary forces like the Nepali Congress.

The meeting also addressed internal party unity and
organizational reforms. Dahal stated that concerns
raised by senior leaders Janardan Sharma and Haribol
Gajurel, such as demands for fair workload distribution
and leadership elections within the party, were being
resolved. However, calls for Dahal to step aside and
adopt a ceremonial role, as proposed by some leaders,
remain unresolved.

The session also debated the reentry of former Vice
President Nanda Bahadur Pun into active politics.
Some members argued that leaders who have held
high state positions should focus on social roles rather
than rejoining party politics.

The meeting highlighted broader discussions about
unity among communist factions and the need for
leadership renewal. Deputy General Secretary
Barshaman Pun proposed a clear timeline for
leadership transition, signaling ongoing debates over
the party's future direction. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court rules executive
cannot arbitrarily decide order of
precedence

(Im) The Supreme Court of Nepal has ruled that the
executive branch cannot arbitrarily determine the
order of precedence, emphasizing that such decisions
must respect the principles of separation of powers
and maintain the independence and dignity of state
organs. This decision resolves a seven-year-old petition
filed by advocate Nani Babu Khatri and others.

The Constitutional Bench directed the government to
rank the chief justice immediately below the prime
minister and place justices on par with federal
ministers. Former chief justices should be ranked
below former ministers, and former justices should
follow accordingly. Similarly, the court suggested
placing high court chief judges after provincial chief
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ministers and high court judges on par with provincial
ministers.

The court criticized the current order, implemented in
2018 and revised in 2019, for disrespecting the
judiciary by ranking justices below federal ministers
and omitting former justices. While rejecting the
petitioners' demand to annul the order entirely, the
court urged the government to ensure transparency,
impartiality, and sensitivity in setting the hierarchy.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: RSP forms task force for
constitution amendment suggestions

(Im) The Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP) has established
a task force, led by chief whip Santosh Pariyar, to
gather public input and propose amendments to
Nepal's constitution. The task force will engage with
stakeholders and constitutional experts across all
seven provinces, with provincial party chairpersons
coordinating local discussions.

The panel, which includes several notable members,
reflects the RSP's push for significant constitutional
reforms. The party, Nepal's fourth largest with 21
lawmakers in the House of Representatives, advocates
for downsizing provinces and has consistently focused
on radical changes to the federal system. This initiative
aligns with the ruling coalition's stated agenda of
reviewing and amending the constitution. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Prime Minister Oli, former
President Bhandari discuss political
developments

(Im) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli met former
President Bidya Devi Bhandari at her residence on
January 2 for a two-hour discussion on recent political
developments. The meeting comes amid speculation
about Bhandari's potential return to active politics
within the Communist Party of Nepal-Unified Marxist
Leninist (CPN-UML).

As CPN-UML chair, Oli reportedly discussed the party's
trajectory and strategies, particularly following internal
turmoil. The party recently expelled former vice-chair
Bhim Rawal and suspended central leaders Binda
Pandey and Ushakiran Timsina for publicly criticizing
the acceptance of donations from Min Bahadur
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Gurung, the controversial proprietor of Bhat-Bhateni
Supermarket, to construct the party headquarters.

The meeting also coincides with former Vice President
Nanda Bahadur Pun's increasing involvement in the
main opposition Maoist Centre, where he attended a
standing committee meeting, fueling speculation about
his active political engagement. [The Kathmandu Post
1]

In related updates, former CPN-UML vice-chair Rawal
has publicly accused Oli of shielding corruption and
fostering autocratic practices. At a press conference in
Kathmandu, Rawal alleged that Oli influenced the
Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of Authority
(CIAA) to avoid filing charges against high-profile
figures, including Supreme Court Justice Kumar Regmi
and Nabin Paudel, the son of CPN-UML vice-chair
Bishnu Paudel, in the Lalita Niwas land corruption
case, which involves the fraudulent acquisition of
government land.

Rawal further accused Oli of arrogance, exclusionary
policies, and sidelining dissenters within the UML,
attributing his expulsion to personal bias. He also
voiced skepticism about Oli's promises of socialism,
accusing the UML leadership of ideological bankruptcy
and corruption. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Former IGP Sarbendra Khanal quits
ruling CPN-UML to work independently

(Im) Former Inspector General of Police (IGP)
Sarbendra Khanal has announced his resignation from
the ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-
Leninist) (CPN-UML), declaring his decision to remain
independent and work for public welfare.

Khanal entered politics in September 2022 after a 30-
year tenure with the Nepal Police, joining the CPN-UML
under the leadership of KP Sharma Oli. He contested
two elections under the party's banner but suffered
defeats. In the 2022 parliamentary elections, he lost in
Kathmandu-6 to the Rastriya Swatantra Party's Shishir
Khanal, and in a 2023 by-election in Tanahun-1, he was
defeated by Swarnim Wagle of the same party. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Public Accounts Committee chair
dismisses personal secretary over fraud
allegations
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(Im) Rishikesh Pokharel, chair of Nepal's Public
Accounts Committee, has dismissed his personal
secretary, Anil Kumar Pokharel, amid allegations of
fraud involving NPR 3.88 million (USD 28,324). The
dismissal follows a mandamus order from the
Biratnagar High Court directing the Morang District
Police Office to investigate the claims.

In a letter to the Federal Parliament Secretariat,
Pokharel stated his commitment to impartial
investigations and the necessity of strict action against
corruption. Anil is accused of promising to secure an
MBBS admission for Bauwalal Chaudhary in exchange
for the funds and later coercing Chaudhary into signing
a fraudulent loan document for NPR 5 million (USD
36,470) under threat.

Despite the allegations, local police and government
attorneys initially refused to register the case, with
claims of political influence shielding Anil. A member of
the ruling Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-
Leninist) (CPN-UML)'s Morang district committee, Anil
was recommended for provincial assembly candidacy
in 2022 and has served as Pokharel's secretary since
his appointment as committee chair. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Shera Durbar land grab scandal
debated in House committee

(Im) The contentious transfer of ownership of Shera
Durbar land in Nuwakot, a historic property associated
with Nepal's unification era, has sparked debate in the
parliamentary State Affairs and Good Governance
Committee. Lawmakers sought details from Home
Minister Ramesh Lekhak, following revelations by the
Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) of Nepal Police that
the land had been illegally registered under an
individual's name.

The issue gained broader attention after former prime
minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal was indirectly linked to
the scandal through his former secretariat member,
Bikesh Shrestha, who allegedly registered all shares of
the land under Annapurna Farming. This company had
previously acquired the land in 1979 under the name
Gauri Shankar Farming, later renamed in 1987. Despite
land reforms capping individual land ownership in
1964, the property's ownership structure raised
suspicions of irregularities.

Home Minister Lekhak assured lawmakers that the
government is committed to investigating the matter
and reclaiming the land if unlawfully transferred.
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Former prime minister Dahal also denied any personal
or party involvement, emphasizing his support for a
thorough investigation.

The CIB's investigation began after receiving an
anonymous complaint in August 2024. Following a
four-month inquiry, the bureau submitted a report to
the Ministry of Land Management, recommending the
confiscation of the disputed land and further review by
the Department of Land Management Archives. The
ministry is currently studying the report to determine
next steps. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: DRI files cases against nine
individuals in gold smuggling cases

(Im) The Department of Revenue Investigation (DRI)
has filed two cases at the Patan High Court's Hetauda
Bench, accusing nine individuals, including five Indian
nationals, of smuggling gold valued at NPR 260 million
(USD 1.9 million). The cases stem from separate
seizures of smuggled gold in Makwanpur.

The DRI has called for maximum penalties under the
Revenue Leakage (Investigation and Control) Act, 1995.
The seized gold has been transferred to Nepal Rastra
Bank. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: RSP chair Lamichhane, 38 others
face multiple fraud charges linked to
cooperative scandals

(Im) Former Home Minister and Rastriya Swatantra
Party Chair Rabi Lamichhane, alongside 38 others,
faces legal action for alleged financial misconduct
involving two high-profile cooperative scandals in
Nepal. Cases filed in both the Kathmandu District
Court and the Kaski District Court allege embezzlement
totaling over NPR 2.7 billion (USD 19.71 million) from
Swarnalaxmi Multipurpose Cooperative and
Suryadarshan Cooperative.

In Kathmandu, the District Government Attorney's
Office charged Lamichhane and 38 co-accused with
misappropriating NPR 1.199 billion (USD 8.75 million)
from Swarnalaxmi Multipurpose Cooperative. Key
officials, including former board members and
executive committee members, allegedly mismanaged
and diverted funds, engaging in cooperative fraud and
organized financial crimes. The accused, who include
former treasurer Sabina Alemagar and chair Gitendra


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-gj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-gt/

Babu Rai, are also under investigation for fraudulent
activities linked to cooperatives in Butwal, Chitwan,
and Parsa. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

Meanwhile, in Pokhara, the Kaski District Court has
concluded recording statements from seven
individuals, including Lamichhane, in the NPR 1.51
billion (USD 11.03 million) Suryadarshan Cooperative
fraud case. The accused, such as Chhabilal Joshi and
Aarti Gurung, face additional charges under organized
crime regulations. The court is now deliberating on
whether to place the accused in judicial custody,
release them on bail, or allow their release on general
recognizance. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

Nepal: Deputy Speaker calls for separate
budget for children

(rs) Deputy Speaker Indira Rana Magar has called for a
dedicated budget to prioritize child welfare and
development. Speaking at a dialogue organized by the
National Child Rights Council, she emphasized the role
of local governments in curbing human trafficking and
safeguarding child rights.

Parliamentarian Ranju Kumari Jha highlighted the
vulnerability of migrant women workers abroad on
visit visas. Meena Poudel, Under-Secretary at the
Ministry of Women, Children, and Senior Citizens,
reported the rescue and reunion of 42 trafficked
teenagers from India in the past five months. Dilliram
Giri of Akikrit Hatemalo Samaj warned of the rising
risks of human trafficking due to technological
advancements. Human rights activist Narbada Sorali
urged the government to treat trafficking as a grave
crime with stricter controls.

Durga Dutta Ojha, Chairperson of Jorayal Rural
Municipality, shared proactive local measures against
trafficking. Meanwhile, Ram Bahadur Chan of the
National Child Rights Council stressed collective efforts
to tackle the issue. Participants, including lawmakers
and child welfare representatives, called for the swift
endorsement and implementation of the Human
Trafficking and Transportation (Control) Act, 2064 BS.
[The Rising Nepal]

Nepal: Janamat Party forms task force to
explore alliance with Madhesh-centric
parties
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(rs) On January 6, the Janamat Party announced the
formation of a two-member task force to explore
alliances with Madhesh-centric political parties. The
task force, comprising the party's central vice-chair
Abdul Khan and spokesperson Dr. Sharad Singh Yadav,
was established following a decision by the party's
central secretariat committee.

The Janamat Party, founded in 2019, is a political group
that emerged from the Madhesh movement,
advocating for the rights and autonomy of Madheshi
communities in Nepal. It emphasizes federalism, social
justice, and economic development tailored to the
needs of the Madhesh region.

The task force aims to foster dialogue and cooperation
among Madhesh-centric parties, particularly amid
growing calls for constitutional amendments to
address regional concerns. This initiative reflects the
party's effort to strengthen unity and collaboration
within the Madhesh political sphere.

In a related development, the Loktantrik Socialist Party
recently formed its own committee to explore
potential unification and alliances with ideologically
aligned parties, further indicating a trend toward
greater cohesion among Madhesh-centric political
groups. [Ratopati]

Nepal: Parliamentary State Affairs
Committee witnesses heated exchange
among members

(rs) On January 6, a Parliamentary State Affairs and
Good Governance Committee meeting turned tense as
Chair Ramhari Khatiwada and member Hridayaram
Thani, both MPs from the ruling Nepali Congress,
engaged in a heated argument. The disagreement
stemmed from Thani's criticism of the committee's
inefficiency in addressing key legislative matters,
particularly citing delays with the Constitutional
Council Bill and the Anti-Corruption Bill. [Ratopati]

Nepal: Corruption case filed against
former Madhes Province agriculture
officials

(rs) The Commission for the Investigation of Abuse of
Authority (CIAA) has filed a corruption case against six
individuals, including Dr. Namrata Singh, former
Secretary of the Ministry of Land Management,
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Agriculture, and Cooperatives of Madhes Province. The
charges involve fraudulent activities linked to an
agriculture, livestock, and fisheries development
program.

The investigation uncovered irregularities in the Food
Security and Agricultural Business Promotion Section
of the ministry in Janakpur. The allegations include
fraudulent claims, fake bills, unauthorized payments,
and procurement of goods not meeting required
specifications. The case stems from a complaint filed
regarding corrupt practices during the fiscal year 2022-
2023. [Ratopati]

Nepal: CIAA files case against Nagarjun
Mayor, seeks nearly USD 1 million
recovery

(rs) The Commission for Investigation of Abuse of
Authority (CIAA) has filed charges against Mohan
Bahadur Basnet, Mayor of Nagarjun Municipality in
Kathmandu, his spouse Urmila Basnet, and Raju
Prasad Kandel, proprietor of Padma Colony, alleging
corruption, fraud, and abuse of power. The CIAA has
demanded the recovery of NPR 131 million
(approximately USD 955,300) and initiated legal
proceedings at the Special Court in Kathmandu.

The charges include manipulating legal documents to
fraudulently transfer and register land and assets,
facilitating significant financial advantages for
associated organizations. Allegedly, foreign assistance
worth NPR 748 million (approximately USD 5.46
million) was approved under questionable
circumstances for Jagatguru Kripalu Foundation Nepal,
bypassing regulations and benefiting from improper
tax exemptions and municipal financial aid.

The case also accuses Basnet of selling government
land worth NPR 477 million (approximately USD 3.48
million) to Padma Colony for only NPR 232 million
(approximately USD 1.69 million), resulting in a
financial loss of NPR 245 million (approximately USD
1.79 million). These funds were reportedly
misappropriated by the accused.

Further allegations include receiving bribes and
laundering illicit earnings amounting to NPR 92.246
million (approximately USD 672,396) for personal
expenses, debt settlements, and third-party
transactions. Among these, Raju Prasad Kandel is
accused of providing NPR 21.5 million (approximately
USD 156,950), land valued at NPR 68 million
(approximately USD 495,960), and NPR 2.4 million
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(approximately USD 17,520) for a wedding party as
bribes to Basnet. [The Himalayan Times]

Nepal: Pledge to end child marriage

(Im) Nepal has reaffirmed its commitment to
eradicating child marriage by 2030 as part of its
alignment with the UN's Sustainable Development
Goals. Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli signed a public
pledge to support the National Campaign for a Child
Marriage-Free Nepal 2024, launched by the National
Child Rights Council (NCRC) and Just Rights for Children
(JRC). The campaign seeks to tackle the country’s high
prevalence of child marriage, with Nepal ranking 16th
globally and third in South Asia.

Child marriage survivor Anita, who was married at five
and gave birth at 15, shared her harrowing story
during a meeting with the prime minister, emphasizing
the urgent need for action. Despite legal frameworks
like the Civil Code and the Children’s Act of 2018, weak
enforcement and social norms perpetuate the practice,
which has severe implications for poverty and
inequality.

Stakeholders, including government officials, child
rights activists, and development partners, called for
robust enforcement of laws, grassroots-level initiatives,
and localized approaches tailored to the unique social
and cultural dynamics in each province. Madhesh
Province highlighted regional efforts such as the Girl
Child Protection and Empowerment Act and the
upcoming Beti Zindabad movement, while Lumbini
Province stressed the need for accurate grassroots
data to inform policies.

Symbolic gestures, like a candle-lighting ceremony in
Kathmandu, underscored collective resolve, while
provinces pledged to form alliances by early 2025 to
implement laws, educate communities, and protect
children. Stakeholders stressed that Nepal's ambitious
goal to end child marriage requires immediate action
and collaboration across all levels of governance. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: WFP provides relief support to
1,200 flood-affected households in Roshi

(rs) The United Nations World Food Programme (WFP)
has provided financial aid to 1,230 flood-affected
families in Roshi Rural Municipality, Nepal, transferring
USD 113- USD 150 directly to beneficiaries' bank
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accounts based on family size. Floods and landslides
on September 27-28 claimed 12 lives, completely
destroyed 482 houses, and partially damaged 883
more. Earlier, Catholic Relief Services (CRS) supported
108 affected families with cash relief.

The disaster also damaged cultivated land of 2,544
households, 160 water supply projects, a concrete
bridge, 47 schools, four health centers, Damphu Park,
a 10-bed hospital, and a cold storage facility. [The
Rising Nepal]

Nepal: Microfinance victims in Mahottari
renew protests over agreement non-
compliance

(Im) Microfinance victims in Mahottari have resumed
protests, accusing the government and microfinance
institutions of failing to honor a March 2024
agreement aimed at alleviating their financial burdens.
The agreement promised measures such as loan
waivers for severely affected borrowers, adjustments
to principal and interest repayments, and the release
of collateral. It also included the formation of a task
force to propose solutions within 60 days.

However, protestors claim that institutions have
ignored these commitments by resuming aggressive
debt collection practices, including foreclosure
auctions and home visits to demand repayments. Over
1,000 borrowers in the district have reportedly
received foreclosure notices.

The demonstrators are demanding immediate
government action to enforce the agreement and
provide relief to borrowers facing intensified financial
pressure. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Experts and lawmakers call for
critical review of inclusion commissions

(Im) As Nepal approaches the 10-year constitutional
deadline to review its seven inclusion commissions,
experts and lawmakers are calling for a consultative,
transparent assessment of their effectiveness in
improving the socio-economic conditions of
marginalized communities. The commissions, covering
Madhesi, Dalit, Tharu, Muslim, Women, Indigenous
Nationalities, and Inclusion groups, were established
to address systemic inequalities and ensure
representation.
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Article 265 of the constitution mandates a federal
parliament review by September 2025, yet no concrete
discussions or frameworks have been developed.
Concerns are growing that simultaneous constitutional
revisions by major parties may overshadow the
focused evaluation these commissions require.

A suggestion paper by the Niti Foundation advocates
forming a joint parliamentary committee with sub-
committees dedicated to each commission. Senior
advocate Raju Prasad Chapagain emphasized the need
for an inclusive review process, considering the
commissions' specialized mandates and agreements
with marginalized groups.

Lawmakers like Jeevan Pariyar noted ongoing issues,
such as caste-based violence and discrimination, which
underscore the continued necessity of these
commissions. Representatives from the commissions
argue that their objectives remain unmet due to
insufficient resources and lack of parliamentary
support, despite conducting studies and making policy
recommendations.

The review will need to assess whether the
commissions have fulfilled their mandates or require
extensions, with some experts suggesting a further 10
years to achieve their goals. Acting Inclusive
Commission Chair Bishnu Maya Ojha criticized the lack
of resources and attention from parliament, urging a
fair evaluation of their work. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Cyber Bureau warns against rising
online fraud schemes

(Im) The Cyber Bureau of Nepal Police has issued a
public alert about a surge in fraudulent online
advertisements and deceptive links spreading across
social media platforms, including Facebook, Instagram,
Telegram, WhatsApp, Messenger, and Viber. These
scams often masquerade as gift packages, rental
assistance, or online job opportunities, targeting users
to exploit financial and digital platforms. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Three family members arrested for
abducting teenager to India

(Im) Lamjung police have arrested three members of a
family on charges of abducting a 14-year-old girl and
attempting to take her to India. The girl was rescued
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from the Nepal-India border and brought back to
Nepal.[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government and NEA clash over
new tariff study committee

(rs) The standoff between the Nepal Electricity
Authority (NEA) and the government continues to
escalate, centered on the formation of a committee by
the Ministry of Energy, Water Resources, and Irrigation
to investigate tariff disputes. The conflict highlights
deeper tensions between the NEA Executive Director
Kulman Ghising and the government, particularly
Energy Minister Dipak Khadka.

The dispute began when the NEA disconnected power
to 28 industrial firms with unpaid electricity bills in
October 2024. Despite this, the government reinstated
power in November, citing economic challenges, and
set a 15-day deadline for the firms to clear dues, which
went unheeded. Subsequently, the ministry formed a
three-member committee to review tariff issues,
headed by former National Planning Commission
member Arvinda Kumar Mishra. However, the
committee has yet to commence work, citing delays in
receiving data from the NEA.

Executive Director Ghising and other NEA board
members have questioned the legal basis of the
committee, objecting to using NEA resources to
support its operations. Critics argue that the Electricity
Regulatory Commission already provides mechanisms
for resolving such disputes, making the new committee
redundant.

The Lal Commission, formed in January 2024 under the
previous government, had previously addressed the
issue of tariffs for industrial firms using dedicated
feeders and trunk lines during the 2015-2020 period of
severe power shortages. It recommended tariff
adjustments based on prescribed standards for supply
duration. Despite the commission’s report reducing
estimated arrears from NPR 22 billion to NPR 8.25
billion (USD 60.2 million), the NEA continues to face
resistance in collecting payments. [The Kathmandu
Post]

Nepal: Samples extracted for petroleum
exploration in Dailekh, report expected in
four months
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(Im) A Chinese technical team, in collaboration with
Nepali experts, has successfully extracted rock
samples from a depth of 4,012 meters during
petroleum exploration in Jaljale, Bhairavi Rural
Municipality, Dailekh. This marks a significant step
toward assessing Nepal's potential for commercial oil
and gas extraction.

The exploration, funded by a NPR 2.5 billion (USD
18.25 million) Chinese grant, follows a bilateral
agreement signed in 2019. Drilling commenced in May
2024 after comprehensive seismic, geological, and
geochemical surveys. If the resources are deemed
commercially viable, the Nepal government will decide
between a government-to-government agreement or
global bidding to select an extraction partner.

Nepal initiated petroleum exploration in the 1990s, but
slow progress led to the cancellation of permits
previously granted to several international companies.
Currently, the country is entirely reliant on petroleum
imports, with fossil fuel imports valued at over NPR
305 billion (USD 2.23 billion) in the last fiscal year. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Hospitality industry contributed
USD 2.45 billion to country's economy
annually

(rs) Nepal's hospitality industry generates NPR 326
billion (USD 2.45 billion) annually, according to the
National Hotel and Restaurants Survey conducted by
the National Statistics Office. The industry directly
employs 106,459 individuals and engages 387,747
people overall, with 43 percent of the workforce being
female.

The industry is heavily concentrated in Bagmati
Province, which contributes NPR 152.08 billion (USD
1.14 billion), followed by Koshi Province at NPR 45.16
billion (USD 340 million) and Lumbini Province at NPR
40.22 billion (USD 300 million). The annual wage
disbursement totals NPR 20.61 billion (USD 155
million), with Bagmati Province accounting for over 60
percent of this expenditure. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Siddhababa Tunnel breakthrough
scheduled for mid-January

The breakthrough of the 1,126-meter Siddhababa
Tunnel on the Siddhartha Highway in Palpa is
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scheduled for January 15. While excavation is nearly
complete, a small section will be reserved for the
formal ceremony. The tunnel, which includes three
emergency cross passages spanning 441 meters, aims
to provide a safer alternative to the hazardous four-
kilometer stretch of the highway, notorious for
landslides and frequent accidents.

The Siddhababa Tunnel connects the Siddhababa
Temple area with the Tinau Hydropower site,
addressing a section where over 421 lives have been
lost in accidents over the past decade. Serving more
than 10,000 vehicles daily, this stretch has long been
deemed one of the most dangerous in the region.

The construction contract, worth NPR 7.34 billion (USD
53.6 million), was awarded to China State Construction
Engineering Corporation in March 2022, with an initial
deadline of February 2027. Delays, including tree-
cutting issues, have prompted the contractor to
request a nine-month extension, which remains under
review. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Three times more jailbirds than
capacity in West Nawalparasi

(rs) West Nawalparasi Prison is grappling with severe
overcrowding, housing more than three times its
intended capacity. Designed to accommodate 175
inmates, the facility currently holds 565 prisoners,
including 470 men, 92 women, and three children
under the age of five. The prison’s capacity is set at 25
women and 150 men, far below the current
population.

fforts to transfer inmates to other facilities have
stalled, as nearby prisons in Rupandehi and Kapilvastu
are also unable to accommodate additional prisoners.
The administration has reported the situation to higher
authorities, but no remedial action has been taken.
[Ratopati]

Pakistan: Military pardons 19 convicted
for Ma9 riots on humanitarian grounds

(sn) Pakistan’s military has announced the acceptance
of mercy petitions for 19 individuals convicted in
connection with the May 9, 2023, riots, granting
remission of their sentences on humanitarian grounds.
These riots erupted following the brief arrest of former
Prime Minister Imran Khan on corruption charges,
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leading to widespread unrest, including attacks on
military and government facilities. Among the targets
was a top commander’s house in Rawalpindi.

Last month, a military court sentenced 85 civilians to
prison terms ranging from two to ten years for their
roles in the violence. The convicted included two
former military officers, Brigadier (retired) Javed Akram
and Captain (retired) Vigas Ahmed Mohsin, as well as
Khan's nephew, Hassan Khan Niazi. Trials were
conducted under the Pakistan Army Act, with over 100
individuals charged.

A total of 67 convicts submitted mercy petitions. Of
these, 48 were forwarded to Courts of Appeal, and 19
were approved for release after procedural formalities.
The remaining petitions are under review.

The military emphasized that the pardons reflect
adherence to due process and fairness while
considering compassion and mercy. This is the second
instance of such leniency; in April 2024, 20 convicts
were similarly released.

The trials have raised concerns that Imran Khan could
face charges under the Pakistan Army Act, including
treason and inciting mutiny. Khan, who remains
imprisoned in a high-security facility in Rawalpindi,
denies these accusations, describing them as politically
motivated. He has consistently rejected allegations of
orchestrating the May 9 riots. [Arab News]

In response to the announcement, the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) Chairman, Gohar Ali Khan,
claimed that the pardon of 19 individuals was not a
significant development, given that 67 individuals had
filed appeals. PTI continues to emphasize their distaste
for civilian trials in military courts, which they feel is an
unfit arena. [Business Recorder]

Pakistan: Imran cannot be held
accountable for not depositing the gift in
Toshakhana: IHC

(an) The Islamabad High Court (IHC) has ruled that
former Prime Minister Imran Khan cannot be
prosecuted for failing to deposit a Bulgari jewelry set,
gifted by the Saudi crown prince, to the state treasury
under the Toshakhana rules of 2018. Justice Miangul
Hassan Aurangzeb clarified in a 14-page verdict that
the submission of a receipt, rather than the gift itself,
was mandatory under the 2018 rules. Amendments
introduced in 2023 imposing penalties cannot be
applied retroactively.
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The Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) alleged
procedural violations and undervaluation of the
jewelry set, claiming a loss of PKR 32.8 million (USD
118,000) to the national exchequer. However, the court
noted no evidence of direct threats or undue influence
by Khan in the matter. The defense argued that Khan
complied with the rules in place at the time, submitting
the required receipt.

The IHC also criticized delays in the trial, noting that
despite Khan's detention for over four months, no
indictment has been made. While granting bail, the
court emphasized that failure to appear at trial
hearings could lead to bail revocation.

Separately, a decision on the GBP 190 million
corruption reference involving Imran Khan and his wife
Bushra Bibi was postponed again due to the absence
of the presiding judge. The National Accountability
Bureau (NAB) alleges that Khan's cabinet approved the
transfer of GPB 190 million (USD 233 million) returned
to Pakistan by the UK's National Crime Agency (NCA) to
real estate tycoon Malik Riaz. In return, it is claimed,
Khan received significant land and monetary benefits.

The decision in this case is now expected on January
13, after being twice postponed since December 18,
2024. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Government warns of setbacks
in talks with PTI over unsubmitted
demands

(Im) The Pakistani government has cautioned that
negotiations with the main opposition Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party may face significant hurdles
if the PTI fails to submit its demands in writing. The
second round of talks on January 2 ended
inconclusively after PTI requested more time to consult
with its party leader, former prime minister Imran
Khan, who remains jailed on corruption charges.

The ongoing talks aim to resolve the political impasse
that has gripped the country since Khan's ouster in a
no-confidence vote in 2022. PTI's publicly stated
demands include the release of political prisoners and
the formation of judicial commissions to investigate
protests on May 9, 2023, and November 26, 2024,
during which government accuses PTl supporters of
targeting military and government properties.

Government negotiator Senator Irfan Siddiqui
criticized PTI's indecision, warning that failure to
provide written demands in the next meeting could
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derail the process. While the government has
facilitated meetings between PTI representatives and
Khan in jail, progress remains stalled. The date for the
next round of talks is yet to be confirmed by PTI. [Arab
News]

Pakistan: Prime Minister Shehbaz to
expand cabinet, focus on economic
growth

(mra) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif plans to induct
four to five new ministers into his cabinet in the
coming week, signaling a reshuffle aimed at
strengthening governance. Among the prospective
appointees are Dr. Taugir Shah, a confidant currently
serving with the World Bank, along with Hanif Abbasi,
Tariq Fazal Chaudhry, Barrister Ageel Malik, and Talal
Chaudhry. Some portfolios may also be reassigned,
with Information Minister Attaullah Tarar's role likely to
change.

The decision follows Prime Minister Shehbaz's earlier
announcement emphasizing austerity measures,
ensuring that none of the cabinet members receive
salaries or perks. The reshuffle is expected to
complement the prime minister's focus on economic
stability and growth.

During a recent cabinet meeting, Prime Minister
Shehbaz highlighted that Pakistan had achieved
economic stability despite challenges, entering a phase
of export-led growth. He noted record remittances of
USD 15 billion in the first five months of the fiscal year,
with projections to reach USD 35 billion by year-end.
The Federal Board of Revenue's digitization efforts,
supported by a USD 6 million grant from the Bill Gates
Foundation, have also improved operational efficiency,
reducing container inspection times and providing
relief to businesses.

On the governance front, the cabinet approved several
key decisions, including amendments to the Pakistan
Telecommunication Act, regulations for appointing
Information Group officers as press officers abroad,
and reconstitution of a committee to determine life-
saving medical equipment prices. It also ratified
decisions on state-owned enterprises and forwarded
the National Food Safety, Animal and Plant Health
Authority Bill to parliament.

The cabinet further marked Pakistan's two-year term
as a non-permanent member of the UN Security
Council as a diplomatic milestone, emphasizing the
country’s enhanced global engagement. [DAWN]
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Pakistan: Authorities crack down on
human traffickers linked to Greece boat
tragedies

(mra) Pakistan's Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) has
intensified its operations against human traffickers,
making multiple arrests in connection with the tragic
2023 Greece boat disaster and a subsequent incident
in December 2024. The June 2023 tragedy, which
claimed over 250 Pakistani lives, occurred when an
overcrowded vessel traveling from Libya capsized near
Pylos, marking one of the deadliest Mediterranean Sea
incidents.

Recently, FIA officials arrested a trafficker in Haripur,
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, linked to an Afghan human
trafficking network. The suspect, whose phone
contained evidence of trafficking Pakistanis to Europe
via Libya, is the brother of a notorious agent. In
addition, three suspects linked to the December 2024
Gavdos boat incident, which resulted in at least five
Pakistani fatalities, were also detained.

In Gujranwala, the FIA arrested four traffickers accused
of extorting USD 14,000 from the family of a missing
passenger from the Greece boat tragedy. Another
suspect was arrested for defrauding a complainant by
taking USD 1,300 to send his brother to Malaysia. Two
additional traffickers were also apprehended.

Authorities have issued Interpol red notices for 20
foreign-based traffickers involved in these incidents,
reflecting Pakistan’s commitment to addressing human
trafficking. The crackdown was intensified under
directives from Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif
following the December tragedy. [DAWN] [Arab News]

Pakistan: Tensions over Afghan
deportations

(an/lm) The Afghan Embassy in Pakistan has raised
alarm over the detention of approximately 800
Afghans in Islamabad, including those registered with
the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) or awaiting visa extensions. This development
coincides with the federal government's recent
assurance to the Supreme Court that Afghan refugees
holding Proof of Registration (PoR) or Afghan Citizen
Cards (ACC) will not face deportation until June 30. The
decision extends protections to 1.3 million PoR holders
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and 700,000 ACC holders, as per a government
notification from July 2024.

The detention of registered Afghans has sparked
concerns over arbitrary arrests and alleged extortion,
with the Afghan Embassy highlighting the separation of
families and the plight of vulnerable individuals. These
actions come amid Pakistan's broader crackdown on
undocumented Afghans, which has led to the
repatriation of nearly 785,000 individuals since
October 2023.

The Supreme Court is currently hearing a petition filed
by civil society activists challenging the government'’s
mass deportation policy. The petition argues that the
policy violates constitutional guarantees, international
human rights commitments, and the Citizenship Act of
1951, which recognizes birthright citizenship for
individuals born in Pakistan. Petitioners have called for
safeguards to distinguish between undocumented
immigrants and those with legitimate claims to
citizenship or asylum.

While the government defends its deportation
campaign as a necessary security measure, critics
contend that the policy disproportionately impacts
marginalized groups and fails to address systemic
documentation challenges. [Arab News] [DAWN]

Pakistan: Protesters block key trade route
with China over Gilgit-Baltistan power
crisis

(Im) Protesters in Gilgit-Baltistan have blocked the
Karakoram Highway, a critical trade route connecting
Pakistan and China, in response to prolonged power
outages affecting the region. The highway was
obstructed at Ali Abad in Hunza Valley, disrupting
traffic indefinitely. The region has faced severe power
cuts, with residents reporting outages of up to 20
hours daily, despite the construction of multiple power
stations.

The demonstrations, organized by political parties and
trade associations, highlight public frustration over
slow progress on power projects and reliance on
hydropower, which becomes unreliable during winter
due to freezing rivers. Protesters demand the
activation of thermal generators to address the crisis.
However, officials cite financial constraints as the
reason for not operating these generators, which
require high-cost fuel.
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The outages have sparked protests in various districts,
including Gilgit, Skardu, and Chilas, with demands for
uninterrupted electricity supply. Authorities
acknowledge the shortfall, as winter power generation
drops to 76 megawatts compared to 140 megawatts in
summer. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Strategic acquisition enhances
energy prospects

(mra) In a significant move to bolster its energy sector,
Pakistan has acquired Kuwait Foreign Petroleum
Exploration Company's (KUFPEC) assets, aiming to
enhance domestic petroleum exploration and
production capabilities. This strategic acquisition is
expected to reduce energy imports and strengthen the
nation's energy security.

The integration of KUFPEC's advanced technologies
and expertise is anticipated to boost local employment
and stimulate economic growth. This development
aligns with Pakistan's broader strategy to achieve
energy self-sufficiency and support sustainable
economic development. [The Nation] [The Express
Tribune]

Pakistan: Internet shutdowns and
slowdowns cause massive financial losses,
hinder IT growth

(Im) Pakistan faced significant challenges in 2024 due
to prolonged Internet outages and degraded
connectivity, resulting in USD 1.62 billion in economic
losses—the highest globally, according to a report by
Top10VPN.com. The country experienced 9,735 hours
of disruptions, impacting 82.9 million users, with
shutdowns primarily linked to elections, protests, and
government-imposed restrictions on platforms like X
(formerly Twitter). These measures were criticized by
digital rights activists as efforts to suppress dissent.
[Arab News 1]

The IT sector, which generated USD 3.2 billion in
exports during the last fiscal year, suffered due to
connectivity issues, with reports estimating a loss of
more than USD 1 million per hour during outages.
Freelancers and businesses reliant on VPNs and stable
Internet were severely impacted. The government’s
moves to implement a nationwide Internet firewall and
plans to ban VPNs further compounded the
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challenges, drawing criticism for stifling growth and
harming Pakistan’s global reputation. [Arab News 2]

Efforts to address these issues include the Pakistan
Telecommunication Authority's (PTA) temporary
bandwidth arrangement following a fault in the Asia-
Africa-Europe-1 (AAE-1) submarine cable and plans to
link with the 2Africa submarine cable later this year,
offering speeds of up to 180 Tbps. The government has
also announced a National Fiberization Policy and
initiated talks with Starlink for satellite Internet
services to enhance broadband coverage and
connectivity.

IT associations urged the government to expedite the
rollout of 5G, resolve connectivity issues, and adopt
freelancer-friendly policies to foster growth in the
sector. Despite these challenges, the IT sector showed
resilience, with experts highlighting the need for
urgent reforms to unlock its full potential and boost
Pakistan's economic prospects. [Arab News 3]

Pakistan: Pension reforms introduced to
reduce payouts

(sn) Pakistan has taken action to address its
problematic USD 11.6 billion in pension debt,
introducing three separate reforms that took effect on
January 1, 2025. The changes include making
individuals ineligible to receive multiple pensions,
drawing pension calculations from two-year averaged
receipts, as opposed to a final salary, as well as a
reduced base for future salaries. The reforms are not
expected to influence current retirees, unless they are
currently receiving multiple pensions, and is expected
to create a much more sustainable future for
Pakistan's economy. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Federal Minister unveils ‘Uraan
Pakistan’ plan to boost exports, digital
economy

(mra) Federal Minister Ahsan Igbal has launched the
‘Uraan Pakistan’ initiative aimed at enhancing the
country’s exports and digital economy. Speaking at the
event, Igbal emphasized the importance of harnessing
technology to drive economic growth, improve export
competitiveness, and strengthen digital infrastructure.
The initiative focuses on promoting tech startups,
expanding e-commerce opportunities, and


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-yhd/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-yhh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-yhk/

encouraging innovation across key sectors to meet
global market demands.

The Uraan Pakistan plan also includes measures to
improve ease of doing business, support
entrepreneurs, and attract foreign investment in the
technology sector. Igbal reiterated the government's
commitment to making Pakistan a hub for digital trade
and exports, highlighting strategic partnerships and
policy reforms as key pillars for achieving sustainable
economic progress. [The Express Tribune] [Business
Recorder]

Pakistan: Weekly inflation sees slight
decline after three weeks of increases

Pakistan's weekly Sensitive Price Index (SPI), which
tracks the prices of essential commodities, recorded a
0.26 percent decrease for the week ending January 2,
following three consecutive weeks of increases. This
marks the first decline since December 5, 2024, when
the SPI dropped by 0.34 percent.

Significant price reductions were observed in tomatoes
(13.48 percent), electricity charges (7.48 percent),
potatoes (5.59 percent), and wheat flour (0.09 percent),
among other items. However, prices of some
essentials, including chicken (10.28 percent), onions
(4.93 percent), and sugar (0.95 percent), continued to
rise.

On a broader scale, Pakistan's annual consumer
inflation eased to 4.1 percent in December 2024, down
from 4.9 percent in November and significantly lower
than the 40 percent high recorded in May 2023. [Arab
News]

Pakistan: Prime Minister calls SMEs the
'backbone’ of economy, urges global
integration

(Im) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has emphasized the
importance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) as
the backbone of Pakistan's economy, calling for
comprehensive measures to integrate them into global
supply chains. Speaking at a meeting in Lahore on
January 4, Sharif stressed that strengthening domestic
investment is essential to attract sustainable foreign
investment.
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The government is working to bolster the SME sector
by hiring international-standard experts and
streamlining loan application processes through
directives from the State Bank of Pakistan. The
meeting also highlighted efforts to collect detailed data
on SMEs across the country to support informed
policymaking. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
government orders arrest of suspects in
Kurram aid convoy shooting

(Im) The Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) government has
ordered the arrest of suspects involved in a gun attack
on an aid convoy traveling to the restive Kurram
district, where ongoing sectarian and tribal clashes
have claimed over 130 lives since November 2024. The
convoy, led by Deputy Commissioner Javedullah
Mehsud, was ambushed near Bagan on January 4,
injuring five individuals, including Mehsud and
members of the Frontier Corps paramilitary force.

The district of Kurram, home to approximately 600,000
people, has been grappling with severe food, medicine,
and fuel shortages following clashes sparked by a
November attack on a Shia passenger convoy that
killed 52. Efforts to restore peace culminated in a
recent agreement mediated by a grand jirga of tribal
and political elders. The agreement mandated the
demolition of bunkers, the surrender of heavy
weapons, and penalties of USD 35,933 for violations.
However, the convoy attack has cast doubt on the
fragile truce.

The KP government condemned the incident as a
deliberate attempt to derail peace efforts, emphasizing
that no mercy would be shown to militants. Relief
operations, including the air-dropping of supplies,
remain ongoing as authorities work to reopen the
blocked road connecting Kurram to Peshawar. The
Chief Minister’'s Office announced plans to impose
bounties on militants to ensure accountability and
reiterated its commitment to restoring peace in the
volatile region.

Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and Chief Minister Al
Amin Gandapur have also condemned the attack,
stressing that the government will not allow such
violence to undermine the region's stability. Provincial
authorities have urged both Sunni and Shia
communities to uphold the peace agreement and
resist provocation. Meanwhile, local land disputes and
the activities of banned outfits are being addressed as
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part of broader efforts to stabilize Kurram. [Arab News
11 [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Prime Minister blames external
forces for militancy, urges unified security
strategy

(Im/mra) Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has blamed
external forces for the escalating militancy in Pakistan,
calling for a unified security strategy to counter rising
violence. Speaking at a National Action Plan meeting in
Islamabad, Sharif underscored the need for
coordinated efforts among federal, provincial, and
military authorities to address the crisis, particularly in
the violence-hit regions of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and
Balochistan. Sharif accused neighboring Afghanistan
and India of supporting militant groups such as the
Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and Baloch
separatists, allegations both countries deny. The
urgency of the situation was highlighted during the
meeting, which included top military and civilian
officials.

The military reported the elimination of 925 militants
during over 59,000 operations in 2024. However, the
collapse of a truce with the TTP in late 2022 and the
intensifying insurgency by Baloch separatists
demanding independence have exacerbated security
challenges. The separatists have accused the central
government of exploiting Balochistan's resources
without benefiting its population, a claim denied by
Pakistani authorities, who point to ongoing
development efforts in the mineral-rich province. [Arab
News]

Balochistan has experienced a surge in violence, with
over 550 attacks and approximately 300 fatalities
recorded in 2024. Recent incidents include a
devastating vehicle-borne improvised explosive device
attack near Turbat on January 4, which killed five
Frontier Corps personnel and injured over two dozen
others, including 11 civilians. The Baloch Liberation
Army (BLA) claimed responsibility, intensifying its
insurgency against state forces. [Arab News]

In another attack, an improvised explosive device
detonated near a passenger bus in Mastung district,
killing four individuals and injuring 32 others. The blast,
which targeted the bus traveling on the Quetta-Karachi
highway, left several injured in critical condition.
Security forces have initiated investigations, but no
group has claimed responsibility. [FirstPost] [News18]
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On December 31, 2024, multiple incidents in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa claimed the lives of a police officer and
two civilians, injuring 18 others, including nine law
enforcement personnel. Attacks in South Waziristan
Lower, Bannu, and Dera Ismail Khan involved roadside
bombs and direct assaults on security personnel,
further highlighting the volatile security landscape in
the region. [DAWN]

Pakistan: Naval chief praises fleet
readiness and focus on securing maritime
zones

(Im) Chief of the Naval Staff Admiral Naveed Ashraf
commended the Pakistan Navy's operational
achievements during the annual Fleet Efficiency
Competition Parade held in Karachi. He expressed
satisfaction with the navy's readiness and
professionalism in safeguarding strategic maritime
zones, including Gwadar Port, a cornerstone of the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) aimed at
boosting trade and regional connectivity.

Admiral Ashraf emphasized the navy's critical role in
ensuring maritime security, fostering Pakistan’s blue
water economy, and protecting economic initiatives
tied to CPEC. Highlighting evolving maritime security
challenges, he called for continued vigilance to address
potential threats to Pakistan’s maritime boundaries.

The event also recognized exemplary contributions
from squadrons and units with awards for operational
success in 2024. Rear Admiral Abdul Munib,
Commander Pakistan Fleet, detailed the fleet's
milestones during the past year, underscoring the
navy's ongoing commitment to regional stability and
economic growth. [Arab News]

Seychelles: Cabinet reshuffle and key
appointments announced

(Im) President Wavel Ramkalawan has announced
significant changes in Seychelles' Cabinet of Ministers,
including the resignation of Naadir Hassan as Minister
of Finance, Economy Planning, and Trade. Following his
departure at the end of January 2025, Vice President
Ahmed Afif will oversee the ministry.

Hassan will transition to become Chairperson of the
Board of the Islands Development Company (IDC).
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Additionally, Cyril Bonnelame has been appointed as
the new Chief Executive Officer of the IDC.

The President also indicated that further government
restructuring will be unveiled early next year. [State
House]

Seychelles: Military leadership
restructured with strategic promotions

(axc) Seychelles has reinforced its military leadership
with significant appointments and promotions,
reflecting a commitment to modernizing the Seychelles
Defence Forces (SDF). In a ceremony at State House,
President Wavel Ramkalawan, Commander-in-Chief of
the SDF, announced the elevation of Brigadier Michael
Rosette to Major General, resuming his role as Chief of
Defence Forces. Colonel Jean Atala was promoted to
Brigadier General and appointed Deputy Chief of
Defence Forces, while Lieutenant Colonel Michael
Hollanda was named Chief of Staff. These
appointments are set for two-year terms.

Four new officers, trained at the Indian Naval Academy
in Ezhimala, India, were commissioned as Second
Lieutenants: Christopher Amelie, Ray Charle, Ron
Dufrens, and Tariq Cedras. Several officers were also
promoted from Captain to Major, recognizing their
exceptional service. [State House]

Sri Lanka: New rules tighten diplomatic
protocols

(Im) Sri Lanka has issued a circular, effective January 1,
establishing the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) as the
lead institution for international relations. All
communications with foreign governments or
organizations must go through the MFA, and local
bodies are barred from engaging with foreign missions
without prior approval.

The circular mandates presidential approval for foreign
visits by officials, coordinated through the MFA, with
visa requests submitted four weeks in advance.
Agreements, memoranda, and informal or emergency
communications with foreign entities must also involve
the MFA. Officials cannot attend events hosted by
countries lacking diplomatic ties with Sri Lanka unless
cleared by the MFA. [adaderana.lk]
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Sri Lanka: Government must work on new
Constitution without delay, says Cardinal

(Im) Cardinal Malcolm Ranijith, Archbishop of Colombo,
urged the government to prioritize the introduction of
a new Constitution to foster national unity. He
emphasized that the government should begin
working on the foundation for a new Constitution
immediately, without waiting until the end of its term.
This statement followed a meeting with Speaker Jagath
Wickramaratne, who expressed his commitment to
constitutional reforms. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Constitutional Council approves
appointments of High Court Judges

(raa) The Constitutional Council (CC) has approved the
appointments of High Court Judges K.M. Sarath
Dissanayake and Pradeep Hettiarachchi to the Court of
Appeal. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Thalatha appointed UNP
General Secretary

(Im) Former President and United National Party (UNP)
leader Ranil Wickremesinghe has appointed Thalatha
Athukorala as the party’'s new General Secretary. [Daily
Mirror]

Thalatha has previously held various positions in
government and is known for her work as a Member of
Parliament (MP). Athukorala has also served as the
Minister of Justice and Prison Reforms in Sri Lanka.

Sri Lanka: Yoshitha Rajapaksa accuses
NPP government of political witch-hunt
over land case

(Im) Yoshitha Rajapaksa, the second son of former
President Mahinda Rajapaksa, has accused the current
National People's Power (NPP) government of
launching a political witch-hunt against him in relation
to a land dispute case from his school years.

Yoshitha was questioned by the Criminal Investigation
Department (CID) regarding the ownership of a state-
owned plot of land in Kataragama, a matter he claims
he knows nothing about. He stated that the issue
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resurfaced in 2023 after he helped a nearby temple,
and that previous investigations by the Yahapalana
government in 2017 did not implicate him.

Yoshitha believes the current government is falsely
linking him to the land case for political purposes.
Additionally, the CID had previously questioned former
President Rajapaksa’s Chief Security Officer, Neville
Wanniarachchi, about his assets. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily
Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: SLFP to contest upcoming
elections under 'Chair' symbol

(Im) The Sri Lanka Freedom Party (SLFP) has
announced that it will contest the upcoming Local
Government and Provincial Council elections under the
'Chair' symbol. SLFP General Secretary Duminda
Dissanayake made the announcement, inviting leftist
groups to join the party's efforts. Chairman Nimal
Siripala De Silva emphasized the party's commitment
to resolving internal rifts and strengthening its position
for the 2025 election year, with plans for a special
program to attract former members and those who
left politics to rejoin the SLFP. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Election Commission refers
non-compliant candidates to police for
legal action

(raa) The Election Commission of Sri Lanka has begun
submitting information to the police regarding
candidates from the 2024 General Election who failed
to submit their required income and expenditure
reports. Election Commission Chairman R. M. A. L.
Rathnayake confirmed that files are being handed over
to district-level police, with cases to be filed by
Provincial Deputy Inspectors General (DIGs). [Daily.
News]

Sri Lanka: Special units to be established
in ministries to curb corruption

(raa/lm) The Sri Lankan government has announced
the establishment of investigative units within
government ministries to combat corruption and
ensure greater accountability in public institutions.
Cabinet Spokesman and Health Minister Dr. Nalinda
Jayatissa shared this development during a recent
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media briefing on Cabinet decisions. The initiative
comes amid a surge in public complaints regarding
irregularities, corruption, and fraud in the public
sector. These complaints have been directed to the
Presidential Secretariat, the Prime Minister’s Office,
and various ministerial offices. [Daily News]

In a related move, Minister Jayatissa also announced
the government'’s intention to enforce strict
regulations on health sector donations. Future
contributions from local philanthropists and
international organizations must align with the
national development plan to prevent inefficiencies
and misuse. Highlighting issues with past donations,
the Minister pointed to hospitals built without
adequate staffing or equipment and political
interference that misaligned local projects with
broader national priorities. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Court extends freeze on former
Minister Rambukwella's family accounts

(sl) The Colombo High Court has extended its order to
freeze 16 fixed deposit accounts and three insurance
policies linked to the family of former Health Minister
Keheliya Rambukwella, totaling LKR 93.125 million
(USD 286,225). This extension, effective until April 2,
follows a request from the Bribery Commission as part
of investigations into alleged corruption involving
Rambukwella. The accounts and policies belong to his
spouse, three daughters, and son-in-law.

Rambukwella is currently out on bail in connection
with the purchase of substandard immunoglobulin
injections. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Investigation into land
allocations since 2015 announced

(raa) Deputy Minister of Land and Irrigation, Dr. Susil
Ranasinghe, has announced the initiation of a
specialized inquiry into land allocations made for
various purposes since 2015. This initiative addresses
longstanding concerns regarding the distribution and
transfer of land, particularly those managed by the
Land Reform Commission (LRC).

Dr. Ranasinghe further emphasized the complexities
surrounding land allocation processes, pointing out
that significant issues have historically affected both
industrial and agricultural land distributions. In light of
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this, the Cabinet has decided to temporarily suspend
land allocations through the LRC while the
investigation is ongoing.

The inquiry aims to assess the beneficiaries of land
grants and investigate the rationale behind these
allocations. It will also evaluate whether there have
been any instances of corruption or procedural
irregularities. [Ada Derana]

Sri Lanka: Chairman of Magen Ratata calls
for probe into misuse of pilot boat worth
USD 884,000

(Im) Sanjaya Mahawatte, chairman of the 'Magen
Ratata' organization, filed a formal complaint with Sri
Lanka's Bribery or Corruption Investigation
Commission on January 6, calling for an investigation
into alleged misuse of a high-tech pilot boat valued at
approximately LKR 260 million (USD 884,000).

Magen Ratata, which translates to "From Me to the
Nation," is a Sri Lankan civic organization that
advocates for transparency, accountability, and good
governance in public administration. It frequently
highlights cases of alleged corruption and
mismanagement involving state resources.

Mahawatte accused Ganaka Hemachandra, managing
director of the Ports Authority, of authorizing the
boat's use for a private excursion during his tenure as
resident manager of the Trincomalee Port. The boat
was reportedly damaged during the trip, and
Mahawatte alleged that Hemachandra attempted to
conceal the incident and used public funds for repairs.

He questioned the decision to appoint Hemachandra
to a senior position despite the allegations and claimed
the repaired vessel has remained unused since the
accident. Mahawatte further alleged that the accident
occurred because the vessel's regular pilot was
replaced with an inexperienced operator.

The excursion reportedly involved the son of former
Ports Authority chairman, General Daya Ratnayake.
Mahawatte stressed the importance of addressing
such misconduct under President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake's "Clean Sri Lanka" initiative, calling for the
removal of implicated officials to restore accountability
in the state administration. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Prisons Department denies
special treatment claims for Duminda
Silva

(Im) The Prisons Department has denied reports
claiming that death row inmate Duminda Silva is
receiving special privileges at the Prison Hospital.
Officials explained that Silva's treatment is based on a
recommendation from the Director of Sri
Jayewardenepura Hospital, following advice from the
specialist who initially treated him.

The department has initiated an inquiry with the
Director General of Health Services to assess whether
Silva should continue receiving treatment at the Prison
Hospital, with a medical board appointed to evaluate
his condition. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Saman Devalaya staff on strike
over political appointment

(Im) The administrative body and Kapu Mahaththaya of
the Sabaragamuwa Maha Saman Devalaya, an
important Buddhist temple in Ratnapura, have
stepped down in protest against the appointment of S.
V. Chandrasinghe as acting Basnayake Nilame. The
Basnayake Nilame is the head of the temple’s
administration, responsible for overseeing its affairs
and rituals. The Kapu Mahaththaya, or chief priests,
lead ceremonies for the temple's deity.

Chandrasinghe's appointment, made by the
Commissioner General of Buddhist Affairs after the
former Basnayake Nilame's term ended, is opposed by
the temple officials, who argue it is politically
motivated and breaches the Buddhist Temporalities
Ordinance. The temple staff has staged a silent
protest, calling for the appointment process to follow
traditional practices. [Daily Miror]

Sri Lanka: 'Jean Aunty’, husband
hospitalized after assault

(Im) Social media activist 'Jean Aunty' and her husband
were assaulted by two men on January 3 at their home
in Enderamulla. The attackers, believed to be linked to
drug-related activities, used sticks to target the
husband's leg before assaulting Jean Aunty.

Jean Aunty suspects the attack is in retaliation for her
social media posts exposing drug trafficking and
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alleged police connections in the area. She has called
for swift action from the government. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Economic crisis drives rise in
online prostitution among women

(Im) Sri Lanka’s ongoing economic crisis has driven
many women to online prostitution due to soaring
living costs and limited job opportunities. The National
Women's Unity NGO reports that nearly 40,000
housewives have turned to online prostitution since
2022, with charges for services ranging from LKR 3,000
(USD 9) to LKR 10,000 (USD 30) per hour.

The crisis, worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic, led to
widespread job losses, particularly in garment
factories, leaving many women with no income. The
number of spas and wellness centers has also
increased, with only 6,000 out of 10,000
establishments officially registered.

Many women have also resorted to loans from
microfinance companies, with 2.4 million women
among the 2.8 million borrowers. Due to the inability
to repay loans, some have tragically committed suicide
or become victims of sexual abuse. The NGO urges the
government to empower women and support their
self-employment efforts to alleviate the crisis. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government considers
deporting Rohingya refugees

(raa) The Sri Lankan government is considering the
deportation of Rohingya refugees who recently arrived
in Mullaitivu. Minister of Public Security and
Parliamentary Affairs, Ananda Wijepala, confirmed that
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been in contact with
Myanmar's government, sharing the list of names of
the refugees. The government intends to follow legal
procedures and engage in discussions with Myanmar
authorities before proceeding with deportation.

The refugees arrived on December 19, with 115
people, including 103 seeking asylum, after their multi-
day trawler drifted towards the coast of Mullivaikkal in
Mullaitivu. The group will remain in Mullaitivu until the
discussions with Myanmar authorities are completed.
[Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Government reports record tax
revenue in 2024, but misses target

(axc) Sri Lanka's tax revenue reached an all-time high
of LKR 1.958 trillion (USD 5.93 billion) in 2024, marking
a 25 percent increase from the previous year.
However, while the revenue exceeded previous
records, it fell short of the ambitious target set as part
of Sri Lanka's economic recovery plan, which includes
measures agreed upon with the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).

The increase was driven primarily by higher income tax
collections, which amounted to LKR 1.023 trillion (USD
3.06 billion), and a notable rise in Value Added Tax
(VAT), which contributed LKR 714.7 billion (USD 2.15
billion). Other key sources included the Social Security
Contribution Tax (LKR 187 billion / USD 0.56 billion),
betting and gaming taxes (LKR 14.9 billion / USD 45
million), and taxes from stock transactions and various
other sources. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

In related updates, United Republican Front (URF)
leader Patali Champika Ranawaka criticized the
government's new tax policy, claiming it would burden
the public and harm the economy. Ranawaka
compared the new tax system to the one introduced
under former President Ranil Wickremesinghe, arguing
it primarily serves the IMF's interests. He noted that
the government's advisors had previously promised to
adjust the IMF program to ease the burden on the
people, but the current policy is the opposite.
Ranawaka also expressed concern over the
government's revenue targets and potential public
sector layoffs. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Customs records revenue
exceeding USD 4.5 billion in 2024

(Im) Sri Lanka Customs has recorded a historic revenue
of over LKR 1.5 trillion (USD 4.5 billion) for 2024,
surpassing previous records. By the end of December
31, 2024, the revenue was projected to reach LKR
1.515 trillion (USD 4.56 billion), bringing the
organization close to the government's target of LKR
1.533 trillion (USD 4.6 billion) for the year.

This achievement is attributed to effective government
tax policies, increased imports, and significant reforms
within the Customs administration, which helped
streamline the tax collection process. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Government launches USD 2.53
million scheme to tap migrant worker
savings

(Im) The Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment
(SLBFE) has unveiled a LKR 744.75 million (USD 2.53
million) entrepreneurship development scheme aimed
at encouraging returning migrant workers to reinvest
their savings in local businesses. The initiative seeks to
bolster the economy by promoting production,
exports, and job creation through targeted
investments.

The program, spread across 311 Divisional
Secretariats, offers financial grants of LKR 250,000
(USD 850), LKR 500,000 (USD 1,700), and LKR 1,000,000
(USD 3,400) for eligible business proposals, depending
on the investment scale. Priority will be given to
ventures focusing on production and exports, with an
emphasis on generating both direct and indirect
employment opportunities.

Eligibility requires applicants to have completed at
least two years of overseas employment and to
propose either new or existing business ventures.
Applications, along with necessary documentation,
must be submitted to the respective Divisional
Secretariat offices by February 28, 2025. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: SriLankan Airlines authorities
asked to submit plan for development

(raa) The new Sri Lankan government has requested
SriLankan Airlines to present a comprehensive five-
year development plan for the national carrier. This
directive marks a shift from the previous
administration’s approach, which initially explored
privatization and alternate methods to address the
airline's financial challenges.

The government, formed following the September 21,
2024 presidential election, has decided to prioritize
development over privatization. Officials have
emphasized the need for a robust business strategy to
sustain and enhance the airline's operations.

Despite its historically challenging financial situation,
SriLankan Airlines reported a profit of LKR 1.124 billion
(USD 3.82 million) for the nine months ending
December 31, 2023, according to the 2023 budget
position report. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Birth rate drops significantly to
250,000

(Im) The annual birth rate in Sri Lanka has dropped
significantly to 250,000, down from 350,000 previously.
This decline is reflected in reduced grade one
enrolment numbers in schools. Contributing factors
include the migration of young people, many of whom
are either unwilling to marry or have children due to
the ongoing economic crisis.

The reduced birth rate could lead to a future workforce
shortage and a rise in the elderly population. Concerns
have been raised about the increasing prevalence of
conditions like autism, cancer, and diabetes among
children, as well as developmental issues exacerbated
by excessive screen time. There is a call to prioritize
the well-being of the current child population, focusing
on nutrition and proper care. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: University system crippled by
teacher shortage

(Im) Sri Lanka's university system is struggling due to a
significant shortage of qualified teachers, with about
1,000 academics leaving the country recently due to
high taxes and the economic crisis. Minister of Public
Administration Chandana Abayarathna acknowledged
that many teaching positions, particularly in medical
faculties, remain vacant.

The shortage is particularly acute in natural sciences,
with the University Grants Commission overseeing 18
institutions. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government to reassess rice
pricing after imports, while rice shortage
impacts schools

(Im) The Sri Lanka government, through the Consumer
Affairs Authority (CAA), will reconsider the maximum
retail price (MRP) for rice only after assessing the
situation following the import of 90,000 tons of rice,
expected to arrive by January 10. CAA Chairman
Hemantha Samarakoon stated that the MRP for rice
will be reviewed once the imports have alleviated the
shortage, and raids will continue on vendors selling
rice above the set prices. Currently, the MRP for white
rice is LKR 215 (wholesale) (USD 0.64) and LKR 230
(retail) (USD 0.69), while Nadu rice is priced at LKR 225
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(wholesale) (USD 0.68) and LKR 230 (retail) (USD 0.69).
[Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, a rice shortage has affected school meal
provisions, as evidenced by Debarara Junior School in
Wellawaya, where students were served wheat flour
roti and dates instead of the usual rice and curry. The
contractor explained that the rice supplier had closed,
forcing the change in meal options. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Prime Minister reviews
progress of World Bank-supported
education projects

(raa) Prime Minister Dr. Harini Amarasuriya recently
reviewed the progress of projects under the World
Bank-supported program aimed at modernizing the
country's school education system. During a discussion
with officials from the Ministry of Education, the focus
was placed on improving student hygiene and
enhancing the Information Technology curriculum for
secondary education. [Daily News]

Sri Lanka: Wanigasuriya appointed Chief
National Intelligence

(sl) Ruwan Wanigasooriya, a retired Major General, has
been appointed as the new Chief of National
Intelligence in Sri Lanka. He received his letter of
appointment from Defence Secretary Air Vice Marshal
Sampath Thuyacontha on January 1 and commenced
his duties at the Defence Ministry.

Wanigasooriya, a distinguished alumnus of Ananda
College, Colombo, and the Sri Lanka Military Academy,
Diyatalawa, has had a long and distinguished military
career. He served in various command, staff, and
instructional roles, including as a United Nations
Military Observer in Congo and as Military Spokesman.
He commanded two brigades during Sri Lanka's
Humanitarian Operations in the Northern region and
later contributed significantly to military training and
education. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Former army chief Fonseka
dismisses rumors of threat to Mahinda
Rajapaksa
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(Im) Field Marshal Sarath Fonseka, a former Sri Lankan
Army chief and politician, responded to rumors about
life threats to former President Mahinda Rajapaksa,
stating that no one would be foolish enough to use
drones for such an act.

Fonseka, who has held significant military roles,
including leading Sri Lanka’s forces during the civil war,
dismissed concerns about assassination attempts,
citing that even during the war, the LTTE did not
attempt to target Rajapaksa.

He also recalled his own experience of military security
being withdrawn in 2010 after Rajapaksa’s election,
questioning why he was not protected despite facing
threats. Fonseka further shared that during his time in
prison, he was placed alongside LTTE members
without any special security measures. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Navy seizes drugs and
contraband worth over USD 87.3 million in
2024

(Im) The Sri Lanka Navy seized contraband valued at
more than LKR 28 billion (USD 87.3 million) in 2024,
arresting 407 individuals—both Sri Lankan and foreign
nationals—Ilinked to drug trafficking, human
smuggling, and other illicit activities.

These efforts align with the Navy's commitment to the
"Clean Sri Lanka" initiative for 2025, aiming to combat
illegal trade and enhance maritime security. [Daily
Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Two arrested at BIA for
smuggling cigarettes worth over USD
158,000

(Im) Two suspects were arrested at Bandaranaike
International Airport (BIA) for attempting to smuggle
cigarettes valued at LKR 50.9 million (USD 158,000).
The suspects, aged 24 and 23, were intercepted by
Police Narcotics Bureau officers after arriving from
Muscat, Oman. [Daily Mirror]

Constitutional Law and
-Politics, Human Rights
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Brunei: Assistant narcotics officer admits
to corruption charges

(ga) Ali Iskandar, a 45-year-old assistant narcotics
officer, pleaded guilty to five counts of corruption
under Section 12B of the Prevention of Corruption Act,
with two additional offences considered. Investigations
revealed that between June and August 2023, he
disclosed confidential Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB)
operational information to a drug supplier in exchange
for lower drug prices and to protect the supplier from
enforcement actions.

The Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB) confirmed that the
defendant disclosed sensitive information on seven
occasions. Initially denying the charges in March 2024,
Iskandar changed his plea to guilty on December 26,
2024. [Borneo Bulletin 1]

In another case, a 33-year-old prison warden pleaded
guilty to two corruption charges under Section 6(a) of
the Prevention of Corruption Act, Chapter 131. The
charges involve facilitating unauthorized
communications between a prisoner at Maraburong
Prison and external individuals via letters, without
approval from the Officer-in-Charge of the Prisons
Department.

Investigations by the Anti-Corruption Bureau (ACB)
revealed that Azizan received bribes in return for his
actions. [Borneo Bulletin 2]

Brunei: Directors held personally liable for
costs in corporate litigation case
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(ga) The Court of Appeal has ruled that two directors of
Malysia-based Putratec Sdn Bhd, a company primarily
engaged in import activities, must personally pay the
costs of a legal dispute with Aker Solutions company
after their company was unable to fund its litigation.
The court found that the directors had directly funded
and managed the litigation, warranting the lifting of
the corporate veil.

Aker Solutions argued that Putratec's financial
difficulties made it a facade and sought to hold the
directors liable. Putratec opposed, citing improper
service of documents and denying direct funding or
control of the case by the directors. However, the court
dismissed these objections, stating that the directors
were aware of the application and sufficiently involved.

The judgement, delivered on June 13, concluded that
the directors stood to benefit from the litigation's
outcome and were responsible for its costs. The appeal
was dismissed, and Putratec was also ordered to cover
the appeal costs. The case was heard by Chief Justice
Steven Chong, Justices Michael Lunn, and Sir Peter
Gross. [Borneo Bulletin]

Brunei: Central Bank releases second 2024
Policy Statement on economy and finance

(ga) Brunei Darussalam Central Bank (BDCB) has
released its second semi-annual policy statement for
2024, highlighting economic and financial updates. The
domestic economy grew by 6.4 percent in the first half
of 2024, driven by an 8.3 percent rise in the oil and gas
sector and 4.8 percent growth in the non-oil and gas
sector. Inflation for 2024 is forecasted between -0.7
percent and 0.3 percent, aided by global disinflation
trends and the Brunei dollar’s parity with the
Singapore dollar.

The financial sector’s total assets reached BND 24.3
billion (USD 17.74 billion) in Q3 2024, with 58.7 percent
held by Islamic finance. The banking industry-
maintained resilience with a Capital Adequacy Ratio of
21.7 percent, despite a slight decline in profitability.

To support digital and capital market development, the
BDCB amended the Money Remittance Licensing
Criteria and issued new reporting guidelines for capital
market intermediaries. [Brunei Darussalam Central
Bank]
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Brunei: Operations against drug crime
lead to arrest of 18 suspects

(dgl) An operation of the Narcotics Control Bureau
(NCB) carried out in December dismantled a drug
trafficking syndicate. The syndicate distributed
methylamphetamine in Tutong District, one of Brunei's
four districts, and supplied it to drug dealers in Tutong
and Belait districts, with drugs procured from a
neighboring country using recruited runners.

On December 3, the NCB intercepted two locals
attempting to smuggle 501.41g of
methylamphetamine. Follow-up operations on
December 3 and 8 in Tutong District led to the arrest of
six more individuals. The ringleader was apprehended
on December 19 during a raid. Simultaneous raids in
the district resulted in the arrest of nine others linked
to the syndicate.

In total, 18 individuals, including 14 locals and four
permanent residents, were detained for drug abuse
and trafficking. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia: Government dismisses report
on corruption in public road project

(dqgl) The Ministry of Public Works and Transport has
refuted false report published on January 2 by The
Cambodia Daily, which claimed irregularities in the
procurement process for the National Road No. 4
project. The report alleged that the project director
and World Bank representative received bribes
exceeding USD 1 million.

In an official statement, the ministry clarified that the
43-kilometer section of National Road No. 4, between
km 143+000 and km 186+000, was awarded as a
"repair and maintenance contract" to a foreign
construction company on May 30, 2022. However, due
to the company's failure to meet deadlines, the
Ministry canceled the contract and confiscated a
deposit of USD 969,857 as a penalty.

The ministry emphasized that the procurement
process was conducted transparently, following World
Bank procedures and the Royal Government of
Cambodia's guidelines. The Inter-Ministerial
Procurement Review Committee, composed of
representatives from the Ministry of Public Works and
Transport and the Ministry of Economy and Finance,
did not engage in any negotiations involving bribes.
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The ministry further stated that the successful
candidate for the project has not been announced as
of January 2 and reiterated its commitment to
adhering to established procedures for all
infrastructure projects. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Deputy Commander of Takeo
Provincial Military under arrest for
bribery

(sal) The Royal Cambodian Military Police has revealed
that Colonel Nget Chanthy, Deputy Commander of the
Royal Cambodian Military Police in Takeo Province, and
Lieutenant General Sin Sovannarith, Assistant to the
Provincial Narcotics Bureau, were implicated in
accepting bribes to overlook drug trafficking and illegal
gambling.

In early November 2024, the Kandal Provincial Military
Police, in collaboration with the National Military
Police, investigated a murder case in Ari Yaktra City,
Kandal Province. Four suspects were arrested for
torture, brutality, and drug distribution. Seized
evidence included 7 kilograms of drugs, firearms, and
drug-related materials.

The case was forwarded to Kandal Provincial Court,
and further investigations led to the identification of
three Takeo Provincial Military Police officers involved
in the bribery.

On January 1 these officers were arrested. They were
Colonel Nget Chanthy, 2nd Lieutenant Luy Sarum, and
Lieutenant Sin Sovannarith. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Foreigner passing in Phnom
Penh Street calls for investigation

(sal) Police are investigating the death of a foreign
national found in front of a residence on a street in
Phnom Penh on January 2.

According to local residents, the man appeared unwell
while sitting near a metal cart in front of the apartment
building. Witnesses reported that he was lying down,
coughing, and experiencing difficulty breathing before
becoming unresponsive. By the time medical
personnel from Ang Duong Hospital arrived, the man
had already passed away.
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The police department and forensic teams are
conducting an ongoing investigation into the
circumstances surrounding his death. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Optimism grows for increased
SEZ exports and foreign investment

(dqgl) Business insiders have expressed optimism about
increased revenue from Cambodia’s Special Economic
Zones (SEZs) in the year ahead. This follows reports
Ministry of Commerce according to which more than
USD 5.4 billion in exports from 16 SEZs was recorded

in the first 11 months of 2024 and 49 SEZ projects were
approved by the Cambodia Development Council
(CDC). Of these, 26 are currently operational,
employing over 183,000 workers.

The Sihanoukville Special Economic Zone (SSEZ) leads
with USD 1.49 billion in exports, followed by the Royal
Group Phnom Penh SEZ at USD 1.08 billion. Other
notable SEZs include Qi Lu Jian Pu Jay SEZ, Manhattan
SEZ, and Cambodian Zhejiang Guoji SEZ.

Prime Minister Hun Manet, for his part, confirmed the
government's commitment to creating specialized SEZs
for countries like Japan, South Korea, and India, as well
as for industries such as green technologies and digital
sectors. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Drop in banana export in 2024
reported

(dgl) Cambodia earned nearly USD 140 million from
exporting fresh bananas in the first 11 months of 2024.
This marks a nearly 10 percent decline compared to
the same period in 2023. The General Department of
Customs and Excise (GDCE) reported an 11.2 percent
drop in export value, from USD 156.2 million in 2023 to
USD 138.71 million in 2024.

China remained the dominant market, importing 94.7
percent of the exports, valued at approximately USD
131.41 million. Smaller markets included Japan (USD
5.91 million), Vietnam (USD 0.98 million), South Korea
(USD 0.33 million), and Thailand (USD 0.04 million).

The decline is attributed to two main factors:
unfavorable weather conditions that reduced yields
and a 10 percent drop in banana prices.

Prices for a 13.5 kg carton of bananas dropped from
USD 10 to USD 11 early in the year to USD 8 to USD 9
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by mid-year, reflecting a 10 percent decline from 2023.

In 2023, Cambodia exported about 290,000 tons of
fresh bananas, a 21 percent decrease from 2022. [The
Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: Anti-logging operation seizes
nearly 300 planks

(dgl) Environmental rangers and military officers
uncovered 285 sawn planks and uncut logs in the Prey
Lang Wildlife Sanctuary in Stung Treng province during
a four-day crackdown that ran from December 29 to
January 1. The operation, aimed at combating illegal
logging in Siem Bouk commune, led to the discovery of
35 felled hardwood trees and three tractors, along with
a chainsaw. The total haul amounted to approximately
nine cubic meters of timber. However, the
perpetrators, believed to be from Kampong Thom
province, managed to flee the scene.

The provincial Department of Environment explained
that the logs were likely intended for local housing
construction rather than commercial use. Despite the
remote location, the operation yielded evidence, and
authorities are preparing a case for court.

In 2024, over 70 similar cases were forwarded to the
courts, mostly related to illegal deforestation for land
ownership.

In a separate operation, environment rangers at the
Veal Pi Outpost in Koh Kong province intercepted an
illegal shipment of 1,300 kg of yellow vine, a critically
endangered plant, on December 31. [The Phnom Penh
Post]

Cambodia: MoEYS offers financial aid to
primary school teacher

(sal) The Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sports
(MoEYS), in collaboration with UNESCO, is offering a
scholarship opportunity for educators to pursue a
master’s degree in specialized primary education at
Phnom Penh Teacher Education College. This initiative,
supported by the Global Partnership for Education,
aims to strengthen teacher education in Cambodia.

The MoEYS will select candidates who do not already
hold a master’s degree. The program, which begins in
February 2025, will cover tuition fees, accommodation,
meals, and travel expenses. To be eligible, applicants
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must hold a bachelor’s degree in education, be under
50 years old, and currently be employed.

The application deadline is January 23, 2025. Interested
candidates are encouraged to contact the school's
administrative team for further information. [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia: Siem reap fish exports
experience growth in Australian market

(mfr) Home Taste Food Enterprise, a fish processing
company based in Siem Reap province, has shipped its
second batch of processed fish products to Australia,
showcasing its growing presence in international
markets. Founder Sim Sereirath confirmed that over 3
tons of processed fish were exported in collaboration
with Polycell (Cambodia) Co., Ltd, on December 24. The
shipment is expected to arrive in Australia next week.

This follows the company’s inaugural export in April
2023, when 4.7 tons of processed fish were sent to
Australia, marking the enterprise as the first
Cambodian firm to export fish products abroad.

The enterprise aims to expand further into European
markets and is in discussions with potential EU
partners. According to the Ministry of Commerce,
Cambodia exported fish products worth USD 930,000
from January to November 2024, an 86% increase
compared to 2023. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Preah Sihanouk set to become
ASEAN hub by 2038

(mfr) Preah Sihanouk province is projected to become
a key industrial and logistics hub in the ASEAN region
within the next 15 years, with its GDP per capita
expected to exceed USD 13,000. This forecast follows
the success of the recent Investment Summit, ‘Preah
Sihanouk Province: Cambodia’s Rising Star,” and
highlights the region’s rapid development.

The initiative to transform Preah Sihanouk into a
Model Multi-purpose Special Economic Zone could
attract over USD 420 billion in investments over the
next 15 years. The development will focus on industry,
logistics, trade, tourism, and finance sectors. In 2023,
the province's economic output reached USD 1.61
billion, with a growth rate of 4 percent and a poverty
rate of just 1.22 percent. Plans also include tax
incentives, customs adjustments, and a strategic focus
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on infrastructure, drawing from examples of major
cities like Shenzhen and Singapore.

Projections suggest that by 2038, Preah Sihanouk will
house nearly one million residents, attract 5.4 million
tourists annually, and contribute 10 percnt to
Cambodia’s national GDP. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: Commune police posts to
increase officer numbers

(dqgl) The Ministry of Interior plans to increase
commune-level police officers to at least ten per post
by 2025-2026 to improve public services and safety, as
announced by Minister Sar Sokha on December 31.
Currently, many posts operate with around five
officers, leaving them overburdened and understaffed
for their population and geographic responsibilities.
Officers often work extended hours, handling tasks
such as traffic management, maintaining order,
addressing youth delinquency, and combating drug
use.

The ministry aims to alleviate these challenges and
enhance crime prevention, particularly addressing
youth-related issues.

Observers, including Yong Kim Eng, president of the
People’s Center for Development and Peace, have
expressed support for the initiative but emphasized
the need for a clear division of responsibilities among
officers.

Kim Eng pointed to the challenge of officers being
reassigned outside their communes, further straining
resources. He recommended prioritizing recruitment
of full-time sworn officers over contracted personnel to
ensure effective law enforcement and avoid disputes
with citizens. He also endorsed commune-level
recruitment as it is more aligned with community
needs, welcoming the initiative as a step toward
promoting safer communes. [The Phnom Penh Post]

Indonesia: 20 percent parliamentary
threshold for Presidential nomination
repealed

(gk) The Constitutional Court of Indonesia has annulled
a key provision in the 2017 General Elections Law that
required a political party or coalition to secure at least
20 percent of the seats in the House of
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Representatives to nominate a presidential and vice-
presidential candidate. The threshold that is outlined
in Article 222 of the election law was found to be
unconstitutional and discriminatory. This landmark
ruling potentially simplifies the nomination process
and reduces the intense political bargaining that
previously occurred to meet the threshold.

The 20 percent parliamentary threshold, introduced in
the 2008 law and later reinforced by the 2017 law, was
designed to streamline the selection of presidential
candidates by ensuring that only those with substantial
political backing could contest. However, it has faced
criticism for limiting citizens' opportunities to run for
president and for excluding independent candidates,
thereby allowing party leaders to unilaterally shape
presidential nominations. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Ministries sign MoU on waste
management

(gk) Minister of Environment Hanif Nurofig and
Minister of Primary and Secondary Education Amdul
Mu'ti have signed a memorandum of understanding
(MoU) on waste management. The MoU is concerned
with building synergy between both ministries with
regards to responsibility of environment protection.

The ministers noted that the collaboration brings
educators to the forefront of environmental
preservation and also hoped that the MoU will create a
national civilized culture where people can manage
waste properly and be environmentally friendly.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Nutritious Meals Program
rolled out

(gk) Aimed at combating malnutrition and promoting
healthy eating among Indonesian children, the
Nutritious Meals Program (NMP) was launched on
January 6.

The program provides free, nutritious meals to
children in schools across the country. It is one of the
top priorities of President Prabowo Subianto and is
spearheaded by the National Nutrition Agency (NNA).
Key features of the program include high-quality,
balanced meals prepared with locally sourced
ingredients. Central kitchens called Nutrition Services
Provision Centers will play a pivotal role in
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implementing the program in an organized manner.
Nutritional education, meal planning, promoting
healthy habits are some of the additional features.
Food waste will be managed by local partnerships in
association with local environmental protection offices.

The program has received strong support from the
United Nations agencies, including the World Food
Program, the United Nations Children’s Fund and the
Food and Agriculture Organization. International
community partners such as the School Meals
Coalition and the Milan Urban Food Policy Pact
(MUFPP) have also supported this initiative.

This program helps Indonesia get one step closer to
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
particularly Goal 2 on Zero Hunger and Goal 3 on Good
Health and Well-being. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Human Rights Education for
44,000 pardoned prisoners

(Ip) Indonesia's Minister of Human Rights, Natalius
Pigai, announced that 44,000 pardoned inmates will
undergo mandatory education and training programs
focused on human rights, democracy, justice, and
peace. He stated that his team will visit various
correctional facilities to collect data from inmates
participating in these programs.

The Ministry of Human Rights will work closely with the
Ministry of Immigration and Corrections to ensure that
none of these inmates are involved in corruption
cases, whether domestically or internationally.

The education and training programs are available to
four categories of inmates: first, those accused of
treason in Papua who are not affiliated with armed
groups; second, individuals suffering from chronic
ilinesses, such as HIV and mental disorders; third,
those convicted of drug-related offenses; and fourth,
individuals convicted of insulting heads of state or
violating the Information and Electronic Transactions
Law. [Viva News]

Indonesia: Government prepares to
implement mandatory 50 percent
biodiesel (B50) program 2026

(gk) At a press conference, Energy and Mineral
Resources Minister Bahlil Lahadalia informed that the
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Indonesian government is preparing to implement the
mandatory 50 percent biodiesel program (B50) in
2026. Lahadalia expressed optimism that
implementation of this program would increase
Indonesia’s energy reserves and enable it to meet its
domestic energy needs. He noted that the success of
the program will entail complete stoppage in diesel
import while also supporting environmental
sustainability through carbon emissions reduction.

B40 is a mixture of 60 percent diesel fuel and 40
percent biofuel made from palm oil. Similarly, B50 is a
mixture of 50 percent biofuel made from palm oil. As
part of energy transition, the government will
implement mandatory B40 this year.

Though the B40 became mandatory on January 1, the
program is still in transition phase lasting
approximately 1.5 months. The transitionary phase will
be to utilize the remaining stocks and update
technologies. The first phase of the B40 program is
expected to produce 15.6 million kiloliters of biodiesel,
with production continuing in stages throughout the
year. [Antara] [Indonesia Business Post] [Tempo.co]

Indonesia: Oil production reaches 600,000
barrels of oil per day in November-
December 2024

(gk) Energy and Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil
Lahadalia announced that Indonesia's oil production in
November-December 2024 reached 600,000 barrels of
oil per day (BOPD), an increase from 580,000 BOPD in
August 2024.

Historically, oil production targets have not been met
due to a long-term decline in output. In 2020, the
country's oil production reached 707,000 BOPD, but it
declined to 660,000 BOPD in 2021 and continued to
drop to 612,000 BOPD in 2022. In 2023, it further
declined to 606,000 BOPD. Ageing reserves (mature oil
fields), sluggish investments due to regulatory and
policy challenges which eventually led to less
participation from oil and gas contractors, competition
for funding from renewable sources of energy are
some of the top reasons for this low production over
the years.

However, the present government intends to bring
about self-sufficiency, and the recent surge in
production is expected to positively impact the
country's oil performance in 2025. The Indonesian
government has set a target of 605,000 BOPD for 2025,
as outlined in the 2025 State Budget (APBN).
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Minister Lahadalia expressed confidence that the
country’s oil production could surpass this target.
[Jakarta Globe] [Reuters]

Indonesia: Fiscal deficit in 2024 reduced

(gk/lp) On January 2, during the New Year stock
exchange opening event, Finance Minister Sri Mulyani
Indrawati highlighted that the Indonesian government
successfully reduced the fiscal deficit in 2024 to 2.29
percent of GDP, lower than the projected budget
deficit of 2.7 percent.

Additionally, the increasing trajectory of state revenues
in 2024 ensures that Indonesia's economic growth
remains robust, although it fell short of the
government's expectations. The minister explained
that this discrepancy was due to government
expenditures related to the presidential election in
February 2024, development of the new capital city
project, and supplementary welfare programs.
[Reuters] [Antara]

Indonesia: USD 3.82 million seized in
corruption investigation at state-owned
construction company

(gk) During Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK)'s
investigation into alleged corruption at state-owned
construction company PT Pembangunan Perumahan
(PT PP), an approximate amount of USD 3.82 million
has been seized. The confiscated funds include USD
1.3 million in deposits and the rest as cash found in a
safe.

KPK is investigating alleged corruption tied to a project
within PT PP's Engineering, Procurement, and
Construction (EPC) Division between 2022 and 2023.
Preliminary calculations estimate state losses from the
case to be around IDR 80 billion (approximately USD
4.9 million)

The probe, which began on December 9, has identified
two suspects, though their identities have not yet been
disclosed. They have been banned from travelling
outside of Indonesia. [Jakarta Globe] [Indonesia
Business Post]
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Indonesia: Improvement of international
airports required to stay competitive

(Ip) On January 2, during a discussion with Indonesia'’s
airport operator, Injourney Airports, Minister of State-
Owned Enterprises Erick Thohir called for
improvements in the quality of Indonesian airports to
enhance their competitiveness with international
airports worldwide.

He recommended that the improvement efforts begin
with Soekarno-Hatta International Airport and | Gusti
Ngurah Rai Bali International Airport. Thohir
emphasized that such improvements were essential,
as international airports represent the nation’s image
and its ability to offer excellent services and
impressions to foreign visitors. [Antara News ]

He advised that these international airports must meet
global standards by optimizing and renovating existing
terminals and drawing lessons from neighboring
countries like Malaysia and Singapore in terms of
airport facility quality. [Berita Nasional , in Indonesian]

Indonesia: President allocates nearly USD
300 million for Free Health Check-up
program

(gk) President Prabowo Subianto has allocated
approximately USD 289.6 million for the Free Health
Check-up Program.

The program aims to target 60 million Indonesians this
year, and a total of 200 million people over the next
five years. It will be implemented in phases, and is
aimed at covering people who are not only suffering
from cardiovascular diseases, but also other non-
communicable diseases such as hypertension,
cholesterol etc. Different age groups will be covered,
including children, adults, and the elderly. [Antara]

Indonesia: President Prabowo Subianto
approves six-month rice aid program

(gk) President Prabowo Subianto has approved the
distribution of 10 kilogram of rice per recipient for six
months, starting January, as announce by the head of
the National Food Agency (Bapanas), Arief Adi. The
assistance program is part of the government's poverty
alleviation efforts.
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The move aims to increase the allocation of food
assistance for low-income groups and also maintain
balance at both the upstream and downstream levels.
The government is collaborating with the State
Logistics Agency to distribute a total of 960,000 tons of
rice to 16 million food assistance recipients over six
months. Priority will be given to women who head
poor households and elderly individuals who live
alone. [Antara]

Indonesia: Free special schools to be built
for children facing extreme poverty

(gk) President Prabowo Subianto’s government has
announced plans to build free special schools for
children living in extreme poverty.

Coordinating Minister for Community Empowerment
Muhaimin Iskandar informed that currently, this
concept is being tested in three areas within Greater
Jakarta. The schools are being called “People’s Schools”
and are being monitored by the Social Affairs Ministry.
Besides focusing on the welfare of children, the
program also aims to empower parents at the schools.

Iskandar also informed that the schools may be turned
into boarding schools to ensure children’s nutritional
needs are met. [Antara]

Indonesia: Government to set aside USD
1.1 billion for MSMEs, creative economy
players and migrant workers

(gk) The Coordinating Minister for Community
Empowerment Muhaimin Iskandar has announced
that the government has set aside approximately USD
1.1 billion for migrant workers, creative economy
players, and Micro, Small, and Medium Enterprises
(MSMEs).

The funds have been set aside with the aim of boosting
capital accessibility and providing financial assistance
to MSMEs, cooperatives, and migrant workers. The
Minister also informed that the government would
create a special, low-interest loan program for
Indonesian migrant workers, especially those who
need capital for training, plane tickets, and
administrative expenses. [Antara]
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Indonesia: Feasibility study for
Nusantara’s immersed tunnel completed

(gk) The Chief of Nusantara Capital Authority (OIKN)
Basuki Hadimuljono has informed that the feasibility
study for the construction of an underwater toll road in
Nusantara has been completed. He also added that
the design may be ready by the end of 2025, and the
construction after is estimated to take two years. The
tunnel road is part of the Nusantara toll road, which
connects Balikpapan City with Nusantara and is 47
kilometers in length.

Home to major oil refineries and the headquarters of
state-owned oil company Pertamina's regional
operations, Balikpapan City plays an important role in
Indonesia’s oil and gas sector. It is also a key gateway
for trade and transportation in the region due to its
strategic location along the Makassar Strait, with a
major port facilitating the shipment of goods, including
oil, coal, and palm oil.

The government intends to protect the local
environment and build the road according to
Nusantara’s Forest city concept. It will be constructed
in collaboration with South Korea, considering that the
country has experience building an immersed tunnel.
[Antara]

Indonesia: Poverty and unemployment
rates decline in 2024

(gk) At the State Budget Press Conference, Finance
Minister Sri Mulyani Indrawati informed that the
poverty and unemployment rates in Indonesia have
seen a decline in 2024.

She explained that the poverty rate had reduced from
9.36 percent in 2023 to 9.03 percent in 2024. Similarly,
the extreme poverty rates fell from 1.12 percent to
0.83 percent in 2024. A similar trend was seen in the
Gini ratio, that enables one to determine the status of
inequality. It declined from 0.38 in 2023 to 0.37 in
2024. The labor market showed some positive
developments too, with the unemployment rate
decreasing from 5.32 percent in 2023 to 4.91 percent
in 2024. She attributed these changes to the State
Budget that aimed to protect the economy and the
community.

She further noted that 4.78 million new jobs were
created in 2024, including a notable rise in formal
employment by 3.44 million, bringing the total number
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of formal workers to 56.2 million. Main sectors driving
these new job opportunities include the agricultural
sector, where the workforce grew from 39.5 million in
2023 to 40.8 million in 2024. The trade sector saw an
increase in its workforce from 26.6 million to 27.3
million; the manufacturing sector saw an increase in
workers from 19.3 million to 20 million.

Discussing the farmer’s exchange rate, which is an
indicator of the purchasing power of farmers, she
informed that it has risen from a value of 118.2 to
122.78 in 2024, primarily due to increase in supportive
policies such as fertilizer subsidies, expedited
agriculture infrastructure development, food
assistance programs, and stabilization of food prices.
The 2024 rate has surpassed the target set by the
House of Representatives of 105-108. In contrast, the
fisherman’s exchange rate remains below the expected
target of 107-110, standing at 102.35. [Antara]

Indonesia: National preparedness center
to be set up in Jakarta

(gk) Indonesia’s National Counter-Terrorism Agency
(BNPT) is set to establish a National Preparedness
Center in West Jakarta. This facility is designed to
enhance the country's readiness and resilience against
terrorist threats.

In addition to its core mission, the center will serve as
BNPT's main hub for coordinating and rehabilitating
terror convicts. It will also act as a platform for
fostering collaboration among law enforcement
agencies and conducting counter-radicalization
initiatives. [Antara]

Indonesia: Health Ministry reports zero
cases of Human Metapneumovirus
(HMPV)

(gk) The Health Ministry of Indonesia has reported no
finding of any cases of Human Metapneumovirus in
the island nation. However, the public has been asked
to remain vigilant, calm, and implement preventive
measures.

The virus, that is currently spreading in China, causes
respiratory tract infections, with symptoms like
common flu, such as coughing, runny nose, fever, and
shortness of breath. In severe cases, this virus can
cause complications such as bronchitis or pneumonia.
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The virus does not pose a significant threat to healthy
adults, but is riskier for children, elderly, and
individuals with weakened immune systems. Currently,
there is no vaccine or any specific treatment. [Antara]

Laos: Inflation drops in 2024

(dqgl) According to data of the National Statistics
Bureau, Laos's inflation rate decreased to 21.3 percent
in 2024, down from 31.2 percent in 2023. However, the
cost of living remained high, with the Consumer Price
Index rising from 208.3 in 2023 to 243.5 in 2024,
significantly impacting household expenses, especially
in healthcare and food.

In 2023, spending on basic needs, such as food and
non-alcoholic beverages, had the greatest impact on
household budgets. Other expenses, including dining
out, healthcare, and household goods, were also
notably high.

In 2024, while food and beverage prices saw a smaller
increase, healthcare costs became the largest
contributor to rising expenses, driven by higher prices
for imported medical supplies. Although prices for
restaurants and hotels decreased, costs for
accommodation, utilities, and cooking gas rose.

The reduction in inflation was mainly due to less
pressure from exchange rate fluctuations, but the high
costs of healthcare and utilities continue to strain
household budgets, particularly for low-income
consumers. Despite the inflation slowdown, the cost of
living remains a significant concern. [The Laotian
Times]

Laos: Government reports more than
73,000 illegal workers abroad

(dgl) The Lao government reported that over 73,000
Lao workers are currently working abroad illegally,
primarily in neighboring countries, despite efforts to
create domestic job opportunities.

Baikham Khattiya, Vice Minister of the Ministry of
Labour and Social Welfare, stated that between
January and September 2024, the ministry collaborated
with various sectors to fill 20,117 job positions.
Agreements have also been made with countries like
Korea, Japan, and Thailand to send workers abroad

legally.
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Despite these efforts, 224,376 Lao workers remain
abroad, with 73,000 working without proper
documentation.

In mid-2024, Laos faced a domestic labor shortage due
to high inflation and low wages. This led to over
415,000 people migrating abroad for better
opportunities. [The Laotian Times]

Laos: Closure of mine operations of
Chinese-owned company ordered

(dql) Laos has ordered Sino-Agri International Potash
Co., a Chinese-owned company, to cease operations at
its potash mine in Khammouane province and fill two
sinkholes that appeared in December 2024. One
sinkhole, 20 meters wide and 10 meters deep, opened
on Dec. 4 in Pak Peng village, followed by a smaller
sinkhole nearby on Dec. 21. Locals suspect the
sinkholes resulted from mining activity in Nong Bok
district, but the cause remains unclear after a month of
government inspections.

The company has been tasked with filling the
sinkholes, but no determination of fault has been
made, meaning the company may not be required to
pay compensation. Nearby residents are fearful of
further collapses, as the sinkholes are located in rice
fields. A Lao expert warned that underground mining
could lead to more sinkholes in the future, with
potential long-term consequences. [Radio Free Asia]

Laos: Large majority of 2024 criminal case
relate to drug trafficking and dealing

(dqgl) According to the Lao Ministry of Public Security,
the Laos police handled 7,350 criminal cases, resolving
6,519, primarily related to drug trafficking and dealing,
in 2024. Of these, 3,771 cases involved drug
consumption, possession, sale, or trafficking. A total of
9,860 people were arrested, including 344 foreign
nationals. [The Laotian Times 1]

In a separate report, Lao authorities dismantled nine
call center fraud operations in the Golden Triangle
Special Economic Zone (SEZ), leading to the arrest of
267 individuals from 16 countries in 2024, as disclosed
by Anousin Sackpaseuth, Head of the Public Security
Office at the SEZ, shared the results in an annual
report on December 30.
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The crackdown, targeting fraudulent call centers in the
SEZ, involved close coordination with both domestic
and international law enforcement, including agencies
from China and Vietnam.

In addition to the arrests, authorities seized thousands
of pieces of fraud-related equipment. In June, 280
Chinese nationals were deported after over 450
computers and 1,300 mobile phones were confiscated.
In August, 14 Indian nationals were rescued from a
cyber-scam ring in Bokeo, raising the total number of
rescued Indians to 548 by year's end. Another
operation that month targeted 46 businesses involved
in telecommunication fraud. [The Laotian Times 2]

Malaysia: Former Prime Minister Najib
wins appeal for house arrest

(oc) Malaysia's appeals court has granted jailed former
Prime Minister Najib Razak access to a document that
could support his request to serve his sentence at
home. In a rare victory for the disgraced leader at the
center of the 1MDB scandal, a three-member bench
ruled 2-1 to allow Najib's appeal. The court stated that
there was no challenge to the existence of the decree,
and thus no justification for not complying with it.

Najib, serving time for his role in the multibillion-dollar
1MDB scandal, had previously appealed a lower court's
decision that dismissed his claim regarding a royal
order for house arrest. In February 2024, Malaysia's
pardons board, under then-King Al-Sultan Abdullah
Ahmad Shah, halved Najib's 12-year sentence to six
years, sparking public controversy. Najib claimed that
an addendum to the order granted house arrest, which
authorities failed to execute.

The Home Ministry confirmed that no notification
about Najib's possible home detention was received
from the former king or the pardons board. According
to the constitution, Malaysia’s rotating monarch has
the power to grant pardons upon the advice of the
board.

Najib, convicted in 2020 for criminal breach of trust
and abuse of power related to 1TMDB
misappropriation, remains on trial in other related
cases. He denies any wrongdoing, despite
investigations estimating USD 4.5 billion was stolen
from 1MDB, with over USD 1 billion funneled to
accounts linked to him. [Aljazeera] [Independent]
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Malaysia: PM’s defamation case against
MP postponed to October 2026

(oc) A defamation case filed by Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim against Pendang MP Solahuddin Hashim has
been postponed until October 2026. The trial was
originally scheduled for February 2025, but due to
business commitments abroad, Anwar decided to
request a postponement.

The defamation lawsuit, filed by Ibrahim in March
2023, stems from a statement Hashim made in
Parliament on February 21, 2023. Anwar, who serves
as the chairman of the Pakatan Harapan (PH) party,
described the comments as defamatory. Anwar claims
that the Pendang MP's remarks were intended to incite
public hatred and have damaged his reputation, which
is particularly significant given his current leadership of
the Malaysian government.

Anwar seeks compensation for the alleged harm
caused by these comments. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Health minister launches
campaign on reducing salt consumption

(oc) The Health Ministry (MOH) is launching a campaign
to reduce salt intake among Malaysians, according to
Health Minister Dzulkefly Ahmad. Excessive salt
consumption is a major contributor to chronic diseases
and premature deaths in the country. Dzulkefly
emphasized that reducing salt intake is a sound
investment, with every MYR 1 spent on this initiative
estimated to save MYR 60 in healthcare costs.

Currently in the planning stage, the Nutrition and
Public Health Divisions will collaborate to address salt
consumption. This initiative builds on previous efforts
targeting sugar and tobacco to promote a healthier
society.

A 2023 World Health Organization report revealed that
excessive sodium intake contributes to 1.89 million
diet-related deaths annually, underscoring the
importance of sodium reduction as a cost-effective
health strategy. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: MACC enhances cryptocurrency
investigation capabilities
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(ga) The Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission
(MACC) is enhancing its capabilities to investigate
cryptocurrency-related corruption cases as digital
currencies like Bitcoin and Ethereum become tools for
illicit activities. Chief Commissioner Azam Baki stated
that MACC is focusing on specialized training, acquiring
advanced technology, and collaborating with
international bodies such as INTERPOL and the Digital
Forensic Working Group (KKFD).

The commission is upgrading its digital forensic
laboratories under the 13th Malaysia Plan to
strengthen investigations involving mobile phones,
computers, audio-visual materials, and documents.
Additionally, MACC plans to establish a registered
organization to unify digital forensic experts across
Malaysia.

With a 2025 budget allocation increase to MYR 360
million (USD 80.72 million), MACC aims to address
complex corruption cases, particularly in
cryptocurrency. The agency also prioritizes optimizing
its polygraph examination team's role in gathering and
verifying information during investigations. Currently,
MACC has 16 trained polygraph examiners. [Bernama]

Malaysia: New social media licensing
framework enters into force

(oc) The Class Licence for Application Service Providers
(CASP) for social media providers, a key initiative under
the Communications and Multimedia Act 1998, came
into effect on January 1. This licensing measure,
enforced by the Malaysian Communications and
Multimedia Commission (MCMC), aims to enhance
online safety, protect users, and strengthen regulatory
oversight of social media and messaging platforms.

As of January 1, 2025, all platforms with at least eight
million registered users in Malaysia must secure the
license. Non-compliance by the deadline may resultin
legal action. Telegram and Tencent (WeChat) have
already submitted their licensing applications.

Communications Minister Fahmi Fadzil emphasized the
importance of licensing to address online issues such
as cyberbullying and child grooming. The ministry will
monitor compliance and enforce age restrictions on
platforms.

In December 2024, amendments to Act 588 were
approved, raising penalties for CASP license holders
from RM MYR 50,000 (USD 11,000) to MYR 1 million
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(USD 220,000). These changes aim to reflect current
needs in regulating online content.

The move follows incidents like the suicide of a TikTok
influencer due to cyberbullying. Additionally, in
December 2024, the police and MCMC launched "OP
PEDO," an operation targeting online sexual crimes,
leading to the arrest of 13 individuals and the seizure
of nearly 40,000 items of child sexual abuse material
(CSAM) and adult pornography. [Bernamal

Malaysia: Minister Hannah Yeoh faces 157
police reports filed over her book

(oc) Police are set to record a statement from Youth
and Sports Minister Hannah Yeoh following the filing of
over 100 police reports regarding her book, Becoming
Hannah: A Personal Journey. The reports were
submitted after several NGOs called on the Home
Ministry to ban the book, claiming it could threaten
national security.

Deputy Police Chief Datuk Azry Akmar Ayob confirmed
that 157 reports have been received from various
states, including Negri Sembilan, Pahang, and
Selangor. So far, statements from 45 individuals have
been recorded. Authorities plan to interview Yeoh in
the coming days.

The reports are under preliminary investigation, and
earlier, Yeoh, an open Christian, filed a police report
against the spread of videos and messages suggesting
she aimed to convert Muslims or turn Malaysia into a
Christian nation. She described these claims as
malicious and potentially damaging to her defamation
case against former Inspector-General of Police Tan Sri
Musa Hassan. [New Strait Times]

Malaysia: PM introduces “Visit Malaysia
2026" to develop tourism

(oc) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has launched the
“Visit Malaysia 2026" campaign, emphasizing the need
for sustainable tourism that benefits both the
economy and local communities. He stressed the
importance of balancing development with nature to
achieve a high quality of life while adopting sustainable
practices.

Anwar outlined the campaign's goal of promoting
tourism that is environmentally and community-
friendly, contributing to economic growth and
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providing meaningful experiences for visitors. He
noted that the benefits would extend beyond tourism,
positively impacting sectors such as hospitality,
transport, retail, and food industries, with both urban
and rural areas sharing in the economic gains.

The government aims to attract 35.6 million visitors
and generate USD 32 billion in revenue, goals Anwar
believes are realistic and achievable. [Malay Mail]

Malaysia: Palestinian protests in Kuala
Lumpur confirmed by military

(oc) The Malaysian Armed Forces confirmed an
incident at the Wisma Transit Kuala Lumpur facility on
January 5, involving Palestinians protesting for a faster
return to their home country. The incident involved
property damage, as shown in videos shared on social
media.

The military reported no injuries or altercations,
though minor damage to furniture occurred. After
receiving reports, military personnel engaged with the
protesters, and the situation was resolved with the
individuals dispersing.

Palestinian Ambassador to Malaysia, Walid Abu Ali,
expressed disappointment over the incident,
emphasizing it was against their cultural values. He
confirmed that the Malaysian government and the
Palestinian embassy are working to assist the
Palestinians.

The Wisma Transit facility previously housed over 127
Palestinians affected by the Gaza conflict, with injured
individuals treated at Tuanku Mizan Armed Forces
Hospital. [Channel News Asia]

Myanmar: Junta leader vows to transfer
power after election

(hw) Senior General Min Aung Hlaing, Chairman of the
State Administration Council, has pledged to transfer
power following the general election. He made this
commitment in his Independence Day speech, where
he outlined that the transfer of power is one of five key
actions planned by his military administration.

He also explained that his government is providing
population data from the national census to the Union
Election Commission to help compile the voter list.
Additionally, he reiterated his call for armed groups to
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lay down their weapons and engage in political
dialogue.

Myanmar's parallel government, the National Unity
Government, along with some armed groups, has
already rejected Min Aung Hlaing's plan to hold an
election. [BBC, in Burmese] [Democratic Voice of
Burma, in Burmese] [The Nation]

Myanmar: Discussion among political
groups yields a seven-point consensus

(hw) Members of political groups convened at a
seaside resort in Myanmar to discuss the current
political situation, resulting in a seven-point consensus
among the participants. One of the attendees, U Mya
Aye, a member of the 88 Generation political group,
did not specify when the discussion took place but
revealed that the meeting included all domestic
political groups, with the exception of some political
parties. [Western News, in Burmese] Another report
claims the meeting occurred on September 28, 2024,
and was attended by 40 participants. [Western News,
in Burmese] [Democratic Voice of Burma, in Burmesel].

The agreed-upon points include the establishment of a
federal union, the involvement of a federal democratic
consensus acceptable to all relevant stakeholders, the
creation of a practical timeframe for political dialogue,
the release of political prisoners, including former
State Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi, the cessation of all
hostilities, the formation of a body to manage the
political transition process, and the need for
cooperation with international actors in post-conflict
reconstruction and rehabilitation. [BBC, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Financial giant unveils plans
for reparation and mobile application
maintenance

(hw) KBZ Bank, a major financial institution in
Myanmar, has announced a plan to compensate
customers who lost money due to an alleged hack of
their mobile banking accounts. Additionally, the bank
revealed plans to place the mobile banking application
under maintenance, particularly the feature that allows
customers to log into their accounts from multiple
devices. [BBC, in Burmese] [Radion Free Asia, in
Burmese]
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The announcement followed allegations on social
media that money had been transferred from users'
accounts without their knowledge. Victims were
reluctant to file complaints with the police due to the
requirement that their mobile phones must be left at
the police station. [Eleven Media, in Burmese]

The Central Bank also announced that it had been
investigating the issue and issued a warning against
using unauthorized financial transaction applications.

Myanmar: Military government releases
nearly 6000 prisoners on Independence
Day

(anl/hw) Myanmar’s military junta released 5,864
prisoners, including 180 foreign nationals, under a
general amnesty to mark the country’s 77th
Independence Day on January 4. This annual tradition
commemorates Myanmar's liberation from British
colonial rule on January 4, 1948.

Authorities stated that the amnesty aimed to promote
public peace and was granted for humanitarian
reasons. Among those released were 144 inmates
serving life sentences, whose sentences were reduced
to 15 years, and 180 foreign prisoners who were
pardoned and will be deported. The junta cited
bilateral relations and humanitarian grounds for the
release of foreign detainees. However, the exact
number of political prisoners released remains
uncertain.

The Political Prisoners Network of Myanmar (PPNM)
confirmed the release of 37 political detainees from
five prisons, based on initial reports. As of January 3,
the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP)
reported that over 28,000 people have been arrested
for political reasons since the coup, with 21,499 still in
detention. Ko Thaik Tun Oo, a committee member of
PPNM, estimated that less than 10 percent of political
prisoners were released. The AAPP also urges
increased global pressure on Myanmar's military
council, stressing the need for the immediate and
unconditional release of all political prisoners.
[Mizzimal]

Myanmar: Inadequate healthcare claims
lives of 22 political prisoners in prisons
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(nf) Political Prisoners Network of Myanmar (PPNM)
documented 31 deaths of political prisoners in the
prisons of Myanmar in 2024, almost a two-fold rise in
casualties compared to 2023. Of these, 22 were due to
the lack of appropriate healthcare and denial of
emergency medical services, while nine were the result
of unlawful torture and extrajudicial killing.

A 41-prison human rights report documented the
death of 18 male prisoners, three women, and one
transgender person. It showed causes of death due to
delayed emergency treatment, negligence of medical
officers, and limited hospital transfers due to security
concerns. Poor living conditions also contributed to
critical diseases, such as kidney disease, that led to the
deaths. Among the dead were famous political figures
like Zaw Myint Maung, a former Mandalay Region Chief
Minister, and Win Khaing, a former Minister of
Electricity and Energy, because of a lack of appropriate
medical treatment.

The report recorded other human rights abuses: 148
political prisoners subjected to illegal torture, 76
detainees in solitary confinement, and 1,883 political
prisoners sent to remote prisons where it is difficult for
them to see their family.

PPNM also called for urgent reforms: assigning full-
time doctors in prisons, access to foreign medicines,
and improving the overall prison conditions. [Mizzima]
[Radio Free Asia] [Burmese News International]

Myanmar: Junta forces arrest youths for
conscription

(anl) In December, Myanmar's junta arrested
approximately 250 youths across four major cities,
likes Yangon, Mandalay, Naypyitaw, and Bago,
reportedly forcing them into military service to
replenish its depleted ranks after significant battlefield
losses.

Residents say the arrests follow the regime'’s
enforcement of Myanmar's conscription law, which
mandates two years of military service for men aged
18-35 and women aged 18-27. Official data indicate
that 40,000 individuals have been conscripted so far,
with 5,000 to 8,000 recruited weekly, excluding those
forcibly conscripted through illegal means.

In Mandalay, residents reported the arrest of around

80 individuals, mostly young motorbike riders targeted
for their mobility. The fear of such arrests has emptied
the streets of nighttime activity. In Yangon, the largest
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city, 90 people - primarily men - dwere detained. A
resident noted that although no official curfew exists,
most people avoid going out at night. Similarly, Bago
saw 70 arrests, and its streets are now similarly
deserted. Previously, bribes could secure release from
conscription, but residents report this is no longer
possible.

In Naypyitaw, heightened security measures, including
increased patrols and random searches, led to over 20
arrests in December. [RFA]

Myanmar: Military government enacts
new cybersecurity law

(hw) The military government has enacted a new
cybersecurity law that criminalizes the unauthorized
use of Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) and the
operation of online gambling businesses. The State
Administration Council (SAC) justifies the legislation as
necessary to protect the nation's sovereignty and
security from cyberattacks and to combat cybercrimes.
[Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

The law follows a series of severe crackdowns on VPN
usage in recent months. On May 30, 2023, the SAC
imposed additional restrictions on VPN use,
complementing those enacted shortly after the military
takeover on February 1, 2021. Security forces have also
fined individuals found with VPNs on their phones
during random checks. [Democratic Voice of Burma, in
Burmese] [Voice of America, in Burmese]

The new law stipulates that individuals caught using
unauthorized VPNs may face imprisonment for up to
six months, a fine ranging from USD 250 to USD 2,500,
or both. Those found running unsanctioned online
gambling businesses may face imprisonment of no less
than six months and up to one year, a fine between
USD 1,250 and USD 5,000, or both, along with the
confiscation of equipment. [Radio Free Asia, in
Burmese]

Myanmar: Arakan Army provides food
provisions to Rohingya refugees

(hw) Myanmar's Arakan Army (AA) has claimed that it
has begun providing food provisions to Rohingya
refugees in Pauktaw Township, Rakhine State. On
January 6, the AA's Humanitarian and Development
Cooperation Office (HDCO) stated that the organization
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had distributed initial provisions to 140 households
among the 5,000 refugees living in a camp in western
Pauktaw.

According to HDCO, the refugees have not received
assistance from international organizations. [Radio
Free Asia, in Burmese].

Myanmar: Junta arrests 17 for supplying
fuel to Ethnic Armed Group-controlled
areas

(anl) The military junta has arrested 17 individuals
accused of importing and selling fuel to areas
controlled by the Myanmar National Democratic
Alliance Army (MNDAA), Ta'ang National Liberation
Army (TNLA), and Kachin Independence Army (KIA).

The individuals were detained for transporting oil via
diversion routes due to security restrictions in parts of
Sagaing and Mandalay Regions, storing the oil in
villages within Sagaing Region, and distributing it to
Sagaing, Kachin State, and Northern Shan State.

During their operation, authorities seized four 22-
wheeled fuel tankers, one fuel tanker trailer, three 20-
wheeled tankers, one 12-wheeled tanker, three 10-
wheeled tankers, one 8-wheeled tanker, three 6-
wheeled tankers, five light trucks, one Toyota van, over
60,000 gallons of fuel, and cash from fuel sales. The
junta alleged that the fuel was being sold in areas
controlled by the KIA, TNLA, and the People’s Defense
Forces (PDF). In November 2023, the military regime
issued a directive to halt fuel supplies to regions
controlled by ethnic armed groups and revolutionary
forces, and fuel restrictions in these areas are currently
being enforced. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta starts selling
domestically manufactured 68-RON
gasoline

(hw) According to state media, the Myanmar junta has
announced that domestically manufactured gasoline
with an Octane rating of 68-RON is now available at
some gas stations in Naypyidaw and Mandalay. The
junta states that this gasoline is suitable for
motorcycles, auto rickshaws, generators, and
motorboats.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-jud/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-jud/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-juh/

The move follows the Ministry of Energy's
announcement of plans to sell domestically produced
gasoline. The 68-RON gasoline is a product of
refineries in the Yangon and Magway regions.
However, most vehicles in Myanmar typically use
gasoline with Octane ratings of 92-RON or 95-RON.
[BBC, in Burmesel.

Myanmar: Government seek to double
exports with MoAs on port expansion
projects

(nf) Myanmar is taking steps to double its export
volume by developing port facilities and improving
infrastructure. On January 2, Deputy Prime Minister
and Union Minister for Transport and
Communications, General Mya Tun Oo, witnessed the
signing of Memoranda of Agreement (MoAs) for two
key port development projects at the Novotel Yangon
Max Hotel in Yangon.

The agreements include the construction of new jetties
at Thilawa Wharf Nos. 27, 28, and 29 to load and
unload crops and edible oil, as well as the installation
of sheltered conveyor systems at Sule Jetty and
Warehouses 1, 2, and 3. These projects are designed to
meet the growing demand for export facilities in line
with the increase in trade volumes.

During the ceremony, the union minister highlighted
the significant rise in export volumes. Rice exports
increased from 1.7 million tons in 2023-2024 to 2.1
million tons between April and December of the 2024-
2025 fiscal year, while maize exports rose from 1.3 to
1.6 million tons. Given this growth, modernization of
the jetties will be crucial, with the introduction of
modern machinery to ensure efficiency and
preparedness for future trade needs.

The projects, initially estimated to cost USD 61 million,
are the result of collaboration between Myanmar and
China. Key stakeholders include Myanmar Edible Oil
Industrial Public Company Limited (MEICO), Myanmar
Agribusiness Public Company Limited (MAPCO),
Myanma Agricultural and General Development Public
Limited (MAGDPL), the Myanmar Rice Federation
(MRF), and Myanmar China Harbour Engineering
Company (MCHEC). The projects will further strengthen
government-to-business (G2B) and business-to-
business (B2B) cooperation, contributing to enhanced
trade capacity for Myanmar. [The Global New Light of
Myanmar]
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Myanmar: Junta airstrikes threaten
ceasefire in Hseni

(anl) The Myanmar junta conducted airstrikes on Hseni
town in Northern Shan State on January 1, despite
ongoing negotiations with the Myanmar National
Democratic Alliance Army (MNDAA) facilitated by the
Chinese government.

The Shan Human Rights Foundation (SHRF) confirmed
the bombing near Hseni, an area under MNDAA
control. A local source reported damage to residential
properties, though the extent of the destruction has
yet to be verified. Residents fear the airstrikes could
reignite conflict, despite the MNDAA's continued
commitment to its ceasefire. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta airstrikes target hospital
and school in Rakhine

(anl) Myanmar's military launched airstrikes on January
3 targeting a hospital and school in Kamhtaungyi town,
Myebon Township, northern Rakhine State, which is
controlled by the Arakan Army (AA).

Although the hospital had been closed since November
due to ongoing clashes, it was targeted under the
suspicion that AA forces were present. Since February,
AA captured Myebon Township, a strategic area over
100 miles from Ann town, as part of its efforts to
control Rakhine State.

Currently, the AA controls 14 of Rakhine's 17
townships, with the junta maintaining control of Sittwe,
Kyaukphyu, and Munaung which are key locations for
Chinese-backed projects. The AA has called on junta
forces to surrender as it continues its operations to
gain full control of the region. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Junta arrests 20 Arakanese
youths in Yangon

(nf) The Myanmar military regime arrested at least 20
Arakanese youths, among 60 civilians, in night raids in
Yangon's Mayangone Township, allegedly under the
pretext of checking overnight guest lists.

The raids, carried out on December 29, have caused
widespread panic within local communities due to
forced conscription and the targeting of ethnic
minorities. Most of the arrested youths are either
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factory workers or students attending Korean language
classes.

Reports suggest that the raids involved scrutinizing
guest lists and checking for tattoos related to Rakhine
nationalism or phones containing messages or images
linked to opposition groups such as the Arakan Army.
These checks often lead to detention or forced military
service. Many Arakanese individuals who fled to
Yangon during the prolonged conflict in Arakan State
now face movement restrictions and the threat of
detention.

Even minor associations with Rakhine nationalism,
such as tattoos or digital content, reportedly result in
severe consequences, including detention, physical
abuse, and long-term imprisonment. This crackdown is
part of a broader effort by the regime to suppress
ethnic minorities in Myanmar, often targeting
individuals based on their ethnicity or suspected
political affiliations under the guise of security
measures. [Burmese News International] [Narinjara
News]

Myanmar: 60 junta soldiers surrender
along Myawaddy-Kawkareik route

(nf) Nearly 60 junta soldiers who participated in
Operation Aung Zay Ya, which has been ongoing for 10
months, have surrendered to the Karen National
Liberation Army (KNLA) and allied People’s Defense
Forces in Karen State. The operation, which began on
April 9, 2024, aimed to retake the Asia Highway and the
old road linking Myawaddy and Kawkareik. Excluding
those who have surrendered, about 10 soldiers have
been captured during the fighting.

According to resistance reports, including previous
cases, approximately 70 junta troops have either
deserted or been taken prisoner in the past few
months, some with weapons and others fleeing
unarmed. Despite sustaining heavy casualties and
facing consistent attacks from the KNLA-led coalition,
junta forces continue their daily advances, supported
by artillery, rocket fire, and drone strikes. [Burmese
News International]

Myanmar: Junta drone strike on Hindu
temple Kills 7 civilians
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(nf) A drone attack by the Myanmar military junta on a
Hindu temple in Phyu Township, Bago Region, on
December 31 left seven civilians dead and seven
others injured, according to the Phyu Township
People's Defense Force (PDF).

The attack, which occurred in an area that had seen no
prior combat, was condemned by the Myanmar Hindu
Union as a gross violation of human rights and a
breach of international humanitarian law. The Union
has called on human rights organizations, the
international community, and religious leaders
worldwide to take action against the junta and hold
them accountable for the crimes committed against
religious and ethnic minorities. [Mizzima]

Philippines: President Marcos reorganizes
National Security Council, excludes Vice
President, past presidents

(Im) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. issued Executive
Order 81, restructuring the National Security Council
(NSC) and removing the Vice President and former
presidents, including Vice President Sara Duterte and
former president Rodrigo Duterte, from its
membership.

National Security Adviser Eduardo Afio defended the
restructuring as necessary to enhance policy
formulation and ensure timely responses to security
threats. Critics, however, view the changes as
sidelining political rivals amid the fractured
relationship between the country’s highest-ranking
officials.

The new NSC composition now includes members of
Congress, cabinet officials, and key security agency
leaders, but excludes the Vice President from both the
council and its Executive Committee. The order
replaces a structure established in 2001 under then-
President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, which included the
Vice President and former presidents as members.

The reorganization reflects tensions between President
Marcos and Vice President Duterte, whose relationship
has deteriorated significantly. Duterte resigned from
her appointive roles in June 2024, and the rift
deepened following controversial remarks in
November where she implied threats against the
President and other key figures. [Rappler]
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Philippines: Davao City's confidential
spending surpasses combined expenses of
seven wealthiest cities in 2023

(Im) Davao City spent PHP 530 million (approximately
USD 9 million) in confidential funds in 2023, surpassing
the combined PHP 529.5 million (approximately USD 9
million) spent by the seven wealthiest Philippine cities,
including Quezon City, Makati, and Manila. This
marked a 15 percent increase from Davao City's 2022
confidential expenditures of PHP 460 million
(approximately USD 7.82 million).

Since 2016, when Rodrigo Duterte assumed the
presidency, Davao City's confidential spending has
steadily risen. Confidential funds are designated for
peace and order programs, such as crime prevention
and counterinsurgency, but are not subject to the
same stringent auditing standards as regular funds,
raising concerns about transparency.

This issue gained national attention following
revelations of Vice President Sara Duterte's
controversial use of PHP 125 million (approximately
USD 2.13 million) in confidential funds in just 11 days
in 2023. The controversy has sparked multiple
impeachment complaints and petitions challenging the
constitutionality of confidential funds, now pending
before the Supreme Court.

The rising confidential expenditures in Davao and
across the government have highlighted calls for
stricter oversight and transparency in the use of such
funds, which exceeded PHP 10 billion (approximately
USD 170 million) nationally for the first time in 2023.
[Rappler]

Philippines: NBI busts syndicate selling
BARMM seats using First Lady’s name

(Im) The National Bureau of Investigation (NBI)
arrested six individuals on January 2 for allegedly
running a syndicate that promised parliamentary seats
in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim
Mindanao (BARMM) in exchange for bribes. The group
posed as Malacafiang employees, falsely claimed
connections to First Lady Liza Araneta-Marcos, and
demanded large sums of money in return for securing
government positions in BARMM. [Rappler]
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Philippines: Borongan bishop urges voters
to reject pro-mining candidates and
political dynasties

(Im) Borongan Bishop Crispin Varquez has called on
Filipinos to reject pro-mining candidates and political
dynasties ahead of the 2025 midterm elections. In a
pastoral letter issued on January 5, the bishop urged
voters to examine candidates’ track records,
particularly regarding their stance on poverty and
environmental protection.

Varquez, a vocal critic of mining companies,
emphasized the importance of electing selfless leaders
who prioritize the welfare of the country and the
environment. He also warned against political
dynasties, describing them as practices that turn public
office into "family heirlooms" and limit voters’ choices.

The bishop further encouraged voters to avoid
financial incentives when deciding their votes and to
support candidates who promote productivity,
especially in food production and economic resilience.

Known for his outspoken advocacy, Varquez has
served as the bishop of Borongan, Eastern Samar,
since 2007 and remains an influential voice in this
predominantly Catholic country.

Philippines: Bureau of Immigration
targets over 11,000 illegal POGO workers
for deportation

(er) The Bureau of Immigration (BI) is intensifying
efforts to deport 11,254 foreign workers associated
with Philippine Offshore Gaming Operators (POGOs)
who failed to comply with a government-mandated
deadline to cease operations and leave the country by
December 31, 2024.

Bl Commissioner Joel Anthony Viado declared these
individuals as illegal aliens and initiated a nationwide
manhunt, warning that violators will be arrested,
deported, and blacklisted, with no exceptions.
Companies harboring these workers also risk facing
legal action.

President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. banned POGOs during
his State of the Nation Address in July 2024, citing
repeated illegal activities, including human trafficking
and scamming, linked to POGO operators. The
crackdown follows years of controversy surrounding



POGO operations, which flourished during former
president Rodrigo Duterte’s term.

While 22,609 foreign POGO workers left the Philippines
before the deadline, the Bl's intensified actions aim to
ensure compliance with the complete ban. [Philippine
News Agency] [PhilStar]

Philippines: COMELEC enforces
disqualifications in high-profile election
cases

(Im) The Commission on Elections (COMELEC) has
disqualified several candidates across the Philippines,
including former Caloocan congressman Edgar Erice,
dismissed Mandaue City mayor Jonas Cortes, and six
village officials from Negros Occidental, citing various
election violations.

Erice was disqualified for propagating unsubstantiated
accusations of corruption within COMELEC, particularly
allegations of bribery linked to a major poll technology
contract. The poll body found that Erice’s claims were
baseless and aimed to undermine public confidence in
the integrity of the electoral process. Erice’s appeals to
reverse his disqualification were dismissed, with the
poll body emphasizing that his actions went beyond
lawful criticism. [Rappler 1]

In Mandaue City, dismissed mayor Jonas Cortes faced
disqualification over allegations of material
misrepresentation in his certificate of candidacy (COC).
Cortes failed to disclose a dismissal order from the
Ombudsman over regulatory violations tied to a local
batching plant. While Cortes argued that his dismissal
was under appeal and not final at the time of filing,
COMELEC upheld the cancellation of his candidacy.
Cortes has petitioned the Supreme Court to overturn
the decision, arguing that COMELEC overreached by
treating a petition to deny due course to his COC as an
ineligibility proceeding. [Rappler 2]

In Negros Occidental, six barangay officials, including a
village chairman, were disqualified for vote-buying
during the October 2023 Barangay and Sangguniang
Kabataan Elections (BSKE). The allegations involved the
distribution of rice and cash assistance to families
affected by a fire days before the elections. [Rappler 3]

Philippines: BCDA regains control of Camp
John Hay following Supreme Court ruling
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(Im) The Bases Conversion and Development Authority
(BCDA), a government-owned and controlled
corporation overseeing the conversion of former
military bases, has regained control of Camp John Hay
in Baguio City following a Supreme Court decision. This
development marks the resolution of a long-standing
legal dispute over the management of the 247-hectare
John Hay Special Economic Zone, previously leased to
the Camp John Hay Development Corporation
(CJHDevCo).

In April last year, the Supreme Court upheld an arbitral
ruling requiring CJHDevCo to vacate the leased area
and ordered BCDA to refund the corporation
approximately PHP 1.4 billion (USD 24.8 million) in
rental payments. This ruling affirms the original arbitral
award, which had been overturned by the Court of
Appeals, and paves the way for BCDA to proceed with
development plans for the property while ensuring the
interests of the Filipino people are protected. [Rappler]

Philippines: Arrest of three community
workers in Negros Occidental sparks
outcry over terrorism charges

(Im) Authorities in Negros Occidental arrested three
community workers on January 2 on charges of
terrorism financing under the Terrorism Financing
Prevention and Suppression Act of 2012, prompting
strong criticism from human rights groups. The
accused—advocates for land reform and farming
communities—have denied the allegations, which
include claims of financially supporting the New
People’'s Army (NPA).

The Department of Justice filed the charges in
December 2024, and warrants were issued by a
regional trial court. While one of the accused posted
bail, the others remain in custody, awaiting transfer to
lloilo City for legal proceedings. Human rights groups,
including Human Rights Advocates Negros (HRAN) and
Bagong Alyansang Makabayan-Negros (Bayan), called
the charges fabricated and a tactic to criminalize
legitimate activism, tying the arrests to government
efforts under the National Task Force to End Local
Communist Armed Conflict (NTF-ELCAQC).

The accused workers are affiliated with the Paghidaet
sa Kauswagan Development Group (PDG), a
community organization previously targeted when its
founder, human rights lawyer Benjamin Ramos, was
murdered in 2018.
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Legal counsel for the accused plans to file motions for
reconsideration, citing weak evidence and coerced
testimonies. Civil society groups condemned the
arrests, viewing them as part of a broader campaign to
suppress dissent, especially in the wake of similar
cases, such as the acquittal of the “Himamaylan 7,”
who faced unfounded charges. [Rappler]

Philippines: Murder of OFW in Kuwait
sparks outrage, calls for investigation

(Im) The murder of an overseas Filipino worker (OFW)
in Kuwait has triggered outrage in Cagayan de Oro and
renewed calls for a congressional inquiry into the
safety of Filipino workers abroad.

The remains of a 35-year-old domestic worker were
discovered buried in a garden in Jahra, Kuwait, after
her family lost contact with her in late October 2024.
Kuwaiti authorities have identified suspects in the case
and are preparing charges for concealing
premeditated murder. However, the lack of a marriage
certificate has delayed efforts to repatriate the victim's
remains to her family in Mindanao.

The case has reignited concerns about the dangers
faced by OFWs, particularly in the Middle East. In 2023,
the Philippine government banned first-time domestic
workers from being deployed to Kuwait following the
brutal murder of another OFW, Jullebee Ranara.
Despite such measures, thousands of cases of
mistreatment among OFWs in the region continue to
surface, with many believed to go unreported.

Cagayan de Oro and the surrounding regions in
Northern Mindanao are known for having a significant
number of OFWs. The region's rural and urban
communities often face economic challenges, making
overseas employment a viable path for financial
stability.

Cagayan de Oro Representative Rufus Rodriguez called
for a House inquiry to assess the enforcement of
protective measures for OFWs, questioning how such
tragedies persist despite restrictions and monitoring
mechanisms. Local officials also condemned the crime,
describing it as an affront to the dignity of Filipinos.

[Rappler]

Philippines: Wave of attacks targets police
across Mindanao
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(Im) A series of attacks against police in Mindanao
since New Year's Eve has left one officer dead, three
civilians injured, and heightened concerns about law
enforcement safety.

On New Year's Day in Pagalungan, Maguindanao del
Sur, two grenades were thrown into a police
compound, damaging a vehicle but sparing officers.
Authorities suspect retaliation by a drug syndicate
following a recent high-profile arrest.

In Datu Odin Sinsuat, Maguindanao del Norte, a police
officer and his family survived an ambush on
December 31. The officer returned fire, forcing the
attackers to flee.

In Zamboanga City, a police officer thwarted an
assassination attempt in a New Year's Eve shootout,
killing two gunmen but sustaining injuries.

In Lebak, Sultan Kudarat, a police intelligence officer
was killed on December 31 during surveillance at a
carnival. Three civilians were injured by stray bullets in
the incident, suspected to be work-related. [Rappler]

Singapore: Chief Justice calls for greater
sensitivity in questioning complainants of
sexual offences

(Im) Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon has called for
more care and judicial oversight in cross-examinations
during sexual offence trials to protect complainants
from re-traumatization while safeguarding the
accused's right to a fair trial. He highlighted that
questioning often perpetuates harmful stereotypes,
such as the assumption that victims must report
crimes immediately or react uniformly, which can
unfairly shift blame onto complainants and deter
others from coming forward.

To address this, he recommended pre-trial
conferences to manage contentious areas and ensure
relevance in questioning. Legal practitioners were also
reminded of their ethical duty to maintain respect and
professionalism during cross-examinations, as outlined
in the Legal Profession (Professional Conduct) Rules
2015.

Recent legislative measures, such as the 2018
amendment to the Evidence Act, further restrict
inappropriate questioning about a complainant’s
physical appearance or sexual behavior. Legal experts
praised the Chief Justice's comments as vital to
balancing fairness for both complainants and the
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accused while fostering a respectful legal process. [The
Straits Times]

Singapore: Police gain expanded powers
for mental health interventions

(fi) Since January 1, Singapore police have enhanced
authority under the Law Enforcement and Other
Matters Act to address individuals with mental health
conditions posing potential safety risks. The revised
laws permit apprehension based on a "reasonable
likelihood of danger," allowing intervention before
harm occurs, unlike previous legislation requiring an
imminent threat.

Officers are now authorized to search, restrain, and
use necessary force to manage such situations,
ensuring safety for both individuals and the public. The
Ministry of Home Affairs highlighted the importance of
these measures in addressing potential violence or
weapon-related risks. [Ministry of Home Affairs
Singapore] [Malay Mail]

Singapore: New regulations punish
misuse of SIM cards

(fi) Effective January 1, new regulations under the Law
Enforcement and Other Matters Act impose stricter
penalties for the misuse of SIM cards in Singapore. The
Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) introduced these
measures to combat the increasing use of local SIM
cards in scams and cybercrimes, where criminal
syndicates have exploited loopholes in existing
regulations.

Subscribers must now ensure they know the identity,
location, or intended use of SIM cards they transfer.
Those found negligent or with reasonable grounds to
believe the SIM cards will facilitate crimes could face
up to three years imprisonment, fines of up to SGD
10,000 (USD 7,300), or both.

Additionally, the act criminalizes the possession,
supply, or use of unregistered SIM cards, as well as
those registered with false identities, especially if 11 or
more cards are involved. This aims to address
challenges in prosecuting middlemen and scammers
under previous laws.

Repeat offenders may face harsher penalties, including
up to five years in jail and SGD 20,000 (USD 14,600) in
fines. Retailers engaged in fraudulent SIM card
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registrations will also face stricter consequences under
the new framework, enhancing accountability and
deterrence.

The MHA emphasized that these measures are
necessary to curb the rising SIM card-related scams,
with cases quadrupling between 2021 and 2023.
[Mobile ID World] [Ministry of Home Affairs Singapore]

Singapore: Economic growth and
mortgage refinancing activity surge in
2024

(fi/lm) Singapore's economy expanded by 4 percent in
2024, marking its fastest growth since the pandemic
recovery and outpacing the 1.1 percent growth in 2023
and 3.8 percent in 2022. Preliminary data from the
Ministry of Trade and Industry revealed a robust fourth
quarter, with gross domestic product (GDP) rising 4.3
percent year-on-year, surpassing the 3.3 percent
median forecast from a Reuters poll. On a seasonally
adjusted quarterly basis, GDP growth was 0.1 percent.

Key sectors contributed significantly to this
performance: manufacturing grew by 4.2 percent,
construction by 5.9 percent, and services by 4.3
percent. Economists highlighted supply chain shifts to
Southeast Asia and early shipments ahead of potential
U.S. tariff increases as major growth drivers.

Inflation eased to 1.9 percent in November, the lowest
in nearly three years, offering room for potential
monetary policy adjustments. However, analysts
expect the Monetary Authority of Singapore to closely
monitor external developments before making any
changes.

Prime Minister Lawrence Wong, in his New Year
message, expressed optimism about rising incomes
and wage growth outpacing inflation but
acknowledged challenges such as geopolitical tensions
and cost-of-living pressures. The Trade Ministry
forecasts a cautious growth range of 1 percent to 3
percent for 2025, citing global uncertainties. [Al
Jazeera] [Reuters]

Meanwhile, Singapore saw a surge in mortgage
refinancing activity in 2024 as fixed home loan rates
dropped below 3 percent, spurred by successive U.S.
Federal Reserve rate cuts. Local banks reported a
sharp increase in refinancing and repricing
transactions, with UOB noting an 85 percent rise in
Housing Board loan refinancing and DBS observing
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strong demand for fixed-rate home loan packages
between 2.6 and 2.9 percent annually.

Aggressive promotions, such as free conversion
options and cash rebates, further boosted refinancing.
These incentives allowed homeowners to adjust their
mortgage packages within the lock-in period without
penalties, offering flexibility in a declining rate
environment.

Despite the heightened activity, analysts predict a
moderation in refinancing volumes for 2025 as fewer
rate cuts are expected. Borrowers with loans above 3
percent to 3.75 percent may still find refinancing
advantageous if new packages approach 2.5 percent.
However, financial experts caution homeowners to
evaluate potential penalties, switching costs, and long-
term flexibility before refinancing. [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Over 800,000 households claim
USD 222 CDC vouchers as government
pledges more support

(Im) More than 800,000 Singaporean households have
claimed the latest tranche of SGD 300 (approximately
USD 222) CDC vouchers within two days of its January 3
launch, representing over 60 percent of eligible
households. The vouchers, valid until December 31,
2025, aim to alleviate daily expenses, with half usable
at supermarkets and the other half at participating
hawker stalls and heartland businesses.

Prime Minister Lawrence Wong, addressing residents
during his January 4 visit to Jalan Besar GRC for the
“SG60 Build with Love” initiative, highlighted the
vouchers as part of ongoing government efforts to
support Singaporeans amid cost-of-living challenges.
He assured further assistance in the upcoming
February Budget, emphasizing schemes to address
daily concerns and help citizens achieve their
aspirations.

The CDC vouchers complement the SGD 1.6 billion
(approximately USD 1.18 billion) spent across previous
tranches. [The Straits Times 1] [The Straits Times 2]

Singapore: Coast Guard enforces
territorial waters amid Indonesian fishing
boats incident
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(fi) Singapore's Police Coast Guard (PCG) intercepted
two Indonesian fishing boats in Singapore's territorial
waters near Tuas on December 24 and instructed them
to leave the area.

Aviral video captured one fisherman falling into the
sea during the exchange, allegedly due to strong waves
caused by a PCG patrol boat. The fisherman, who was
rescued by his peers, claimed that they resisted leaving
as they believed they were within their fishing area.
The incident prompted criticism from some Indonesian
stakeholders, including a fishermen's association.
[Channel NewsAsia] [The Straits Times]

Singapore: Four arrested in USD 740,000
drug seizure

(Im) Four Singaporeans were arrested on January 4 in a
Central Narcotics Bureau (CNB) operation that seized
over SGD 1 million (approximately USD 740,000) worth
of drugs, including heroin, Ice, Ecstasy, Erimin-5, and
cannabis. [The Straits Times]

Thailand: Ruling Pheu Thai Party to
propose charter amendment bill

(msz/Im) Thailand's ruling Pheu Thai Party is advancing
efforts to amend the constitution, with plans to
propose a bill that would establish a 200-member
charter drafting assembly (CDA) tasked with rewriting
the nation'’s constitution. Chief government whip Wisut
Chainarun confirmed the party's proposal, which
focuses on revising Section 256, emphasizing a public-
interest-driven approach while avoiding changes to
sensitive Chapters 1 and 2 of the current constitution
that cover royal powers.

The move comes as the People's Party (PP), the main
opposition faction, has already proposed a similar
amendment to create a CDA. However, the PP's bill
seeks to remove the requirement for one-third Senate
approval for constitutional amendments, replacing it
with a two-thirds majority in the House of
Representatives. Pheu Thai's bill is seen as more
conciliatory, aiming to prioritize harmony and avoid
diminishing senators' powers, though many senators
remain staunchly opposed to any charter rewrite.

House Speaker Wan Muhamad Noor Matha is set to
meet with government, opposition, and Senate whips
on January 8 to determine the order of deliberation for
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the bills. Parliament is scheduled to debate the
proposed amendments section-by-section from
January 14-15. Despite the planned discussions,
senators have insisted on a public referendum before
any constitutional rewrite can proceed, citing a 2021
Constitutional Court ruling that reinforced this
requirement. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Deputy Pheu Thai leader Chousak Sirinil expressed
optimism about reaching a consensus among
government, opposition, and Senate factions to pass
the amendments. He highlighted the advantages of a
CDA, which would streamline the process by removing
the need for section-by-section parliamentary scrutiny.
Chousak also emphasized collaboration among parties
to ensure progress on constitutional reform.

While Pheu Thai and the PP share common goals, their
proposals have diverging focuses. The PP's proposal to
eliminate Senate involvement has drawn parallels with
Pheu Thai's earlier efforts, prompting criticism and
acknowledgment of shared objectives. PP list-MP Parit
Wacharasindhu underscored these similarities, noting
Pheu Thai's prior push to remove the Senate's role in
approving amendments. [Bangkok Post 3]

Despite these efforts, significant hurdles remain.
Senators and the Bhumijaithai Party, a key coalition
partner, are likely to resist any proposals for
substantial constitutional reform. This opposition
raises doubts about the likelihood of either proposal
passing its first reading.

Adding complexity to the process is the Constitutional
Court’s potential involvement. Wisut Chainarun
suggested a fresh court ruling could clarify the
constitutionality of the proposed amendments,
building on the 2021 decision that required a
referendum for establishing a CDA. While this could
bring legal certainty, it also risks further delaying the
reform process.

Thailand: Government, ex-Prime Minister
Thaksin deny cabinet reshuffle despite
political turmoil

(acs/Im) Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra
and Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai
have dismissed speculation of an impending cabinet
reshuffle, affirming the stability of Thailand's coalition
government. Thaksin, widely viewed as the de facto
leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, reaffirmed Energy
Minister Pirapan Salirathavibhaga's position, lauding
his efforts to reduce household electricity rates.
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Pirapan’s initiatives aim to lower costs from THB 4
(USD 0.12) per unit to THB 3.7 (USD 0.11), with
aspirations to reach THB 3.5 (USD 0.10) per unit.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Despite facing resistance from energy sector leaders,
Pirapan, who also leads the United Thai Nation (UTN)
Party, the third-largest party in the multi-party
coalition, has garnered public support for his energy
reforms. Media reports had speculated about tensions
between Pirapan and Pheu Thai leaders, but both
Thaksin and Pirapan have denied such claims,
emphasizing collaboration on government priorities,
including tackling monopolies.

Phumtham, addressing rumors about ministerial
changes, reiterated that Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra holds the sole authority to make cabinet
adjustments and confirmed no reshuffle is planned. He
criticized media speculation, labeling it as unfounded,
and emphasized that coalition parties remain unified
in their efforts to address national challenges.
[Bangkok Post 2]

In related updates, a recent poll by the National
Institute of Development Administration (NIDA) found
that a majority of Thais (51.22 percent) expect Prime
Minister Paetongtarn to complete her term throughout
2025. The survey, conducted from December 16 to 18
with 1,310 participants, highlighted public confidence
in the government’s stability, despite ongoing political
challenges.

Respondents, however, expressed varied opinions on
potential developments. While 21.60 percent
anticipated a cabinet reshuffle, 15.34 percent
predicted parliamentary dissolution, and 15.04 percent
foresaw the coalition collapsing. Smaller percentages
speculated about resignation, protests, or legal issues
forcing the premier to step down.

Regarding the broader political climate, 50.61 percent
of respondents expected continued chaos, while 39.92
percent predicted greater unrest. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: PAO elections crucial for
national political strategies

(bk/Im) Thailand's Provincial Administration
Organization (PAO) elections, scheduled for February 1,
2025, have emerged as a critical battleground for the
country's major political parties. Ruling Pheu Thai and
Bhumijaithai parties, and the main opposition People's
Party (PP) are vying for control, seeing the elections as
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pivotal to building grassroots support ahead of the
2027 general elections.

Observers emphasize the strategic importance of
these local elections as stepping stones to national
politics. Victories at the local level enable parties to
strengthen connections with influential community
networks, providing a solid foundation for broader
political ambitions. While Pheu Thai and Bhumjaithai
enjoy strong ties with entrenched local political
families, the PP faces challenges in rural areas where
such networks dominate. [Bangkok Post 1]

Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, widely
viewed as the de facto leader of Pheu Thai and father
of current Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, has
been actively campaigning for Pheu Thai candidates.
During a rally in Chiang Rai on January 5, Thaksin
voiced strong support for Salakjit Tiyapairat, Pheu
Thai's candidate for the Chiang Rai PAO presidency. He
underscored the critical role of local elections in driving
economic recovery and improving citizens' quality of
life.

Thaksin acknowledged that while Pheu Thai had
historically focused on national politics, its diminished
parliamentary strength now necessitates stronger local
victories. He emphasized key government priorities,
including reducing monopolies, lowering living costs,
and boosting incomes. Thaksin also predicted a
reduction in electricity prices to THB 3.70 (USD 0.11)
per unit in 2025, attributing this to falling production
costs. [The Nation]

Despite his active campaigning, Thaksin has faced
backlash over racially insensitive comments made
during the same rally in Chiang Rai. While encouraging
Thai citizens, including ethnic groups like the Karen, to
participate in the international modeling industry, he
made disparaging comparisons to African models.

The remarks drew widespread condemnation, with
Senator Angkhana Neelapaijit calling for a public
apology. She criticized the comments as discriminatory
and inconsistent with Thailand's commitments to
international human rights standards. The controversy
has also placed pressure on Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra to address her father's
remarks, particularly as Thailand seeks a seat on the
United Nations Human Rights Council. [Bangkok Post
2]

Thailand: Anutin defends handling of
Khao Kradong land dispute amid Senate
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scrutiny

(Im) Deputy Prime Minister and Interior Minister Anutin
Charnvirakul defended the Ministry of Interior’s
handling of the Khao Kradong land dispute in Buri Ram
province following criticism from Senator Nantana
Nantavaropas during an Upper House session on
January 6, 2025. The dispute concerns 5,083 rai
(approximately 811 hectares) of land, including 900
title deeds, 12 of which reportedly belong to the
Chidchob family.

The Central Administrative Court had previously
ordered the State Railway of Thailand (SRT) and the
Department of Lands (DoL) on March 30, 2023, to
jointly investigate the boundary line of the disputed
land. Despite the Supreme Court ruling in 2021 that
the land belongs to the SRT, the land committee
resolved on October 22, 2024, not to revoke the land
documents.

Senator Nantana questioned the inclusion of a sub-
district administration office (SAO) chief, identified only
by the initial "Sor," on the DoL-appointed investigative
committee. She alleged this individual's ties to the
Chidchob family through their political affiliation with
the "Phuan Navin Group," raising concerns about
potential conflicts of interest.

In his defense, Anutin denied any connection to the
SAO chief and emphasized that the investigative
committee was established under Section 61 of the
Criminal Code to ensure impartiality. He insisted the
Ministry had conducted the probe lawfully and fairly,
adding that he had not and would not unlawfully
intervene in the process.

Anutin further clarified that the court’s ruling applied
only to lawsuits between the SRT and residents living
on specific portions of the disputed land, not the
entirety of the 5,083 rai (approximately 811 hectares).
He argued that the court’s decision had been
misinterpreted and inaccurately cited in public
discussions. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Controversial volunteer police
training for Chinese nationals sparks
probes

(bk/Im/hrs) The Thai government has intensified
investigations into a controversial "volunteer police"
training program held at Siam University in Bangkok
from December 25-27, 2024. The program, which


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ttl/

charged Chinese participants THB 38,000 (USD 1,102),
allegedly issued police ID cards and gear bearing the
Royal Thai Police logo, raising concerns about its
potential to facilitate unauthorized foreign operations
in Thailand.

Key authorities, including the Metropolitan Police
Bureau (MPB), the House Committee on Police Affairs,
and the Interior Ministry, are probing the program. The
House Committee has summoned officials from the
MPB, Metropolitan Police Division 3, Phasi Charoen
Police, and Siam University for questioning.
Investigators are examining whether police officers
involved received financial benefits, with possible
criminal and disciplinary actions pending the
outcomes. [Bangkok Post 1]

The program was reportedly co-organized by the
Reserve Force for Protecting Thailand Association, a
group registered in 1980 to train Thai nationals for
reserve forces. The Interior Ministry is investigating
whether the association violated public laws, morality,
or national security. If found guilty, the group could
face deregistration, and its directors could face up to
three years in prison or fines of THB 60,000 (USD
1,739).

Concerns were initially raised by People's Party MP
Sasinan Thamnithinan, who alleged that the program
trained Chinese nationals as police volunteers and
provided official-looking credentials. Authorities fear
the initiative could facilitate illegal foreign operations in
Thailand. [Bangkok Post 2] [The Nation]

Separately, Thai police have filed charges against Li
Ming Long, president of the Thai-China Business
Union, for using the Royal Thai Police logo without
authorization. Authorities are questioning Siam
University staff, students, and the two police officers
who spoke at the program. The officers, Pol Colonel
Niwet Ngamlap and Pol Lt Colonel Kriangsak
Chuaiwong, have been reassigned to inactive posts at
the MPB operations center while investigations
continue.

Police are also examining the involvement of a Chinese
lecturer and additional suspects. Despite claims that
participants willingly paid the training fees, the use of
police logos and distribution of official-looking
credentials have drawn scrutiny. The Metropolitan
Police Bureau and Central Investigation Bureau are
working with Siam University and the Higher Education
Ministry to determine further actions. [Nation
Thailand]
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Thailand: Government to discuss
legalization of online gambling

(Im) Thailand's government will initiate discussions on
the legalization of online gambling, according to
Deputy Prime Minister and Digital Economy and
Society Minister Prasert Jantararuangtong. Legalizing
the sector will require multiple legislative
amendments, prompting officials across relevant
ministries to synchronize efforts.

An official study into the matter is expected to
conclude in the coming months. Advocates for
regulation, including former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra, argue that legalizing and taxing online
gambling could benefit the economy while addressing
its underground operations. However, concerns
remain about its links to social issues and criminal
activities, particularly among youths, such as proxy
bank account schemes and scams.

Discussions on age restrictions for online gambling
platforms, including Thaksin's suggestion of barring
those under 20, have not yet taken place. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Prime Minister Paetongtarn
declares assets worth USD 384 million

(msz) Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra and her
husband, Pitaka Suksawat, have declared combined
assets totaling THB 13.9 billion (approximately USD
384 million), with debts amounting to THB 4.4 billion
(USD 121 million). This declaration was made public by
the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC)
following her appointment as Thailand's 31st prime
minister on September 6, 2024, succeeding Srettha
Thavisin.

The prime minister's annual income totals THB 265
million (USD 7.28 million), derived from dividends,
interest, rent, and her official salary of THB 3.4 million
(USD 93,000). Her annual expenses are reported at
THB 57.72 million (USD 1.58 million). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Democrat Party veteran Chuan
criticizes government's cash handout

policy

(Im) Democrat list MP and former Prime Minister
Chuan Leekpai criticized the government's cash
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handout policy, arguing that it fosters dependence and
fails to address long-term economic challenges. Chuan,
delivering his New Year's message, emphasized the
importance of self-reliance, hard work, and self-
development as sustainable paths to prosperity. He
cautioned that reliance on handouts could ultimately
lead to poverty and vulnerability, urging Thai people to
focus on adapting to change and building resilience to
compete globally.

In response to Chuan's remarks, Payap Punkate, an
adviser to Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai, defended the ruling Pheu Thai Party's
policies and former Prime Minister Thaksin
Shinawatra's involvement in politics. Payap accused
Chuan of harboring bias against the Pheu Thai Party
and adopting a judgmental stance, suggesting that
Chuan should address internal issues within the
Democrat Party, which suffered significant election
losses in 2019 and 2023. He further urged Chuan to
adopt a more open-minded view of Thaksin’s political
role. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Authorities move to seize
tycoon's assets in USD 346 million scam

(hrs) Thai authorities are seizing the assets of Boon
Vanasin, the 86-year-old founder of Thonburi
Healthcare Group, following allegations of fraud and
money laundering linked to a THB 12 billion
(approximately USD 346 million) scam. Boon is accused
of deceiving hundreds of investors into funding non-
existent medical projects in Thailand, Laos, and
Vietnam.

The Department of Special Investigation (DSI) is leading
the case, which has resulted in the arrest of 13
suspects, including Boon's wife and daughter. Boon,
however, remains at large, reportedly fleeing first to
Hong Kong and later to China. Investigators are
coordinating with Interpol to facilitate his capture.

Thonburi Healthcare Group has distanced itself from
Boon's activities, emphasizing that his alleged
fraudulent schemes are unrelated to the company’s
operations. Shares in Thonburi fell 4 percent on
January 3, continuing a 71 percent decline from the
previous year.

Boon's wife, Charuvarn Vanasin, and daughter, Nalin
Vanasin, currently in court detention, have denied any
involvement in the alleged fraud, claiming their
signatures were forged on project documents. The DSI
is working to recover assets, including cars, land,
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stocks, and funds, with the full value of the seized
assets yet to be determined.

In 2022, Boon was fined by the Securities and
Exchange Commission for misleading investors about a
purported Pfizer vaccine deal and was barred from
serving as a director or executive in public companies
for 42 months. Investigators plan to file formal charges
against Boon and his associates before the end of
January. [The Business Times]

Thailand: Three ex-MPs found guilty of
proxy voting

(msz) According to the National Anti-Corruption
Commission (NACC), the three former MPs were found
guilty of proxy voting during the reading of an
executive loan decree in September 2013. The
defendants were two Democrat MPs - Chaiwut
Pongpaew and Pirapol Laparojkit - and Pheu Thai MP
Saranwut Sarankate.

The NACC found that the meeting records showed
their participation in the voting despite the fact that
the three ex-MPs were absent throughout the entire
meeting. The NACC concluded that they allowed other
MPs to register and vote on their behalf. The NACC will
reportedly forward the findings to the attorney-general
in order to file the charges. The former MPs could be
charged as an offense under Section 172 of the anti-
corruption law. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Business registration process
tightened to combat economic crime

(acs) Thailand has introduced stricter measures to
screen business registration applicants by integrating
data from the Anti-Money Laundering Office (AMLO) to
identify individuals flagged as high-risk for money
laundering. This initiative, effective January 1, aims to
curb economic crime and prevent fraudsters from
exploiting the credibility of legal entities to deceive the
public.

Government officials highlighted that scammers often
misuse business registration documents to open bank
accounts, enabling them to evade financial scrutiny.
Such activities pose a significant threat to Thailand's
economy and individuals' financial security.

Under the new system, the Department of Business
Development (DBD) collaborates with AMLO's Anti-
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Online Scam Operation Centre to screen applications
against the HR-03 list, which identifies high-risk
individuals requiring close monitoring. If an applicant’s
name matches the list, the registration process will be
deferred until valid identification documents are
provided. Failure to comply results in the denial of the
application.

DBD Director-General Auramon Supthaweethum
emphasized the integration of AMLO data with
registration processes as a critical step in mitigating
fraud. This includes field inspections in partnership
with the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) to ensure
compliance. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Distributors withdraw
complaints against scandal-hit iCon Group

(Im) A group of distributors for The iCon Group, a
direct sales company facing fraud charges, visited the
Office of the Attorney-General (OAG) to reaffirm their
intention to withdraw complaints against the company.
Accompanied by a company representative, they
submitted documents to support their withdrawals,
citing inaccuracies in the allegations.

The company representative claimed misinformation
has caused panic among customers and asserted the
company remains operational, with many distributors
continuing to profit. Evidence submitted to the
Department of Special Investigation (DSI) reportedly
demonstrates the company’s legitimacy.

Despite the withdrawals, the DSI confirmed that legal
proceedings will proceed. The case involves allegations
of public fraud and computer crimes, with nearly 9,000
complaints filed and losses reported at approximately
THB 3 billion (USD 87 million). Investigators allege that
recruitment practices focused on bringing in new
dealers rather than marketing products, resembling a
pyramid scheme.

The DSI emphasized that the withdrawals would not
disrupt the case. Prosecutors are expected to decide
on indictments soon, while the investigation continues
into the company's operations and recruitment
practices. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Former Thai Airways executives
charged over freight deal losses
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(Im) Two former executives of Thai Airways
International (THAI) have been charged with causing
damages exceeding THB 360 million (approximately
USD 10.2 million) to the airline through irregularities in
a freight business deal, according to a statement by
the National Anti-Corruption Commission (NACC).

The NACC investigation focused on THAI's agreement
with Southern Air Inc (SAl) from 2009 to 2011. Under
the Aircraft Block Space Agreement (BSA), THAI
committed to acquiring all available cargo space on
two B777-200 long-range freighters operated by SAI.
During the two-year agreement, THAI incurred over
THB 360 million in landing and navigation fees, which,
according to the NACC, should not have been its
responsibility.

The individuals implicated are Pruet Boobphakam, a
former executive vice-president for commerce, and
Poonsak Chumchuay, a former director of cargo and
commercial mail for the airline. The NACC has charged
them under Sections 8 and 11 of the Offenses of
Officials in State Organizations or Agencies Act. The
case will be referred to the attorney general for further
legal action.

The NACC also plans to forward its findings to Thai
Airways for disciplinary action against the former
executives and to demand compensation for the losses
incurred. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Labor ministry denies inflated
visa fee allegations for migrant workers

(hrs/bk) Thailand's Labor Ministry dismissed claims
that foreign migrant workers under labor agreements
with neighboring countries must pay up to THB 20,000
(USD 578) to renew work permits. Officials clarified
that renewal costs generally do not exceed THB 7,600
(USD 220) per person, covering visa fees, work permit
processing, health check-ups, medical insurance, and a
refundable THB 1,000 (USD 29) deposit for the two-
year contract period.

The allegations, raised during a parliamentary
discussion on migrant worker challenges, have drawn
attention to visa-related expenses. The ministry
defended the fees as necessary for medical screenings
and identity verification, which protect workers' rights.
[Bangkok Post]

The Labor Ministry also urged employers to properly
register unskilled migrant workers from neighboring
countries to ensure that the workers receive
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healthcare benefits under the Social Security system.
In line with a Cabinet resolution issued on September
24, 2024, the registration will enable authorities to
track the migrant workforce, ensure their contributions
to the Social Security Fund for healthcare, and prevent
them from taking jobs reserved exclusively for Thai
citizens. To further streamline the process, the Labour
Ministry now allows employers to complete
registrations online. Myanmar workers no longer need
to return to their country to verify their nationality but
can undergo the verification process at designated
centers in Bangkok, Chiang Mai, and Ranong provinces.
[The Nation 1]

Separately, the Department of Health Service Support
(DHSS) warned private hospitals against issuing
fraudulent medical certificates for migrant workers.
The health screenings are essential to mitigate public
health risks, according to DHSS director-general
Phanuwat Pankate. As of November 2024, over 3.35
million migrant workers were registered in Thailand.
[The Nation 2]

In a related incident, nine Myanmar nationals were
apprehended in Pathum Thani for illegal entry. They
reportedly paid brokers THB 12,000 (USD 346) for
transportation from Chiang Rai's Mae Sai district. The
taxi driver, charged with facilitating human trafficking,
admitted to receiving THB 400 (USD 12) per passenger
for the journey. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Education Ministry steps up zero
dropout policy

(msz) The Education Ministry has intensified efforts
under the Thailand Zero Dropout policy, successfully
bringing over 360,000 children back to classrooms in
2024. The initiative targets the country's 1,025,514
children aged 3-18 who dropped out of school last
year, including 767,304 Thai children and 258,210
children of foreign nationals.

As part of the campaign, 47.6 percent of Thai children
and 12.32 percent of foreign children who had left
school have returned to the education system.
Education Minister Permpoon Chidchob emphasized
the importance of ensuring all Thai children receive
mandatory education as a step toward promoting
educational equality.

To address the dropout crisis, the ministry has
introduced flexible programs offering formal, non-
formal, and informal education tailored to individual
needs and potential. The Office of the Basic Education
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Commission (Obec) also pledged to provide direct
home-based education for students unable to return
to traditional schools, designing curricula to
accommodate their circumstances. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Education Ministry lifts hairstyle
restrictions, grants schools autonomy

(bk) Thailand's Ministry of Education reiterated on
January 4 that it had officially revoked the 2020
regulation on public school student hairstyles since
January 16, 2024, in response to recent calls to lift the
restrictions. Students were required to follow
standardized hairstyles, such as ear-length or three-
sided shaved cuts, under the regulation. After the
revocation, there are no longer specific rules regarding
the length or style of students' hair. Schools are now
empowered to establish their own hairstyle and dress
code policies, tailored to their specific needs. They are
nevertheless encouraged to consult with teachers,
students, and parents before implementing any
policies. [Bangkok Post] [Bangkokbiznews, in Thai]

Meanwhile, Parit Wacharasindhu, list MP from the
main opposition People's Party, viewed the revocation
as ineffective because the ministry merely shifted the
regulatory power to each school. To genuinely protect
students from being dictated how to wear their hair,
the ministry should have established a national
standard to ensure that all schools cease enforcing
hairstyle policies instead. [Thai PBS, in Thai] [X
(formerly, Twitter), in Thai]

Thailand: Government, Bangkok prepare
for historic launch of same-sex marriage
law

(acs/hrs) The Thai government and the Bangkok
Metropolitan Administration (BMA) are gearing up for
the implementation of the historic Marriage Equality
Bill, which takes effect on January 23, 2025, making
Thailand the third Asian nation to recognize same-sex
marriage. The Ministry of Interior, led by Minister
Anutin Charnvirakul, announced that legal procedures
and operational systems for marriage registration are
ready, with new branches of offices set to open
nationwide to accommodate the demand.

The new law includes changes to legal documents,
replacing "husband" and "wife" with the term "spouse."
Legal recognition of same-sex marriages will extend
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domestically, though it may not apply to foreign
nationals whose home countries do not recognize such
unions. This follows the Equal Marriage Law's approval
by the National Assembly in November 2023 and its
publication in the Royal Gazette on September 24,
2024.

Notable figures such as former red-shirt leader
Jakrapob Penkair have highlighted the significance of
this milestone. Jakrapob, who credits former Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra for initiating discussions
on same-sex marriage recognition in 2001, has invited
Thaksin to witness his marriage registration with his
partner of 23 years. [The Nation] [Bangkok Post 1]

In Bangkok, preparations are underway to welcome an
expected 300 same-sex couples on January 23.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Job seekers defrauded, left
stranded at Suvarnabhumi airport

(bk) Approximately 250 Thai job seekers were left
stranded at Suvarnabhumi airport after being
defrauded by brokers promising employment in
Australia or Israel. Victims reported collectively paying
THB 12 million (USD 360,000) in fees to brokers, with
individuals charged between THB 60,000 (USD 1,800)
and THB 120,000 (USD 3,600).

A group of 50 victims filed complaints with the Central
Investigation Bureau (CIB), while others reported the
incident to airport police. The brokers allegedly
claimed to arrange jobs and visas but failed to deliver
on their promises. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Patient fatally shot in hospital
incident in Surin

(Im) A 27-year-old patient recovering from surgery at
Surin Hospital in northeastern Thailand was fatally
shot by police on January 5 after reportedly wielding a
firefighter's axe and charging at officers.

The patient had recently undergone an appendectomy.
According to hospital staff, he grabbed the axe and
began chasing doctors, nurses, and other patients,
causing panic. Local police officers were called to
intervene and instructed him to drop the weapon.
When he approached them with the axe, officers
opened fire, resulting in fatal injuries. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Debate over mandatory rehab
policy and privacy concerns following
party raid

(Im) A recent police raid on a private party in Bangkok's
Watthana district, where 124 attendees were tested for
drug use and 66 were arrested, has sparked broader
discussions about drug policy and privacy. The raid,
which occurred on December 8, 2024, at an event
primarily attended by members of the LGBT
community, has drawn criticism for stigmatizing
individuals and questioning the appropriateness of the
mandatory rehabilitation policy under Thailand's
Narcotics Code.

According to Sections 113 and 114 of the Narcotics
Code, anyone arrested for drug use must complete
treatment at a rehabilitation facility before being
released. However, psychologists and drug policy
advocates argue that this one-size-fits-all approach
fails to address the diverse nature of drug use and the
varying needs of users.

Chaopichan Techo, a psychologist specializing in drug
addiction, emphasized that many drug users are
functional individuals with successful careers who may
use substances recreationally or for purposes such as
stress relief or socializing. He highlighted that not all
users develop dependencies or require rehabilitation,
suggesting that a more nuanced approach is
necessary.

The psychologist also noted that current enforcement
policies tend to generalize drug users as ill or
incapable, which may lead to ineffective interventions.
He called for differentiating between drug users, those
who abuse drugs, and dependents, as each group
requires a tailored response.

Critics also pointed out that the media coverage of the
raid violated privacy by revealing the identities of
attendees, potentially fueling stigma against the LGBT
community. Civil society groups and activists
expressed concerns about the negative impact of such
exposure and the lack of consideration for harm
reduction principles.

Drug advocates propose a shift toward policies that
prioritize reducing health risks for users and
preventing societal harm, rather than forcing
rehabilitation on those who may not require or want it.
They argue that ensuring users are informed about the
consequences of drug use and allowing them to make



their own decisions could be a more effective strategy.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Inflation remained low in 2024,
forecasted to rise modestly in 2025

(msz) Thailand's inflation rate for 2024 stood at 0.4
percent, within the projected range of 0.2 percent to
0.8 percent, according to Poonpong Naiyanapakorn,
director of the Office of Trade Policy and Strategy at
the Commerce Ministry. The modest inflation was
largely influenced by rising prices of fuel, food, and
beverages over nine consecutive months.

The inflation rate for 2025 is projected to be between
0.3 percent and 1.3 percent, with a median of 0.8
percent, driven by factors such as economic recovery,
increased investment, consumption, and tourism. For
January 2025, inflation is expected to rise to 1.25
percent, with an average rate of 1 percent for the first
quarter. Inflation is predicted to dip below 1 percentin
the second and third quarters, rebounding to 1
percent in the fourth quarter. For the entire year,
inflation is projected to stay between 0.3 percent and
1.3 percent, reflecting an economic growth rate of 2.3
percent to 3.3 percent.

The Thai economy is anticipated to perform well in
2025, supported by private sector investment,
consumption, and tourism. Government policies,
including electricity rate reductions and LPG price
freezes, are expected to help contain inflation. [Thai
PBS World]

Thailand: Minimum wage hike sparks
mixed impacts across sectors

(hrs/Im) Effective January 1, 2025, Thailand's new
minimum wage policy has introduced daily wages
ranging from THB 337 (USD 9.82) to THB 400 (USD
11.66), with key tourism provinces such as Chon Buri,
Phuket, and Koh Samui adopting the highest rates. At
the lower end, Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala set wages
at THB 337 per day. The policy follows a prolonged
tripartite discussion but falls short of the Pheu Thai
Party's election pledge to implement a uniform THB
400 minimum wage nationwide. [Nation Thailand]

The hospitality sector has already felt the effects of the
wage adjustment. In Chiang Mai, many hotels were
already compensating workers above the new
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minimum wage, with service charges boosting daily
earnings to THB 500-600 (USD 15-18). While the wage
hike has raised costs by 3-5 percent, high-season
tourism revenues are expected to cushion the impact.
Facing labor shortages, hotels in the region have
increased staff responsibilities and are employing
casual workers to address fluctuating seasonal
demand while minimizing fixed costs.

In Chon Buri, small hotels with low room rates are
particularly vulnerable, as staff expenses constitute 35
percent of operational budgets. Tourism businesses
that survived the pandemic had already been paying
above the minimum wage to retain employees.
However, operators in the region emphasize the need
for flexible wage policies tailored to market conditions.
Industry leaders have also advocated for worker
reskilling and upskilling, particularly in areas like
language proficiency, to enhance workforce
capabilities.

Hotel operators nationwide are urging the government
to stabilize key costs, including electricity and fuel, to
alleviate financial pressures on the sector. The mixed
reactions to the wage hike underscore the broader
challenges in balancing labor costs with economic
recovery in Thailand's post-pandemic landscape.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: 30-baht universal healthcare
scheme goes nationwide

(msz) According to the National Health Security Office
(NHSO), the government launched the fourth and final
phase of the "Treatment Anywhere" 30-baht universal
healthcare scheme on January 1. Deputy NHSO
secretary-general Dr Athaporn Limpanylers confirmed
that the scheme now covers all 76 provinces of
Thailand.

The policy was introduced on January 7, 2024, in four
pilot provinces - Phrae, Roi Et, Phetchaburi and
Narathiwat. The key goals are improving convenience
and speed for people trying to access healthcare
services near their homes; ensuring prompt financial
funds for healthcare providers; and the adoption of
artificial intelligence (Al) systems for pre-payment
verification for faster and more accurate processing.

As of December 27, 2024, there are 13,004 healthcare
units operating in the system, including 788 medical
clinics, 1,394 dental clinics, 5,491 pharmacies, 4,344
nursing clinics, 340 physical therapy clinics, and 453
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traditional Thai medicine clinics. 7.04 million people
have thus far received services. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Household debt declines faster
than expected

(Im) Thailand's household debt-to-GDP ratio has
declined faster than anticipated, falling to 89.6 percent
in the second quarter of 2024 from 91.3 percent at the
end of 2023, according to the Bank of Thailand's
financial stability report. This improvement is
attributed to debt deleveraging efforts and initiatives
like the "You Fight, We Help" debt relief program,
which has helped reduce monthly payments and
interest on mortgage loans.

Despite this progress, the debt-to-GDP ratio remains
high compared to regional peers, such as Malaysia at
66.5 percent and Singapore at 48.4 percent. The
central bank is closely monitoring the impact of debt
reduction on household liquidity, as accelerated debt
repayment coupled with slower income growth could
strain domestic consumption and economic activity.

The report also highlighted vulnerabilities among small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), with many
experiencing weaker financial health. However,
Thailand's financial system, including banks and
insurance companies, remains stable, with no signs of
asset price bubbles. The business sector's debt-to-GDP
ratio has also decreased to 86.5 percent, reflecting
improved conditions since the pandemic. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Commerce Ministry advances
trade initiatives and rice export processes

(msz/Im) Commerce Minister Pichai Naripthaphan has
unveiled a series of initiatives to enhance Thailand's
trade and commerce sectors, with a strong emphasis
on sustainable growth and efficiency. Operating under
the theme "Empower and Optimize Commerce Plus
Sustainable Growth" (MOC+), the ministry aims to
support entrepreneurs, farmers, and exporters while
ensuring trade fairness. [Bangkok Post]

The ministry has made significant strides in
streamlining rice export processes through the
Department of Foreign Trade. The department has
reduced the application time for rice export permits
from three days to just 30 minutes by migrating
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documentation to an electronic platform. This move is
part of broader efforts to support small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) and boost rice exports.

The Commerce Ministry is also considering measures
to further assist exporters, including reducing
mandatory domestic rice stock requirements and
lowering export permit fees. First-time exporters are
receiving training on how to apply for rice quotas
allocated by the European Union and the United
Kingdom. Additionally, the ministry is planning the
Thailand Rice Convention in 2025, which will gather
international rice experts and traders for business
negotiations and knowledge sharing with Thai
entrepreneurs.

These efforts are expected to help Thailand export
approximately 7.5 million tons of rice in 2025, down
from the 2024 record of 9.9 million tons. The decline is
attributed to increased competition following India's
lifting of export restrictions. During the first 11 months
of 2024, Thailand exported 9.19 million tons of rice
worth THB 208.87 billion (USD 6.1 billion). Major
markets included South Africa, Europe, the United
States, Canada, and the Philippines. [The Nation]

Minister Pichai has outlined additional trade goals,
including expanding border trade and accelerating free
trade agreement (FTA) negotiations with key partners
such as the European Union. The upcoming signing of
the Thailand-European Free Trade Association (EFTA)
agreement during the World Economic Forum will
mark Thailand's first FTA with European nations, a
significant milestone in the country's trade strategy.

To support agricultural and SME sectors, the ministry
plans to regulate agricultural product prices, ease
restrictions on business operations, and enhance
branding efforts. High-quality SME products lacking
established brands will receive the "Thailand Brand"
label for credibility. The ministry will also elevate the
Thai Select certification program, highlighting quality
Thai restaurants domestically and internationally.

Efforts to strengthen Thailand's global trade standing
include positioning the country as a "food storage hub"
to address global food security challenges and
promoting the Geographical Indication (Gl) certification
to add value to Thai agricultural products.

On trade fairness, the ministry is committed to
enforcing consumer protection regulations and
addressing unfair business practices to ensure healthy
competition. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Defense Minister Phumtham
acknowledges shortcomings in leadership

(msz) Thailand's Defense Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai has acknowledged shortcomings in his
leadership since assuming office on September 3,
2024. While he expressed confidence in the progress
made, he admitted that several lingering issues remain
unresolved. Phumtham, who also serves as deputy
prime minister, stated that his approach has been
centered on fostering dialogue and understanding with
military leaders.

Reflecting on his tenure, Phumtham noted that his
perspective on the military has evolved significantly
since his student days when he joined the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT) in opposition to the armed
forces. Despite initial doubts about his suitability for
the defense portfolio, he emphasized building mutual
confidence with military leaders and leveraging
discussions to address challenges.

The minister rejected proposals to amend the Defense
Ministry Administration Act to explicitly prohibit
military coups. He argued that such legal changes
would be ineffective in preventing future coups,
pointing instead to the importance of fostering trust
and collaboration between politicians and state
officials. The proposed amendment, introduced by a
Pheu Thai Party MP, sought to penalize military officers
complying with orders to seize government power, but
Phumtham dismissed it as impractical.

While acknowledging criticism, Phumtham emphasized
his respect for military leaders and his commitment to
navigating the complexities of defense policy. He
reaffirmed his belief in dialogue as a key tool for
resolving issues, adding that meaningful solutions
require time and sustained effort. [Bangkok Post] [The
Nation]

Thailand: State of Emergency lifted in
Yaha district of Yala

(bk/Im) Thailand's Emergency Situation Management
Committee has lifted the state of emergency in Yaha
district of Yala province, reducing the number of
districts under emergency law in the southern
provinces to 17 out of 33. Defense Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai announced the decision on January 6,
highlighting it as a step toward stability in an area
historically affected by insurgent violence driven by
ethnic, religious, and political tensions. However, the
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lifting of the emergency law comes amidst persistent
unrest, underscored by a recent explosion in Pattani
province. [Bangkok Post]

The conflict in Thailand's deep south, which began with
the January 4, 2004, raid on a military armory in
Narathiwat, has entered its 20th year. This anniversary
was marked by an improvised explosive device (IED)
attack at a police checkpoint in Pattani, injuring three
officers. The bomb, detonated remotely, reflects the
ongoing challenges in curbing insurgent activities in
the region. [Thai PBS World]

Phumtham emphasized the need to reassess
strategies that have been in place for over two
decades, questioning their relevance and effectiveness
in restoring peace. He tasked the National Security
Council with presenting actionable solutions within a
month, while also preparing to appoint a new leader
for the peace talks. Malaysia's role as a facilitator in the
negotiations was highlighted, with Phumtham
commending the flexibility of Malaysian mediator
Datuk Mohd Rabin Bin Basir.

Former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra's recent
appointment as an advisor to Malaysian Prime Minister
Anwar Ibrahim during Malaysia’'s ASEAN chairmanship
was described by Phumtham as a potential asset in the
peace process. Thaksin's influence, however, remains
contentious in the south due to his administration's
heavy-handed response to the insurgency, most
notably during the 2004 Tak Bai incident, where 85
protestors were killed, including 78 who suffocated
during transport in military trucks. This event left a
deep sense of mistrust among the local Malay Muslim
population, further alienating them from the central
government. Thai PBS World]

Thailand: Plastic waste import ban faces
enforcement challenges

(Im) Thailand implemented a landmark ban on the
import of plastic waste on January 1, marking a
significant victory for civil society efforts to combat the
country’s status as a global dumping ground. The ban
follows years of advocacy, including campaigns by the
Anti-Plastic Scrap Citizen Network and Ecological Alert
and Recovery-Thailand (EARTH). Between 2018 and
2021, Thailand imported over 1.1 million tons of plastic
scrap, leading to pollution and disrupting local waste
management.

Advocates have praised the milestone but caution that
effective enforcement is crucial. Poor regulation


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-thk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-thu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-tkl/

previously allowed contaminated and illegal waste to
enter the country, harming communities near recycling
plants. The Ministry of Industry must now closely
monitor and restrict exceptional imports to align with
domestic recycling capacities.

Despite the ban, challenges remain. The law includes
provisions allowing imports in cases of domestic
shortages, creating potential loopholes. In 2023, the
government approved the legal import of nearly
373,000 tons of plastic scrap, restricted to industrial
zones, though public advocacy reduced these imports
by half in 2024.

Environmental groups, including Greenpeace Thailand,
have called for an expanded ban covering all types of
plastic waste. They urge Thailand to lead regional
efforts against transboundary waste and adopt stricter
environmental safeguards. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Fire destroys plastic recycling
factory near Bangkok

(Im) A fire devastated a plastic recycling factory in
Krathum Baen district, Samut Sakhon, early on January
5. The blaze destroyed the facility and caused partial
damage to two adjacent factories.

Approximately 10 workers were present at the time of
the incident, but no casualties were reported. They
attempted to extinguish the flames but were forced to
flee as the fire spread rapidly. The damage is
estimated at over THB 10 million (USD 289,500).

Authorities have launched an investigation into the
cause of the fire and will assess the environmental and
health impacts on the surrounding community.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Unsafe dust pollution worsens
across the country

(bk/Im) Thailand is grappling with hazardous levels of
PM2.5 pollution, as ultrafine particulate matter
exceeded the government-set safety threshold of 37.5
micrograms per cubic meter (ug/m?) across Bangkok
and 66 out of 76 provinces as of January 6. The worst-
hit areas include Sing Buri (85.6ug/m?), Nakhon
Phanom (83.9ug/m?3), and Chai Nat (81.5ug/m?), with all
50 districts of Bangkok reporting unsafe conditions.
Bangkok Yai recorded the highest PM2.5 level at
102.3pg/m?, while only a few provinces, such as Krabi
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(19.9ug/m?) and Phangnga (21.5ug/m?3), reported good
air quality. [Bangkok Post 1]

In response, Bangkok has intensified measures to
mitigate harmful dust levels, which are expected to
persist through January and February. Governor
Chadchart Sittipunt has initiated collaborations with
the Hua Hin Royal Rainmaking Center and Aeronautical
Radio of Thailand to create atmospheric openings for
dispersing harmful particles. This initiative includes
contributions from PTT Plc, which has provided 300
tons of dry ice, and the deployment of royal
rainmaking aircraft over central Bangkok.

Further efforts include encouraging over 160,000
vehicles to replace air filters and engine oil, enrolling
more than 10,000 trucks in a green vehicle program,
and promoting work-from-home policies for 80,000
individuals to reduce vehicular emissions. Governor
Chadchart emphasized the importance of scientific
approaches and inter-agency cooperation, likening
these efforts to the late King Rama IX's royal
rainmaking initiative. [Bangkok Post 2]

The Office of the Cane and Sugar Board (OCSB) has
also directed sugar mills to temporarily halt purchases
of burned sugar cane from January 3 to 12 to improve
air quality ahead of National Children’s Day. Despite
most mills complying, six mills from Mitr Phol Sugar
Corporation and Thai Roong Ruang Sugar Group have
continued purchases, prompting calls for adherence to
the directive. [The Nation]

Air pollution remains a critical concern, with over 9.4
million people affected by pollution-related diseases in
2024. Advocacy groups have highlighted that Bangkok’s
PM2.5 levels are equivalent to inhaling multiple
cigarettes daily. Meanwhile, Chiang Mai frequently
ranks among the world’s most polluted cities,
particularly during the haze season from February to
April. [Bangkok Post 3] [AP News]

Vietnam: National Assembly opens 2025
with key legislative goals

(Im) Vietnam's National Assembly Standing Committee
began its 2025 session on January 6, reviewing four
critical draft laws: the Digital Technology Industry Law,
the revised Employment Law, amendments to the Law
on Advertising, and the Law on Standards and
Technical Regulations. These laws, debated during the
8th session of the National Assembly, have been
refined for further legislative scrutiny.
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Chairman Tran Thanh Man highlighted Vietnam's
achievements in 2024, including socio-economic
progress and political reforms, which provide a strong
foundation for 2025. He emphasized the importance of
legislative innovation and transparency while outlining
ambitious plans, including the revision of nearly 300
laws and 4,900 administrative documents to align with
Resolution 18 on streamlining the political system.

Additional initiatives for 2025 include the National
Assembly Forum on Supreme Oversight, the Legal
Forum, and enhanced conferences for deputies to
improve legislative quality. The committee also focused
on environmental oversight, citizen petitions, and
preparation for an extraordinary session in February
2025 to address restructuring efforts.

The Politburo’s new Resolution 57 on advancing
science, technology, innovation, and digital
transformation was highlighted as a legislative priority.
A report on this topic will be presented at a nationwide
conference on January 13. [Viet Nam News]

Vietham: Former Deputy Minister of
Transport disciplined for management
failures linked to Thuan An Group case

(hn) Mr. Le Dinh Tho, former Deputy Minister of
Transport, has been disciplined with a reprimand by
Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh. This decision follows
his violations and shortcomings in management,
including a lack of accountability, breaches of
democratic centralism principles, and negligence in
leadership, which led to corruption, wastefulness, and
misconduct within the Ministry of Transport.

These violations were linked to contracts and projects
executed by the Thuan An Group Joint Stock Company.
The Central Inspection Committee concluded that
these actions caused severe consequences, posed a
significant risk of state asset losses, and damaged the
reputation of the Party and state management bodies.

Mr. Tho, born in 1963 in Thanh Hoa, was appointed
Deputy Minister of Transport in 2013 and had
previously been subjected to disciplinary action by the
Party. [Dantri, in Vietnamese]

Related to the case involving Thuan An Group, from
December 2014 to December 2023, Thuan An Group
won 38 contracts across 16 provinces in Vietnam,
amounting to VND 23 trillion. During 2022-2023, the
company rapidly expanded, securing contracts worth
VND 18 trillion, many of which were linked to the post-
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COVID-19 economic recovery program. Investigators
described this rapid growth as "highly unusual."
[Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Report highlights state efforts to
counter 'Dega Protestantism' separatism

(Im) A recent article in Vietnamese state media
highlights the government's efforts to counter 'Dega
Protestantism,' a movement accused of using religion
as a cover for separatist ambitions among ethnic
minorities in the Central Highlands.

'Dega Protestantism' emerged in 1999 under the
leadership of exiled FULRO (Front Unifié de Lutte des
Races Opprimées) leaders and aimed to rally support
for an independent 'Dega State.' While it claimed to be
a religious movement, the Viethamese government
and the Evangelical Church of Vietnam (South)
denounced it as a political tool seeking to exploit faith
for separatist purposes.

The report emphasizes the Vietnamese government's
claims that the movement exploits religion to incite
unrest and disrupt national unity. It features
testimonials from former members who describe
coercion, false promises, and hardship within the
organization. The article also details government
initiatives, such as the 'Returning to Faith, Preserving
Village Peace' program, which aims to reintegrate
former members into society and lawful religious
practices. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Biometric verification for online
payments becomes mandatory

(hn) Since January 1, biometric verification is
mandatory for online transactions in Vietnam. The
State Bank of Vietnam announced that over 79 million
customer profiles had been updated with biometric
data, though more than a third remain unverified or
lack proper identification.

The policy aims to prevent fraud and secure financial
accounts. Customers who fail to comply may face
restrictions on online transactions, as outlined in the
2023 Law on Identity. [tuoi tre news]
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Vietham: Waste-to-Energy projects to be
prioritized in adjusted Power
Development Plan VIII

(hn) Vietnam'’s Ministry of Industry and Trade (MolT)
has announced plans to prioritize waste-to-energy
(WTE) initiatives in its adjusted Power Development
Plan VIII (PDP VIII). This commitment was highlighted
during an online conference on January 2, involving
representatives from all 63 provinces and cities.

The MolT aims to fully integrate WTE proposals from
local governments into the national power planning
process. Currently, the nationwide WTE capacity is
capped at 2,200 MW, with limited allocations for
localities. Adjustments will accommodate local waste
resource capacities and assess impacts on the national
grid.

Deputy Minister Nguyen Hoang Long emphasized the
importance of diverse and reliable power sources,
aligning with Vietnam'’s goal of achieving double-digit
economic growth. Localities and relevant agencies
were instructed to provide essential data by January 5
for power development calculations.

The adjusted PDP VIII draft, which includes renewable
energy projects across 46 provinces, is set for
submission to the Prime Minister by February 28.
Recent updates to the plan, as of December 28, 2024,
list 123 onshore wind projects (7,697.9 MW), 138 small
hydropower projects (1,484.58 MW), 21 biomass power
projects (414 MW), and 34 WTE projects (621.1 MW).
[The Investor]

Vietham: Ambitious 8 percent economic
growth target set for 2025

(Im/hn) Vietnam's government has set an ambitious
GDP growth target of 8 percent for 2025, building on
its estimated 7 percent growth in 2024, which placed it
among the fastest-growing economies in East Asia.
Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh emphasized
innovation, infrastructure development, and
administrative reforms as critical to achieving this
milestone, framing 2025 as a pivotal year for Vietnam's
economic transformation.

Key drivers for 2024's success included robust trade,
with a record USD 786.2 billion turnover and a USD 25
billion trade surplus, fueled by significant exports to
the United States and strong contributions from
foreign direct investment (FDI). [Viet Nam News 1]
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Vietnam also saw progress in inflation control, labor
productivity, and macroeconomic stability. However,
challenges such as global economic uncertainties,
stringent international trade regulations, and potential
impacts from U.S. trade policies under the incoming
Trump administration loom for 2025.

To meet its target, the government plans to boost
domestic consumption, accelerate public investment,
and enhance infrastructure projects. Public spending is
expected to play a decisive role, as every one percent
increase in public investment is projected to stimulate
GDP growth by 0.058 percent. Diversified growth
drivers, improved investor confidence, and strategic
partnerships with key economic allies will also be
critical. [Viet Nam News 2]

Despite the ambitious target, economic analysts
caution that achieving it will require thoughtful
planning, strategic execution, and a strong focus on
internal growth factors to navigate external challenges
effectively. [Viet Nam News 3]

Vietham: Computers, electronics, and
components top import categories in 2024

(hn) In 2024, Vietnam's imports of computers,
electronics, and components surpassed USD 100
billion for the first time, marking a 21.4 percent annual
increase and reaching the highest level since 2013,
according to the General Department of Vietnam
Customs. By December 15, 2024, the country spent
USD 361 billion on imports across 53 main categories,
47 of which exceeded USD 1 billion in turnover.

China remained the largest supplier, accounting for
32.3 percent of the total with nearly USD 31.54 billion
by November, a 49 percent increase from 2023. South
Korea followed with 29.9 percent of the total at USD
29.22 billion, a 12.4 percent increase, while Taiwan
contributed 12.9 percent with USD 12.62 billion, a 34.4
percent rise.

On the export side, computers, electronics, and
components became Vietnam's top export category,
surpassing phones with a turnover of USD 71.7 billion
by November, a 25 percent increase. However, this led
to a trade deficit of over USD 35.3 billion in the
category, up more than 15 percent from 2023. [Viet
Nam News]
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Vietnam: Foreign investment in real
estate sees significant growth

(hn) In 2024, foreign direct investment (FDI) in
Vietnam's real estate sector reached approximately
USD 6.3 billion, marking a 35 percent increase
compared to 2023. Total registered FDI, including new
registrations, adjustments, and capital contributions,
amounted to USD 38.2 billion, a 3 percent decline from
2023, with the processing and manufacturing industry
leading at USD 25.6 billion (67 percent of total FDI),
followed by real estate at 16.5 percent.

Singapore emerged as the top foreign investor with
USD 6.3 billion (32 percent of newly registered capital),
followed by South Korea and China. Foreign interest in
Vietnam primarily focuses on industrial real estate,
driven by the growth of manufacturing sectors. Key
investment areas include Ho Chi Minh City, Binh
Duong, Dong Nai, Long An, Hai Phong, Bac Ninh, and
Quang Ninh. [Vnexpress, in Vietnamese]

Vietnam: Expert predicts VN-Index will
reach 1,555 points by 2025

(hn) Vietnam's stock market closed 2024 with the VN-
Index at 1,266.78 points, marking a 13 percent growth,
making it one of the highest stock market growth rates
globally. While it did not match the growth of the US or
Japanese markets, it outperformed regional markets
such as India, Malaysia, and South Korea.

According to the VPBankS Market Strategy Director,
foreign investors were net sellers, particularly in index-
related stocks, slowing growth in this area. Meanwhile,
domestic investors focused on midcap and penny
stocks, which saw strong growth, with some groups
gaining over 100 percent. As the market faced foreign
selling pressure, capital shifted toward small and
midcap stocks, reflecting active investor strategies.

This Director also considered that market volatility is
expected to persist for the first half of 2025. However,
large-cap stocks are likely to attract foreign investment
as Vietnam’s market upgrade potential becomes more
prominent. Small and midcap stocks may still attract
capital in the short term, with sectors like banking,
securities, and industrial real estate showing strong
growth prospects. The banking sector is forecasted to
grow at 17.7 percent in 2025, while securities firms
may see 15 percent growth.
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Industrial real estate is expected to benefit from
Vietnam'’s infrastructure investments, particularly in
expressways. Increased FDI is expected in 2025,
especially due to political stability and infrastructure
improvements. The oil and gas sector, driven by
exploration and new projects, is also poised for
growth. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Prime Minister attends event
announcing Ho Chi Minh City financial
centers

(hn) Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
participated in a conference in Ho Chi Minh City on
January 4, unveiling the central government’s action
plan to develop international and regional financial
centers. The event, attended by senior officials and
ministry representatives, highlighted a Politburo-
approved initiative to establish an international
financial center in Ho Chi Minh City and a regional
financial hub in Da Nang. These centers will be
supported by dedicated management, supervisory,
and dispute resolution bodies.

The government outlined an implementation timeline,
beginning with eight policy groups and six piloted
global financial policies through 2030. Full adoption of
these policies is slated for the 2030-35 period to align
Vietnam's financial systems with global standards.

Prime Minister Chinh also attended a session on Ho
Chi Minh City's 2021-30 master plan, which envisions
the city as a leading economic, financial, and cultural
hub in Asia by 2050. The plan emphasizes reorganizing
administrative units, enhancing urban infrastructure,
and developing satellite urban districts, including the
eco-urban center in Can Gio. By 2050, Ho Chi Minh City
aims to achieve a multi-centered urban model,
reflecting its goal of sustainable growth and global
prominence. [tuoi tre news]

Vietham: Retirement and pension policies
adjusted to address demographic shifts

(Im) Vietnam's labor and social insurance policies will
undergo significant adjustments in 2025 to address the
nation’s aging population. These include a gradual
increase in the retirement age and a reduction in the
eligibility age for social pensions.
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Under the 2019 labor code and Government Decree
No. 135/2020, retirement ages are being raised
incrementally to reach 62 for men by 2028 and 60 for
women by 2035. For 2025, the retirement age is set at
61 years and three months for men and 56 years and
eight months for women. Workers in hazardous
environments or economically disadvantaged areas
may retire up to five years earlier if specific conditions
are met.

Additionally, the Social Insurance Law 2024, effective
July 1, reduces the minimum contribution period for

pension eligibility from 20 years to 15 years. Workers
meeting this requirement will qualify for pensions at
the retirement age. Female workers with 15 years of
contributions will receive 45 percent of their average
wage, while male workers will receive 40 percent.

The law also introduces new social pension benefits for
citizens aged 70 to 75 from poor or near-poor
households who do not receive pensions or social
insurance benefits. [Asia Insurance Review]

Vietnam: Ports to be upgraded for larger
cargo vessels

(Im) The Vietham Maritime Administration (VMA),
under the Ministry of Transport, is developing a
proposal to enhance the capacity of public maritime
infrastructure and port facilities to accommodate
larger cargo vessels.

This initiative targets growing trends in using Megamax
ships—massive cargo vessels designed to carry up to
24,000 TEUs (Twenty-foot Equivalent Units)—on Asia-
Europe and Asia-North America routes. These ships
offer improved fuel efficiency but demand deeper
navigation channels, increased draft capacity, and
stricter safety standards. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Police arrest four in crypto scam

(Im) Vietnamese authorities have arrested four
individuals in Dong Nai Province for orchestrating a
crypto scam defrauding over 200 victims of VND 4
billion (approximately USD 157,300). The suspects
operated a fake crypto-mining website, BitMiner,
registered under a Singapore domain.

The group posed as a Dubai-based company, selling
fraudulent crypto-mining packages and educational
materials. Instead of legitimate investments, funds


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ilr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ily/

were funneled into wallets controlled by the suspects.
This arrest follows Vietnam's intensified efforts against
crypto fraud, including a recent crackdown on a
network promoting the fake Quantum Financial
System (QFS) coin, which defrauded over 400
individuals and 100 businesses of USD 1.17 million.
[cryptonews]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia

World Health Organization urges China to
share coronavirus origin data

(wy) The World Health Organization (WHO) has called
on Beijing to share data regarding the origins of the
coronavirus, which was first identified five years ago in
Wuhan. [Politico]

In a December 31 statement, the WHO emphasized
that sharing such data is both a moral obligation and a
scientific necessity. The organization underscored that
transparency, collaboration, and the exchange of
information are critical for preventing and preparing
for future pandemics. [United Nations]

In response, China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs
asserted that the country has consistently shared
relevant data with the WHO and the international
community. Since the onset of the pandemic, China
has shared its experience in combating the
coronavirus and made the virus's genetic sequence
publicly available without reservation. Addressing the
issue of the virus's origins, the Ministry reaffirmed its
commitment to the principles of science, openness,
and transparency.
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The Ministry also firmly rejected any form of political
manipulation regarding COVID-19 and called on the
global community to consider recent research
suggesting that the origins of the virus are complex
and geographically diverse, rather than solely linked to
China. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China, in Chinese]

Despite these assurances, the WHO has frequently
criticized Beijing for a lack of transparency and
reluctance to cooperate on virus-related matters
during the pandemic. Notably, in 2021, WHO
representatives conducting a joint investigation with
Chinese experts into the virus's origins were unable to
return to China after publishing a report suggesting
the virus may have originated from bats in a market.
Following the report, the WHO requested additional
data from Beijing to further investigate the virus's
origins. [Barron's] [Radio France Internationale, in
Chinese]

China considers stricter scrutiny on
technological exports

(wy) China is considering stricter scrutiny on the export
of technologies related to lithium refining and battery
production, aiming to reinforce its critical role in the
global supply of advanced materials and technologies.

On January 2, China's Ministry of Commerce issued two
documents proposing export controls on several key
techniques and inviting public feedback. The proposed
restrictions cover technologies for lithium refining,
extraction, and battery production, as well as essential
chemical compounds and materials used in cathode
manufacturing. The public is encouraged to share
opinions on the potential implications of these
changes. [Ministry of Commerce, China 1, in Chinese]
[Ministry of Commerce, China 2, in Chinese]

China is a dominant player in the supply of
technologies and materials for battery manufacturing.
The country has already implemented export bans on
critical materials such as gallium, germanium,
antimony, and graphite, which are essential for
technological advancements.

Amid growing competition with the US, Beijing's plan is
seen as an effort to protect its innovations and
maintain its leadership in these strategic sectors.
[Mining]

In December, China announced a ban on exporting key
high-tech materials, including gallium, germanium, and
antimony, to the US, citing national security concerns


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ild/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ilh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ilk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ilu/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-irl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-irr/

(see AiR No. 50, December/2024, 2). The move came
shortly after the US expanded export controls
targeting Chinese semiconductor-related technology,
adding 140 Chinese companies to its export control
list, restricting access to advanced chip-making
equipment, software, and high-bandwidth memory
chips. These measures, aimed at protecting national
security, have drawn sharp criticism from Beijing (see
AiR No. 49, December/2024, 1).

First report regarding overseas data
transfer released in China

(wy) More than 90 percent of overseas data transfer
requests were approved by the Chinese government in
2024, according to a report by the Cyberspace
Administration of China (CAC), the country's internet
regulator. The report highlighted that fewer than 10
percent of requests that were denied were due to
either unnecessary data transfers or failure to meet
security requirements.

This marks the first report by the CAC since cross-
border data flow regulations were relaxed in March.
Under the revised rules, foreign companies are no
longer required to submit information related to cross-
border e-commerce, shipping, payments, or visa
processing for official security checks.

This change has eased operational concerns for
foreign businesses operating in China. Additionally,
activities such as opening bank accounts and booking
flights or hotels have also been exempted from
security checks. [South China Morning Post]

Strategic partnership between Japan and
EU enters into force

(dqgl) The first-ever Strategic Partnership Agreement
(SPA) between the European Union (EU) and Japan
entered into force on January 1. The agreement will
foster closer political and economic cooperation across
various issues, enhancing multilateralism and
reinforcing values like the rule of law, democracy,
human rights, and free trade.

The SPA strengthens security collaboration, including
efforts to combat terrorism, international crimes, and
weapons proliferation. The agreement also promotes
cooperation in sectors such as space, ICT, industrial
policy, energy, transport, education, research, and
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innovation and provides a platform for addressing all
covered issues, while a dispute settlement procedure
is included to resolve potential disagreements.

A joint committee set up by Japan and the EU will
monitor progress on coordination and cooperation
under the SPA, meeting annually, alternating between
Tokyo and Brussels.

The EU and Japan negotiated the Strategic Partnership
Agreement (SPA) alongside their Economic Partnership
Agreement (EPA). Signed in July 2018 by Japan's former
late Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, European Council
President Donald Tusk, and European Commission
President Jean-Claude Juncker, the SPA was approved
by the EU Council in April 2024 following ratification by
member states. [European Council] [Nippon.com]

Japan to launch development program for
ASEAN energy sector

(dql) Starting in fiscal 2025, Japan will collaborate with
the United States to develop energy sector expertise in
ASEAN member states. The initiative aims to facilitate
Japanese companies’ entry into these markets by
encouraging the adoption of Japanese safety
standards.

The program will invite ASEAN administrative officials
to Japan for training led by experts from Japan's and
the United States' public and private sectors. The
training will focus on Japanese and U.S. safety
standards and regulations for operating nuclear power
and liquefied natural gas plants. Adoption of these
standards in ASEAN countries is expected to increase
opportunities for Japanese companies specializing in
plant maintenance and inspection.

Additionally, Japan seeks to support ASEAN nations’
decarbonization efforts by providing advanced energy
technologies.

The initiative is part of a broader government strategy
to strengthen ties with the Global South, including
ASEAN countries and India, positioning them as key
partners in fostering a future economic society.
Approximately JPY 150 billion (USD 951 million) has
been allocated in Japan'’s fiscal 2024 supplementary
budget to enhance collaboration with these nations,
with a focus on areas such as artificial intelligence and
decarbonization. [The Japan News]
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Japan: Foreign defense aid increased

(dgl) Japan has decided to allocate JPY 8.1 billion (USD
51 million) for fiscal 2025 to provide defense
equipment to the armed forces of like-minded nations,
a 60 percent increase from the previous year. Although
the specific recipient countries have not been finalized,
the Philippines, Malaysia, and Papua New Guinea are
expected to receive assistance, with additional aid
potentially going to Pacific Island nations.

This funding is part of Japan’s JPY 115.5 trillion (USD
730 billion) draft budget for fiscal 2025, approved by
Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba's Cabinet last month (see
AIR No. 53, December/2024, 5). For the current fiscal
year, JPY 5 billion (USD 31.7 million) is designated for
defense assistance to the Philippines, Indonesia,
Mongolia, and Djibouti (see AiR No. 49,
December/2024, 1)

Launched in 2023, Japan's defense aid framework
came in particularly in response to growing concerns
over China’s maritime activities. The program aims to
help developing countries enhance their defense
capabilities in areas such as maritime and aerial
surveillance, disaster response, and U.N.
peacekeeping.

This defense assistance is separate from Japan'’s official
development assistance, which focuses on nonmilitary
objectives. For development aid, Japan has earmarked
JPY 566.4 billion (USD 3,58 billion) for fiscal 2025, a 0.2
percent increase from the previous year. [Kyodo News]

Mongolia, UNDP to strengthen
environmental collaboration

(fs) Mongolia's Minister of Environment and Climate
Change S. Odontuya met with the UNDP Resident
Representative in Mongolia Matilda Dimovska on
January 4 to discuss future cooperation on key
environmental issues.

The meeting focused on joint efforts for 2025 and
beyond, emphasizing preparations for the 17th United
Nations Conference of the Parties to Combat
Desertification that will take place in Mongolia in 2026
and tackling climate change and air pollution.

UNDP has been an important partner in Mongolia's
environmental initiatives, supporting projects in
climate adaptation and ecosystem protection across
25 per cent of the nation'’s territory. A notable
achievement in 2024 was the deployment of a high-
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performance computing system under the ADAPT
project, funded by the Green Climate Fund, enhancing
Mongolia's capacity to monitor and respond to
environmental changes. [UB Post]

Russia halts U.N. reporting on refined
petroleum exports to North Korea

(mc) According to data published by the United Nations
on January 3, Russia has not reported its refined
petroleum exports to North Korea since February
2024.

As of December 4, total refined oil exports to North
Korea in 2024 amounted to 168,679 barrels,
representing only 33.7 percent of the annual limit of
500,000 barrels established by the UN Security Council
(UNSC) in 2017.

This cap was imposed by the UNSC as part of
international sanctions in response to North Korea's
intercontinental ballistic missile test that year. It
requires UN member states to regularly report their
refined petroleum exports to North Korea.

In line with these requirements, Russia reported
supplying 15,279 barrels in January 2024 but has
provided no data since. China contributed to the 2024
total by reporting shipments from January through
August 2024.

UN member states are expected to submit monthly
export reports by the 30th of the following month.
While delays in reporting are not unusual, withholding
data for nearly a year is highly irregular.

In May 2024, U.S. National Security Communications
Advisor John Kirby disclosed that Russia had delivered
more than 165,000 barrels of refined oil to North
Korea in March 2024 alone. If verified, this figure would
indicate that Russia had already exceeded the annual
limit. [Yonhap News Agency] [United Nations]

Taiwan proposes democratic supply chain
with like-minded partners

(dqgl) Taiwan is committed to establishing a democratic
supply chain with the US and allied nations to reduce
dependence on China, Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung
stated in an interview. Lin emphasized Taiwan'’s pivotal
role in collaborating with the US, Japan, and European
countries to create alternative supply chains focused
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on semiconductors, cybersecurity, and Al sovereignty,
declaring, “We need a non-Chinese supply chain
option, and Taiwan can be a choice.”

Addressing defense concerns, Lin reaffirmed Taiwan's
readiness to increase its defense budget, which has
already reached 2.5 percent of GDP. He emphasized
that as China's military power grows, Taiwan must
proportionally enhance its defense spending. Lin also
advocated for deeper integration between Taiwanese
industries and the US defense sector, urging faster
delivery of arms packages and access to advanced
weaponry.

Lin proposed leveraging Taiwan’'s manufacturing
capabilities for "friend-shoring" to bolster military
equipment production among democratic allies. He
further called attention to China'’s hybrid warfare and
its "boiling frog" strategy, urging the US and Japan to
remain vigilant against Beijing's incremental pressures
on Taiwan. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Taiwan, in
Chinese] [Taiwan News]

Pakistan begins its tenure in the UN
Security Council

(tj)) On the first day of 2025, Pakistan began a two-year
term as a non-permanent member of the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC), stepping into a
complex global landscape. This marks Pakistan’s eighth
term in the Council, providing an opportunity to shape
discussions on pivotal international issues, as well as
posing significant challenges.

Pakistan now occupies one of the two Asia-Pacific seats
on the UNSC. It will preside over the Council in July, a
key opportunity to set the agenda and foster dialogue.

Pakistan will also secure a seat on the Islamic State and
Al Qaeda Sanctions Committee, responsible for
designating individuals and groups associated with
these organizations as terrorists and imposing
sanctions. This will be a valuable opportunity for
Pakistan to highlight cross-border terrorist attacks by
groups with longstanding associations with the militant
Islamic State group and Al Qaeda.

While only permanent members hold veto power in
the Council, non-permanent members wield significant
influence in terrorism-related sanctions committees, as
decisions are made by consensus under established
norms.
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However, the state of global politics and polarization
may test Islamabad’s ability to navigate its diplomatic
priorities in global and regional challenges, emerging
conflicts, and multilateralism. [Dawn]

OIC, Pakistan-based university launch
fellowship for Bangladeshi scholars

(Im) The Organization of Islamic Cooperation’s (OIC)
Ministerial Standing Committee on Scientific and
Technological Cooperation and Pakistan’s University of
Lahore have introduced a fellowship program aimed at
Bangladeshi students and scholars. Open to
Bangladeshi nationals aged 22 to 45, regardless of
residence, the initiative emphasizes academic
excellence and community contribution. It offers
benefits such as tuition waivers, round-trip airfare,
honorariums, and free accommodation.

This initiative reflects improving relations between
Pakistan and Bangladesh following the ousting of
Sheikh Hasina in August 2024, amid shifting regional
dynamics and strained Bangladesh-India ties. [Arab
News]

Pakistan’s Naval Academy commissions
cadets, including officers from Iraq and Sri
Lanka

(Im) The Pakistan Naval Academy hosted its
commissioning parade on January 4, celebrating the
graduation of 49 midshipmen and 29 short-service
commissioning cadets, including officers from Iraq, Sri
Lanka, and other allied nations.

Notable awards included the prestigious Sword of
Honor presented to Midshipman Tennakoon M.L.
Vimukthi from Sri Lanka for exceptional performance,
while Officer Cadet Ali Jalil Ibrahim Sharif Shuhaib Al
Shabani from Iraq received the Chief of the Naval Staff
Gold Medal. Lt. Muhammad Imad Ud Din was awarded
the Quaid-i-Azam Gold Medal for being the best all-
around officer. [Arab News]

Seychelles ranked second-most
prosperous African country in 2025

(Im) Seychelles ranks as the second most prosperous
country in Africa according to the 2025 HelloSafe
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Prosperity Index, scoring 40.77 points. This index
evaluates 186 nations based on a multi-dimensional
approach that includes six key indicators: GDP per
capita, GNI per capita, gross national savings rate,
Human Development Index (HDI), Gini coefficient, and
poverty rate.

Seychelles' position reflects its relatively high economic
stability, advanced human development, and equitable
distribution of resources compared to other African
nations. It follows Mauritius, the continent's leader,
which scored 41.05, and precedes Algeria, ranked third
with 40.36 points.

Globally, Seychelles is categorized among countries
with an intermediate level of prosperity (scores
between 40 and 50). [Seychelles Nation] [HelloSafe]

Sri Lanka launches nationwide program to
become ‘cleanest country in Asia’

(axc) Sri Lanka has launched the "Clean Sri Lanka"
initiative, aiming to restore the nation's environmental
system and make it the cleanest country in Asia. The
program, announced by President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake on New Year's Day, focuses on
environmental justice, waste management, and social
revitalization.

The initiative encourages citizens to take responsibility
for public cleanliness, enhances waste disposal
systems, and aims to improve air and water quality,
reduce carbon footprints, and promote disability-
friendly infrastructure. With an 18-member task force
overseeing the project, it is a key priority for
Dissanayake’s administration, alongside efforts to
combat poverty and drive digital transformation.

The initiative follows a 2022 environmental crisis
involving plastic waste and endangered wildlife. [Arab
News]

Sri Lanka Air Force to get 8 Bell
helicopters from United States, trainer
aircraft from Pakistan

(Im) Sri Lanka Air Force (SLAF) will enhance its
capabilities with the addition of eight Bell 206
helicopters from the United States and a FT-7 trainer
aircraft from Pakistan in 2025. The helicopters,
delivered by the US under a long-term agreement, will
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bolster the SLAF's training and operational missions. In
addition, the SLAF secured the FT-7 aircraft from
Pakistan during bilateral talks.

The Air Force also received new aircraft last year,
including a Beechcraft King Air 360ER and a Beechcraft
King Air 350, enhancing maritime surveillance and
search operations. SLAF is modernizing its Kfir fighter
jets and acquiring advanced drone security and air
defense systems as part of its fleet expansion. [Daily
Mirror]

EU strengthens development partnership
with Cambodia through comprehensive
initiatives

(mfr) The European Union (EU) has reaffirmed its
dedication to Cambodia's development, emphasizing
technical assistance and capacity-building programs to
address poverty, healthcare, education, and climate
change challenges. Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister
Prak Sokhonn conveyed his gratitude during a meeting
with EU Ambassador Igor Driesmans, highlighting the
alignment of EU efforts with Cambodia's Pentagonal
Strategy-Phase |, which aims for high-income status by
2050. [Khmer Times 1]

During discussions, both parties underscored the
importance of enhancing political ties and maintaining
high-level engagements.

In a separate initiative, the EU and Cambodia launched
the Twinning Project to improve the quality of
Cambodia's statistical systems. Ambassador Driesmans
and Minister of Planning Bin Troachhey emphasized
the importance of reliable data for evidence-based
policymaking. The EUR 2 million initiative, led by Italy in
partnership with France, Poland, and Lithuania, aims
to strengthen Cambodia’s statistical system through
knowledge sharing, methodology upgrades, and
professional development for statisticians. [EU] [Khmer
Times 2]

Indonesia to host Komodo naval exercise

(Ip) The Indonesian Navy will hold the 5th Komodo
naval exercise in Bali in February 2025. This
multinational naval drill will focus on humanitarian
operations and disaster management. Several
countries, including France, India, Malaysia, Russia,
Singapore, and the Philippines, will deploy warships to
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participate alongside Indonesian warships. [Antara
News ]

The Komodo naval exercise is held every two years. For
this year's edition, the Indonesian Navy has invited 58
countries, with 38 confirming their participation [Zona
Jakarta, in Indonesian]

Malaysian government and Kuala Lumpur
ready for ASEAN Malaysia 2025
chairmanship meetings

(ga) The Malaysian government and Kuala Lumpur are
set to host approximately 180 key meetings as part of
Malaysia's ASEAN Chairmanship in 2025. Minister in
the Prime Minister's Department Zaliha Mustafa
announced that preparations include enhanced
security, public health measures, community
management, and disaster readiness, supported by
simulations and improved early warning systems.

Following a Federal Territories Security Committee
meeting, Zaliha urged cooperation from all
stakeholders to ensure the success of the events.

Malaysia officially assumed the ASEAN Chairmanship
on January 1, 2025, under the theme "Inclusivity and
Sustainability." [Bernama]

Philippines, United States conduct joint
patrols in South China Sea

(er/alm/Im) The Philippines and the United States
conducted their second joint patrol in the South China
Sea on January 3, involving four Philippine Navy vessels
and four U.S. Indo-Pacific Command ships, including an
aircraft carrier. [Reuters]

The patrol coincides with heightened tensions after the
Philippines deployed air and sea assets to monitor
China's largest coast guard vessel, referred to locally as
"the monster." The 165-meter-long vessel was spotted
65 to 70 nautical miles off Zambales province within
the Philippines' exclusive economic zone (EEZ).
Philippine authorities labeled the vessel's presence an
act of "intimidation, coercion, and aggression" and
warned it would respond appropriately to any
provocative actions. [Channel NewsAsia]

Adding to Manila's concerns, an underwater drone
marked “HY-119" was discovered six miles off the coast
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of San Pascual in the Philippines' internal waters in
January 2024. Identified as a Chinese-made seaglider,
the device is suspected to collect oceanographic data
for naval applications, including obscuring submarines
from sound detection. Local authorities have handed
the drone to the navy for further investigation, citing
potential national security risks.

Maritime experts have likened the discovery to earlier
incidents involving suspected Chinese spy drones in
Indonesia, pointing to a "troubling level of Chinese
interest" in Philippine waters. [International Business
Times] [The Maritime Executive]

Thailand to seek regional cooperation to
tackle with online scams

(acs/msz) Thailand is intensifying efforts to combat
cybercrime and online scams through regional
collaboration and enhanced domestic strategies.
Deputy Prime Minister Prasert Jantararuangtong
announced the country's focus on addressing online
scams during the upcoming ASEAN Digital Ministers’
Meeting, scheduled in Bangkok from January 13-17.
The meeting will bring together digital ministers from
ASEAN member nations, along with representatives
from China, South Korea, the United States, India, and
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU).

The meeting aims to evaluate the ASEAN Working
Group on Anti-Online Scams and discuss potential
improvements. Participants are expected to approve
the ASEAN Recommendations on Anti-Online Scams,
emphasizing digital safety, cybercrime prevention, and
equal access to technology. Plans to develop an ASEAN
digital identification system grounded in good
governance and ethics will also be discussed. [Bangkok
Post 1]

Domestically, the Central Investigation Bureau (CIB) is
focusing on addressing the rising incidence of
cybercrimes, particularly call center scams and online
fraud. Between January 1 and September 30, 2024,
Thailand recorded 279,861 cybercrime-related
petitions, leading to damages amounting to
approximately THB 28.01 billion (USD 817.7 million).
Service scams comprised the majority of cases, while
investment scams caused the highest financial losses
of THB 10.229 billion (USD 298.8 million). CIB
Commissioner Pol Lt Gen Jirabhop Bhuridej
emphasized the psychological tactics used by
scammers to exploit victims' emotional vulnerabilities
and limited digital literacy. Victims are primarily
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working-age individuals (25-45 years old) and the
elderly (55 years and older).

To address these issues, the CIB is implementing
enhanced cyber forensics by analyzing data from
platforms like Thai Police Online (TPO) to identify crime
trends and tracing financial transactions linked to
scams. Efforts include developing officers'
technological skills in Al and machine learning to study
scammer behavior and collaborating with mobile
providers and social media platforms to implement
preventive measures. The bureau is also intensifying
public relations campaigns for crime prevention and
engaging schools and communities through online
platforms such as Facebook, Line, and TikTok.

The CIB has strengthened international partnerships,
including collaborations with the U.S. Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) to dismantle the "911 S5"
malware network and joint operations with Chinese
authorities to target call center scams and rescue
human trafficking victims. [Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand sets FTA goals for 2025 to fuel
economic recovery

(bk) Thailand plans to pursue new Free Trade
Agreements (FTAs) in 2025 as part of its strategy to
accelerate economic recovery. Currently, Thailand has
15 FTAs with 18 countries. The government is working
to finalize negotiations with several key partners,
including the European Union (EU), South Korea,
ASEAN-Canada, and Bhutan, with the aim of
concluding these deals within the year.

Landmark EFTA FTA paves the way for Thailand-EU
Agreement

A significant development is the conclusion of an FTA
with the European Free Trade Association (EFTA),
which includes Switzerland, Norway, Iceland, and
Liechtenstein, with the signing scheduled for this
month. The EFTA market is seen as having high
potential due to its strong purchasing power and
reputation for technology and innovation. The
Thailand-EFTA FTA -- Thailand's first agreement with
European nations -- is expected to create new
opportunities for trade, investment, and competition,
boosting Thailand's global market standing.

The Thailand-EFTA agreement will be signed during the
World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, from
January 20-24, 2025. The Commerce Ministry
highlighted that, with this agreement moving forward,
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Thailand's FTA negotiations with the EU have also
gathered pace. The Thai government views these
agreements as key to attracting foreign investment,
with Thailand's prime location in Southeast Asia
positioning it as a potential trade and investment hub.

Thailand-South Korea Economic Partnership to expand
trade beyond ASEAN FTA and RCEP

Thailand is also advancing talks with South Korea
under the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA)
framework. This agreement seeks to broaden market
access beyond the existing ASEAN-Korea FTA and the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP).
The EPA aims to explore new areas such as digital
trade and supply chain collaboration.

The Thai government is encouraging South Korea to
open its market to a range of high-quality agricultural
exports from Thailand, including tropical fruits like
mangoes, mangosteens, and pineapples, as well as
fresh and processed shrimp and chicken. Moreover,
Thailand and South Korea are looking to resume the
activities of their Joint Trade Committee (JTC), which
has been dormant for over two decades. This
committee will focus on addressing trade and
investment obstacles, aiming to facilitate smoother
bilateral trade. A JTC meeting is scheduled for early
2025 in Thailand.

ASEAN-Canada FTA talks eyeing completion by 2025

Meanwhile, talks on the ASEAN-Canada FTA have
already progressed through nine rounds, with
agreements reached on trade services and customs
facilitation. The goal is to conclude these negotiations
by the end of 2025.

Negotiations with Bhutan on track

Negotiations with Bhutan are progressing well, with
two rounds already completed and a target to finalize
the agreement by 2025.

Thailand-UK MoU expected to lay groundwork for future
FTA

Thailand is also forging new economic partnerships
that could lead to future FTAs. In September 2024,
Thailand signed a memorandum of understanding with
the UK to enhance trade and investment relations,
laying the foundation for potential future agreements.
[Bangkok Post]
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Missing Chinese actor believed to be in
Myanmar; investigations underway

(bk/Im) Chinese actor Wang Xing, known as Xingxing, is
believed to have crossed into Myanmar from Thailand,
according to Thai authorities in Tak province. The case
gained widespread attention after a viral post on
China's Sina Weibo platform by his girlfriend detailed
his disappearance. Investigations are ongoing, with
both Thai and Myanmar officials actively searching for
the actor.

Wang Xing traveled to Thailand after being invited to
audition for a role through a casting call on a group
chat. He flew from Shanghai Pudong Airport to
Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport on January 3. Upon
arrival, a vehicle arranged by the production team
picked him up, allegedly to take him to an opening
ceremony for the shoot. However, tracking data
revealed that the vehicle’s route began to deviate.
Contact with Wang was lost near the Thailand-
Myanmar border around noon Beijing time.

CCTV footage last captured Wang near Ban Mae Kon
Ken in Mae Sot district, Tak province, where it is
believed he crossed the border. Thai officials have
requested assistance from Myanmar authorities in
locating him. The Chinese consulate in Chiang Mai
confirmed receiving a report from Wang's family on
January 3 and is closely monitoring the case. [The
Nation] [Bangkok Post]

Vietnam'’s Prime Minister highlights UN
cooperation in technology and innovation

(Im) Vietnam'’s Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh
emphasized the United Nations' commitment to
international cooperation in technology during a
meeting with Amandeep Singh Gill, Under-Secretary-
General for Digital and Emerging Technologies.

Prime Minister Chinh highlighted Vietnam's adoption
of strategies like the National Digital Transformation
Programme and its ambitious growth targets, aiming
to become a modern industrial nation by 2030. Gill
praised Vietnam's technological advancements and
encouraged its active participation in UN initiatives
such as the Global Digital Compact and the Al
Governance Policy Forum.

The Prime Minister proposed enhanced UN support in
legal frameworks, technology transfer, and workforce
training in Al, and invited UN Secretary-General
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Antonio Guterres to visit Vietnam. Vietnam also
expressed readiness to co-host international events
promoting multilateral cooperation in technology and
Al. [Viet Nam News]

Bangladesh seeks China's help on air
pollution and sustainability

(Im) Syeda Rizwana Hasan, environment adviser to
Bangladesh's interim government, urged China to
assist Bangladesh in tackling air pollution and
promoting sustainable development. Speaking at a
Dhaka University seminar, she called for expertise-
sharing on pollution control and data on shared rivers
like the Brahmaputra. Criticizing harmful practices like
river exploitation and hill flattening, she stressed
accountability and eco-friendly development.

Rizwana also encouraged Dhaka University to
eliminate single-use plastics as a sustainability
measure. Chinese Ambassador Yao Wen and experts
from Tongji University joined the discussion,
highlighting regional collaboration for environmental
challenges. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh’s army chief emphasizes
balanced foreign relations as judicial
training in India is canceled

(Im) Bangladesh's Army Chief, General Waker-uz-
Zaman, described relations with India as a "give-and-
take" partnership, highlighting the interdependence
between the two nations. In his first interview since the
ouster of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina in early
August last year, Zaman emphasized Dhaka's
commitment to not supporting northeast Indian rebel
groups or undermining New Delhi's strategic interests,
while advocating for equity in bilateral relations. He
also referred to China as a "development partner,"
underlining the importance of Chinese investments
and weapons in Bangladesh's military arsenal.
[ThePrint]

In a separate development, Bangladesh's Ministry of
Law, Justice, and Parliamentary Affairs canceled a
planned training program for 50 judicial officers in
India, following Supreme Court directives. The training,
initially set to occur at India’s National Judicial Academy
and a state-level institution in February, was halted
without an official explanation. This move adds to the
cooling relations between Dhaka and New Delhi under
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the interim administration led by Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus. [The Daily Star 1]

On a more positive note, 90 Bangladeshi sailors and
fishermen, detained in India for weeks, returned home
as part of a bilateral agreement between the two
countries. In return, Bangladesh released six Indian
fishing trawlers and 95 Indian fishermen who had been
detained since October. [The Daily Star 2]

Bangladesh’s President Mohammed
Shahabuddin seeks Philippines
cooperation

(vk) Bangladesh's President Mohammed Shahabuddin
requested the Philippines' aid to recover USD 66
million of Bangladesh Bank's reserves stolen in 2016.
He met with the new Philippine Ambassador, Nina
Padilla Cainglet, to discuss cooperation. The president
emphasized enhancing trade relations, focusing on
pharmaceuticals, agriculture, and jute products, and
invited investment in Bangladesh's economic zones. He
also highlighted Bangladesh's interest in ASEAN
partnership and addressed the issue of Myanmar
refugees. The ambassador pledged to strengthen
bilateral ties. [Bss News]

UK Treasury Minister Tulip Siddiq
requests watchdog investigation amid
allegations of Bangladesh Awami League
ties

(Im) UK Treasury Minister Tulip Siddig, who is also a
niece of Bangladesh’s former Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina, has referred herself to the independent
ministerial standards watchdog following allegations
regarding her use of properties linked to the Awami
League (AL), Hasina's political party. Siddiq, responsible
for tackling financial crime in her ministerial role,
formally requested an investigation by Laurie Magnus,
the UK prime minister’s independent adviser on
ministerial standards, to determine if she breached the
ministerial code.

The allegations focus on Siddig’s living arrangements in
properties connected to her aunt's government.
Reports suggest she resided in a two-bedroom flat
near King's Cross, purchased in 2001 for £195,000 by
Abdul Motalif, a developer associated with the AL.
Siddiq reportedly became the flat's owner in 2004
without any payment, though she had earlier claimed
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her parents bought and gifted the flat to her.
Additionally, Siddiq was reported to have lived in a
Hampstead property owned by Moin Ghani, a lawyer
for Hasina's administration, later transferred to
Siddig’s sister. Currently, she rents a £2.1 million home
in East Finchley owned by Abdul Karim, an executive in
the UK branch of the AL.

These revelations have reignited scrutiny over Siddiq's
ties to Hasina's government and political network. The
Labour MP has denied wrongdoing, stating, “I have
done nothing wrong. However, for the avoidance of
doubt, | would like [the adviser] to independently
establish the facts about these matters.”

Siddig’s ties to Hasina's regime previously drew
criticism in 2017 when she refused to comment on the
case of Ahmad bin Quasem, a British-trained barrister
imprisoned in Bangladesh, distancing herself from
Bangladeshi politics.

Labour leader Keir Starmer expressed confidence in
Siddiq, affirming her decision to refer herself to the
watchdog and describing the process as appropriate
under the new ministerial code. [The Daily Star]

Saudi Aramco expresses interest in
building refinery in Bangladesh

(Im) Saudi Arabia's state-owned oil giant, Aramco, has
shown renewed interest in establishing a refinery in
Bangladesh to enhance petroleum production for both
domestic use and regional markets. Saudi Ambassador
Essa Youssef Essa Al Duhailan shared the development
during the launch of a report at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs.

The ambassador highlighted the potential
transformative impact of the proposed refinery for
Bangladesh and the Bay of Bengal region. Despite
limited progress following previous Aramco
delegations’ visits between 2016 and 2018, he
emphasized looking forward to future opportunities.
[The Daily Star]

Brunei-China ties strengthened with
inaugural direct flight from Guangzhou

(ga) The inaugural direct flight from Guangzhou to
Brunei, operated by GallopAir in collaboration with
China Southern Airlines, landed at Brunei International
Airport, marking a significant milestone in China-
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Brunei connectivity under the Belt and Road Initiative.
The flight featured the first landing of the China-made
C909 commercial aircraft in Brunei, reflecting Chinese
airline companies’ interest in expanding into Brunei's
market.

The event was officiated by Brunei's Minister at the
Prime Minister's Office and Minister of Finance and
Economy Il Dr. Amin Liew Abdullah, alongside Minister
of Primary Resources and Tourism Dr. Abdul Manaf
Metussin, who also toured the aircraft. Other
attendees included Deputy Minister of Finance and
Economy (Economy) Khairuddin Abdul Hamid and
senior officials. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia and China strengthen
cybercrime prevention cooperation

(mfr) Cambodia and China have pledged to enhance
cooperation in preventing cybercrime, aiming to attract
more foreign investors and tourists to Preah Sihanouk
province. The commitment was made during a meeting
between Preah Sihanouk Governor Mang Sinet and
Chinese Ambassador Wang Wenbin earlier last week.

Ambassador Wang highlighted the rapid development
of Preah Sihanouk province in infrastructure, economy,
and tourism, emphasizing the longstanding ties and
collaboration between the two nations. He assured
continued support for comprehensive cooperation
between Preah Sihanouk and various Chinese cities
and provinces, focusing on promoting tourism,
fostering industrial and technological advancements,
and creating economic corridors.

Mang welcomed the Chinese delegation's visit and
pledged to relay Wang's request for visa exemptions
for travelers to Preah Sihanouk province.

Both parties reaffirmed their commitment to fostering
quality bilateral relations and advancing shared
development goals. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia and Australia deepen
cooperation on development and trade

(mfr) Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister Prak Sokhonn
and Minister of Foreign Affairs and International
Cooperation met Australian Ambassador Derek Yip to
strengthen bilateral ties.
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Discussions included enhanced trade, with Cambodia
exporting USD 157.86 million to Australia in the first
nine months of 2024, a 38.7 percent increase
compared to 2023. They also addressed people-to-
people ties through scholarships, educational
exchanges, and the Australia Awards program, which
has benefited over 1,000 Cambodians since 1994.

Both sides expressed the importance of cooperation
on regional stability, demining, transnational crime
prevention, and Cambodia’s upcoming graduation
from Least Developed Country status in 2029. [Khmer
Times]

Chinese coast guard vessel “The Monster”
arrives at exclusive zone of the
Philippines

(wy) The Chinese coast guard vessel CCG 5901, called
“The Monster” for its massive size, arrived at the
Scarborough Shoal, a disputed South China Sea reef
located within the Philippines’ maritime zone, on
January 1. Weighing 12,000 tons and equipped with
heavy machine guns and a helicopter platform, the
vessel was accompanied by three other Chinese coast
guard ships and seven militia vessels. [Radio Free Asia]

Meanwhile, since December 2024, the Chinese navy
and air force have intensified training exercises across
the South China Sea. [CCTV, in Chinese]

Scarborough Shoal has long been a traditional fishing
ground for Filipino fishermen. However, the area
became a flashpoint in 2012 following a standoff
between Philippine and Chinese vessels, escalating the
dispute to the international stage. China, which claims
sovereignty over the area and refers to it as Huangyan
Dao, has since established control over the maritime
feature. [USNI News]

Russian President Putin orders
government to collaborate with China in
artificial intelligence

(wy/dh) According to a Kremlin document dated
December 30 Russian President Vladimir Putin
directed the government and the country's largest
lender, Sberbank, to collaborate with China in the
fields of technology and artificial intelligence.
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The Russian government was instructed to publish an
international journal documenting advancements in
artificial intelligence within the country. Prime Minister
Mikhail Mishustin and Sberbank's CEO, German Gref,
were tasked with overseeing these efforts. Both are
expected to submit a progress report by April.

Putin emphasized that Russia would continue
collaborating with BRICS partners and other nations to
drive technological innovation. [South China Morning
Post]

This directive follows the December 18 Al Journey
Conference in Moscow, where Putin highlighted the
importance of Al for Russia's future and outlined
measures to integrate the technology into various
sectors.

China is widely regarded as a leading developer of
artificial intelligence with its adversary, the United
States. This competition has become a cornerstone of
geopolitical strategy, with implications for military
capabilities, national security, global trade, and
international relations. [The Diplomat]

Chinese state media welcomed the partnership as a
strategic move to combine the strengths of both
nations, with Chinese experts pointing out that China's
extensive data resources and strong market
applications align well with Russia’s expertise in Al
algorithms and foundational research to accelerate
progress in areas like finance, manufacturing,
transportation, and quantum computing. [Global
Times]

Key parameters of U.S. anti-ship missile
obtained by Chinese scientists

(wy) Chinese researchers claim to have obtained
critical parameters of the US military's stealth anti-ship
missile, the AGM-158C Long Range Anti-Ship Missile
(LRASM), and incorporated them into a highly realistic
warfare simulation. This platform, developed by the
North China Institute of Computing Technolog aims to
enhance the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) ability to
devise countermeasures against advanced US
weaponry.

Detailed in a recent paper, the simulation depicts a
large-scale naval battle in the northeastern South
China Sea near the Pratas (Dongsha) Islands, with a
Chinese aircraft carrier battle group positioned near
the mainland, while a US fleet remains outside the
nine-dash line. The scenario involves a US attack with
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10 LRASMs targeting a Chinese destroyer and utilizing
radar stealth, GPS guidance, and thermal imaging but
face interference from PLA electronic warfare systems,
disabling their radars and GPS signals. Despite this, the
missiles adapt and successfully strike their target using
advanced flight maneuvers.

This simulation introduced unprecedented details,
including the missiles' trajectory, stealth capabilities,
and adaptability, which could significantly impact
military confrontations strategy. The LRASM, regarded
as a "Game Changer" due to its stealth and 1,000-km
range, remains classified by the US military. The
Chinese team asserts their findings are based on open-
source intelligence and accumulated research, though
their methods are unverified. [South China Morning
Post]

China puts U.S. on companies on export
control list and list of “unreliable entities

(wy) On January 2, China’'s Ministry of Commerce
announced the addition of several American
companies to its export control list, citing the need to
“safeguard national security and interests” and fulfill its
obligations under the Proliferation Security Initiative.
On the same day, 10 U.S. defense entities were also
added to China's “Unreliable Entities List” due to their
military sales to Taiwan. [Ministry on Commerce, China
1, in Chinese] [Ministry on Commerce, China 2, in
Chinese]

According to the announcements, 28 U.S. entities are
now subject to export restrictions, including a
prohibition on the sale of dual-use items - goods that
can serve both civilian and military purposes - to these
companies. All ongoing export activities with the listed
entities were halted immediately. Additionally, the 10
U.S. defense companies on the “Unreliable Entities List
are barred from conducting any business in China.
[Ministry on Commerce, China 3, in Chinese] [Ministry
on Commerce, China 4, in Chinese]

"

Following these announcements, the U.S. Department
of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security
initiated a public consultation to gather opinions on
excluding China from the supply chain for drone
manufacturing (see article below).

China’s actions are seen as a strong and assertive
response to the United States, particularly targeting
the administration of Donald Trump. However, the ban
on dual-use items for American military-related entities
could have significant implications, potentially
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weakening China’s position as the world’s
manufacturing powerhouse. [CBS News]

U.S. conducts public consultation on
cutting China out of drone supply chain

(wy) The U.S. Department of Commerce's Bureau of
Industry and Security (BIS) has launched a public
consultation to gather opinions on excluding China
from the supply chain of drone manufacturing.
[Bureau of Industry and Security 1]

Since January 2, the BIS has been soliciting public
comments on potential risks related to China and
Russia in the supply chain for unmanned aircraft
systems (UAS) or drones. This move comes shortly
after Beijing announced export restrictions on 28 U.S.
defense companies involved in arms sales to Taiwan
(see article above).

According to the BIS, China and Russia’s involvement in
the drone supply chain could enable them to "remotely
access and manipulate these devices, exposing
sensitive U.S. data." The agency is particularly
interested in public feedback on national security risks
tied to specific information and communication
technology and services (ICTS) transactions involving
drones, threats posed by foreign adversaries, and the
potential economic impact of the proposed regulations
on affected entities.

The consultation period will remain open for 60 days,
during which the BIS will also evaluate alternative
mitigation measures. The final decision on the
proposed rule will be made under the administration
of President-elect Donald Trump following the
consultation, on March 4, 2025. [Bureau of Industry
and Security 2] [South China Morning Post] [The
Economic Times]

The U.S. is one of the largest markets for Chinese
drone manufacturers, with these devices widely used
across various industries, including agriculture, the
chemical sector, and emergency services. Statistically,
Chinese drone companies account for at least 75
percent of the U.S. drone market. However, as drone
technology advances, concerns about national security
have arisen. Specifically, the sophisticated cameras,
receivers, and artificial intelligence capabilities of these
drones could potentially be exploited by adversarial
governments to collect data from the country. [The
New York Times]
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US adds China tech giant Tencent along
with others to list of China military
associates

(dh) The U.S. Department of Defense has added
several Chinese companies, including technology firm
Tencent and battery manufacturer CATL, to a list of
entities it associates with China’s military. The list,
known as the Section 1260H list, does not impose
immediate sanctions but signals potential risks for
American businesses engaging with these firms. It may
also increase pressure on the U.S. Treasury
Department to consider future actions.

Tencent, the owner of WeChat, described its inclusion
as a mistake and clarified that it has no military ties.
Similarly, CATL denied involvement in military-related
activities, labeling the decision inaccurate. China’s
government criticized the move as unjustified and
argued that it undermines market principles and
international trade rules, potentially discouraging
foreign investment in the U.S.

The Pentagon’s updated list, now comprising 134
companies, is part of broader U.S. efforts to address
concerns about technology being used to enhance
China’'s military capabilities. Lawmakers had specifically
urged the inclusion of some firms, such as CATL,
following plans by Ford to collaborate with the battery
maker on a Michigan-based plant.

The decision comes amid ongoing tensions between
the U.S. and China. While the designation itself does
not directly impact operations, it has affected market
sentiment, with shares of Tencent and CATL seeing
declines after the announcement. [BBC]

U.S. sanction Chinese firm over alleged
cyber espionage

(dh) The United States has introduced new
cybersecurity sanctions against Integrity Technology
Group, a Chinese firm based in Beijing. Integrity Tech's
assets within the U.S. are frozen, and U.S. entities are
prohibited from engaging in transactions with the
company. [Department of the Treasury, USA]

According to the U.S. Treasury Department, the
company has been linked to hacking activities by a
group referred to as "Flax Typhoon." U.S. officials,
including FBI Director Christopher Wray, claim that the
company presents itself as a legitimate IT business
while secretly assisting Chinese government security


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ihk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-sykklky-l-ihu/

agencies with intelligence gathering and
reconnaissance.

Officials claim that Integrity Tech provided
infrastructure support to Flax Typhoon between 2022
and 2023, enabling the group’s cyber activities against
multiple victims, including organizations in the U.S. and
Europe. [VoA]

In response, China’s foreign ministry pushed back
against these claims, calling on the U.S. “to stop using
the issue of cybersecurity to vilify and smear China,”
and accusing the US of “using it to impose illegal and
unilateral sanctions on China.” [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, China]

Chinese state-sponsored hackers accused
of stealing U.S. Treasury Department
documents

(wy) The U.S. Treasury Department has reported that
Chinese state-sponsored hackers stole unclassified
documents from its workstations in early December.

In a letter to Congress, the Treasury Department
revealed that hackers had breached a third-party
cybersecurity service provider, gaining access to a key
used to secure unclassified documents. BeyondTrust, a
cybersecurity firm, alerted the department to the
vulnerability on December 8. In response to the
breach, the Treasury is working with the U.S.
Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA)
and the FBI to assess the potential impact. The
department stated that additional information would
be released as the investigation progresses. [Al
Jazeeral

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs denied the
accusations, describing them as groundless. The
Ministry reiterated that the Chinese government
consistently rejects all forms of cyberattacks and
strongly objected to the dissemination of false
information driven by political motives. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, China, in Chinese]

In December, the U.S. sanctioned a Chinese
cybersecurity company, Sichuan Silence Information
Technology Company, and one of its researchers, Guan
Tianfeng, over a large-scale cyberattack that U.S.
Treasury officials stated could have endangered lives.
Guan is accused of attempting to exploit vulnerabilities
in company firewall software in 2020, potentially
causing system malfunctions, and of deploying 23,000
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instances of malicious software in the U.S. (see AiR No.
51, December/2024, 3).

U.S. President Biden approves final permit
for mine amid ongoing China trade
tensions

(dh) The Biden administration has approved the final
permit for Perpetua Resources’ Stibnite mine in Idaho,
a key move to reduce U.S. reliance on China for critical
minerals. The mine will supply over 35 percent of
America’s antimony needs, a metal essential for
weapons, solar panels, and flame retardants, and
produce 450,000 ounces of gold annually by 2028.

This dual production strategy is intended to ensure
financial viability even if China takes further steps to
manipulate global markets, as seen with its impact on
cobalt supplies that led to the bankruptcy of another
Idaho mining project.

This decision comes after China restricted antimony
exports to the U.S., intensifying trade tensions (see AiR
No. 50, December/2024, 2).

The U.S. Forest Service approved the project after an
eight-year review, highlighting environmental
safeguards and Indigenous consultations. [Reuters]

In separate developments, Jervois Global, a cobalt
mining company, is undergoing bankruptcy after facing
financial difficulties, which have been partly attributed
to the challenges posed by China's dominance in global
cobalt production. Millstreet Capital Management, a
U.S. fund manager, will take control of the company,
injecting USD 145 million and converting over USD 100
million in loans into equity. This deal is set to wipe out
all existing shareholders.

Jervois has been struggling financially for years,
including the closure of its Idaho cobalt mine in 2023,
which was the only U.S. source of cobalt. The company
faced significant challenges after China's CMOC Group
opened a large-scale cobalt mine in the Democratic
Republic of Congo in 2023, increasing global cobalt
supply. This, combined with weaker than expected
electric vehicle sales, led to a 72 percent drop in cobalt
prices since their peak in April 2022.

Millstreet now controls Jervois's cobalt refinery in
Finland and nickel refinery in Brazil. Despite the
bankruptcy, a USD 15 million U.S. government grant to
support a potential U.S.-based cobalt refinery remains
intact. Jervois is likely to keep its Idaho mine closed
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until cobalt prices rise to USD 20 per pound, nearly
double the current price.

The company's CEO has urged the U.S. government
and incoming President Trump to encourage
manufacturers to source cobalt from Western miners
to better compete with China’s market dominance.
[Mining] [Reuters]

Donald Trump’s request to delay the ban
on TikTok declined

(wy) The U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) has rejected
President-elect Donald Trump's request to postpone
the implementation of a ban on TikTok, set to take
effect by January 19.

Trump had previously appealed to the U.S. Supreme
Court to delay the scheduled ban, citing his intention
to resolve the issue through political means (see AiR
No. 53, December/2024, 5). However, the DOJ rejected
the request, stating that ByteDance, TikTok's parent
company - allegedly linked to the Chinese government
- was unlikely to prevail on legal grounds. The DOJ also
highlighted a broad consensus on the national security
risks posed by China’s potential access to sensitive
data collected from American users through the app.

If the court does not intervene to block the ban by
January 19, Apple and Google app stores will no longer
allow users to download TikTok. Existing users will still
be able to access the app. However, services would
degrade and eventually become unfunctional over
time because ByteDance will be barred from providing
services. [Reuters]

UK calls upon Shein and Temu for
questioning over labor practices

(dh) Shein, the fast fashion brand originally founded in
China, will face questions from a UK parliamentary
committee about worker rights within its supply chain.
The Business and Trade Committee is investigating the
government's employment rights bill, with a particular
focus on protecting UK workers and addressing
concerns over the importation of poor labor standards.
Shein, along with Temu - an online marketplace owned
by Chinese company PDD Holdings - has been called
to testify as part of this inquiry.

Both companies have faced allegations related to poor
working conditions and forced labor in factories in
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China that produce their goods. Shein, which has
grown rapidly in markets such as the US, Europe, and
the UK, has consistently denied these claims,
emphasizing its commitment to human rights and its
zero-tolerance stance on forced labor. Temu has made
similar statements, asserting that it does not permit
forced labor. Despite these claims, the committee is
focusing on the impact of global retail practices on
labor standards in the UK.

Founded in China in 2008, Shein is now headquartered
in Singapore and is seeking approval for a potential
IPO in London. The company filed its papers with the
UK's market regulator in June 2024, but its IPO has
raised concerns, particularly from anti-slavery
advocates like Independent Anti-Slavery Commissioner
Eleanor Lyons.

The hearing will also feature testimony from key
figures like Margaret Beels, Director of Labor Market
Enforcement, as well as industry representatives,
including Alistair Macrow, CEO of McDonald's UK and
Ireland, and Claire Lorains, Sustainability Director at
Tesco. Their contributions will shed light on the
broader issue of labor rights and global supply chain
practices affecting the UK. [Reuters]

Serbia deploys Chinese made weapon

(dh) Serbia has deployed the FK-3 air defense missile
system, purchased from China, signaling deepening
military cooperation between the two nations. The FK-
3, designed and produced in China, offers advanced
capabilities, including anti-jamming technology and the
ability to engage multiple airborne threats such as
aircraft and cruise missiles. Its range extends up to 100
kilometers and can operate at altitudes of 27
kilometers, making it a significant addition to Serbia’s
defense infrastructure.

The acquisition included intensive training for Serbian
crews in China, highlighting the technical collaboration
between the countries. This deployment not only
strengthens Serbia’s air defense but also underscores
China’s expanding role as a defense supplier on the
global stage. The FK-3 system reflects China’s growing
influence in military technology exports and its
strategic partnerships with nations like Serbia.
[Defence-Blog]

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi starts
Africa visit, with first stop in Namibia
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(dh) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi is visiting
Namibia, the Republic of the Congo, Chad, and Nigeria
from January 5 to 11, continuing a long-standing
tradition where the Chinese foreign minister's first
overseas trip of the year is to Africa.

The visit takes place at a time when China and Africa
have upgraded their relationship to strategic
partnerships. It also marks the beginning of the
implementation of the FOCAC Beijing Action Plan
(2025-2027), which outlines ten key initiatives. These
initiatives focus on areas such as trade, industrial
cooperation, healthcare, rural revitalization, green
development, and people-to-people exchanges, aiming
to foster mutual growth and development for both
parties. China has been Africa's largest trading partner
for 15 consecutive years and provides zero-tariff
treatment to 33 countries in Africa with diplomatic
relations with China. [Global Times 1]

Wang's visit comes as the world's second largest
economy ramps up its financial support for the debt-
laden continent and looks to strike more critical
minerals deals and find markets to absorb its exports.
Beijing's bid for control of these resources has
triggered a contest with the US and the EU, which have
also ramped up investment in the region. [Semafor]

Wang's Africa tour as comes as China's economy slows
and Africa offers a much-sought avenue for its state-
owned infrastructure firms struggling for projects as
indebted local governments hold off on spending, as
well as a market for its electric vehicles and solar
panels, areas where the U.S. and EU say it has over-
capacity. [Reuters]

Wang started his visit on January 6 in Namibia where
he met with Namibian President Nangolo Mbumba
and President-elect Netumbo Nandi-Ndaitwah, as
emphasized the deep-rooted friendship between
China and Africa.

In the meeting, Wang Yi reiterated China's ongoing
support for Namibia's development, emphasizing the
importance of aligning with Namibia's unique needs
and the One-China policy. He mentioned China's
intention to strengthen political trust between the two
nations and help Namibia harness its resources to
foster economic growth and modernization. Wang
expressed China’s readiness to provide guidance to
ensure the development of strong, stable bilateral
relations.

Mbumba expressed Namibia's intent to develop its
uranium resources for nuclear energy while advancing
wind and solar power to support the global green
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energy transition. Namibia, the world’s third-largest
uranium producer, primarily exports its output to
China, but it aims to increase domestic processing to
add value. In 2023, the country banned the export of
unprocessed critical minerals, following the lead of
Zimbabwe and Tanzania.

Nandi-Ndaitwah highlighted the enduring friendship
between the two countries. She expressed Namibia's
continued commitment to developing its relationship
with China, particularly in sectors like trade, education,
agriculture, infrastructure, and energy. [Global Times
2]

China’s investments in Namibia include the USD 5.1
billion Swakop Uranium partnership, the largest
Chinese investment in Africa, and other significant
stakes in the uranium sector. Additional commitments
include building 1,500 housing units for police,
providing drought assistance, and constructing a USD
161.5 million desalination plant through a joint venture
between Namibia Water Corporation and China
General Nuclear Power Group. [South China Morning
Post]

First shipments of Australian live rock
lobsters delivered to China

(wy) The first shipments of live rock lobsters have been
delivered to China, marking the end of a four-year
trade dispute between Australia and China.

In 2020, Beijing imposed restrictions on various
Australian exports, including wine, beef, barley, and
lobster. Over time, these restrictions have been
gradually lifted, with live rock lobsters being the last
item to receive import approval.

China was once the largest and most valuable market
for Australia’s rock lobster industry. Before the trade
tensions, over 95 percent of western rock lobster
exports were purchased by Chinese buyers. Australia's
most valuable fishery, the WA lobster industry, was
worth approximately AUD 500 million Australian dollar
(USD 309 million) annually in 2019, before the
restrictions imposed by China. However, the trade
dispute led to the industry's value being slashed by
more than half.

Australian fisheries are encouraged by the rebound in
rock lobster prices as exports to China resume. Despite
this, they have successfully developed 22 alternative
markets during the trade restrictions to fill the gap left
by the Chinese market. [ABC News]
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In November, Australian Prime Minister Anthony
Albanese met with Xi on the sidelines of the G20
summit in Rio de Janeiro, marking their third meeting
in a year and signaling a continued thaw in relations
after years of tensions.

Albanese praised progress in stabilizing trade ties,
which had been strained in recent years, and
emphasized mutual opportunities in climate change
and energy transitions. Xi, in turn, highlighted the
positive momentum in the relationship and called for a
fair, non-discriminatory business environment for
Chinese companies operating in Australia (see AiR No.
47, November/2024, 3).

Australian China studies scholars warn of
research crisis

(wy) Australian China studies scholars have warned the
Australian government that the field of China studies
in the country has reached a "crisis point."

An open letter signed by 60 scholars in May urged
Australian Research Council (ARC) to provide greater
funding support for their research. This growing crisis
has become a pressing topic among Australian China
studies scholars. According to a professor from the
China Studies Association of Australia (CSAA), most
scholars in the field rely on limited university grants,
which restrict them to small-scale projects. This
situation was the result of a shift in Australia’s attitude
toward China, derived from concerns over national
security and the balance of power in the Asia-Pacific
region.

There is also a prevailing perception in Australia that
scholars of China studies could be influenced by the
Chinese Communist Party. Despite these challenges,
nearly 40 Australian studies centers continue to
operate or have recently been established at
universities and institutes across China.

Scholars have called for addressing what they describe
as a "systematic failure" in Australia's understanding of
China. Strengthening the field of China studies and
cultivating more experts in this area are seen as
essential steps to protect Australia's national interests.
[ABC News] [The Conversation]

Mexico imposes new tariffs set to affect
major Chinese companies
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(dh) Mexico's tax authority, SAT, has introduced new
tariffs aimed at enhancing scrutiny of goods coming
from countries without trade agreements with Mexico,
notably China. Beginning January 1, products shipped
via courier from China will be subject to a 19 percent
duty. This move is seen as a step to curb tax evasion
and prevent unfair trade practices.

The measure is part of broader efforts to regulate e-
commerce and ensure a level playing field for Mexican
companies. While the tariffs are not directed
exclusively at China, the new rules will have a
significant impact on Chinese-based e-commerce
giants, like Shein and Temu, both of which have gained
major traction in Mexico.

The new tariffs come as part of a series of tax
guidelines that aim to tighten control over imports,
especially from countries like China, which Mexico
does not have a specific trade treaty with. These
changes could disrupt Mexico's IMMEX program, which
currently allows foreign companies to import goods
tax-free for manufacturing or assembly purposes,
especially for export to the U.S. [Reuters]

China sends emergency relief to
earthquake-hit Vanuatu

(dh) China has stepped in to support Vanuatu following
a 7.3-magnitude earthquake on December 17 that
caused significant devastation, claiming 14 lives,
injuring over 200 people, and damaging much of the
city’s infrastructure. A chartered plane arrived in the
capital, Port Vila, carrying 35 metric tons of essential
supplies such as tents, folding beds, solar-powered
lights, food, water purifiers, and medical equipment.

The aid was provided at the request of Vanuatu's
government, with officials from both countries
highlighting the strong ties between their peoples.

In addition to material aid, China sent a team of four
earthquake engineers to assist with recovery efforts,
marking its first post-disaster technical deployment to
a Pacific island nation. Chinese officials voiced
solidarity with Vanuatu and confidence in its ability to
rebuild. [China Daily]

India lodges strong protest over China's
formation of new counties in Ladakh,
mega dam on Brahmaputra
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(ad) India has lodged a strong protest with China
following Beijing's announcement of two new counties,
He'an and Hekang, in Hotan Prefecture, which
encompasses parts of Ladakh’s Aksai Chin region. New
Delhi reaffirmed that it does not recognize China's
"illegal occupation" of the area and emphasized that
these developments will not alter India’s claim to the
territory. Diplomatic channels have been utilized to
express this position formally.

The timing of this protest is significant, coming after a
December 2024 meeting between India’s National
Security Adviser Ajit Doval and China’s Foreign Minister
Wang Yi, aimed at resolving tensions stemming from
the 2020 Galwan clashes.

India has also expressed concerns over China's plans
to construct the world’s largest dam on the
Brahmaputra River in Tibet near the Indian border. The
USD 137 billion hydropower project, located in the
Yarlung Tsangpo region, poses potential risks to
downstream states, including Arunachal Pradesh and
Assam. New Delhi highlighted the lack of transparency
and consultation from China regarding the project and
reiterated India’s rights as a lower riparian state. [The
Hindu]

United States moves to clear hurdles for
civil nuclear partnership with Indian firms

(Im) U.S. National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, during
his visit to New Delhi on January 6, announced that the
United States is finalizing steps to address long-
standing barriers to its civil nuclear cooperation with
India. This initiative aims to enable Indian firms to
access restricted US nuclear technology and progress
in the bilateral partnership.

The roadblocks primarily stem from India's nuclear
liability laws, which currently hold nuclear plant
manufacturers accountable for accident costs,
diverging from global norms that place liability on the
operator. These laws have delayed agreements with
foreign companies and impacted India’s nuclear power
expansion targets, including adding 20,000 MW of
capacity by 2030.

The US and India, which agreed in 2019 to build six US
nuclear power plants in India, have been engaged in
discussions to resolve these issues since the mid-
2000s. The 2007 agreement signed under President
George W. Bush marked a milestone in civilian nuclear
cooperation but required further adjustments to align
with global standards.
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Sullivan’s visit precedes the inauguration of Donald
Trump as the 47th U.S. President and is expected to
cover other strategic issues, including China's
upstream dam projects, artificial intelligence, space
cooperation, and economic challenges. [The Hindu]

India, United States to jointly produce
sonobuoys for Indian Navy's undersea
domain awareness

(Im) India and the United States have announced a
strategic partnership to co-produce sonobuoys for the
Indian Navy, enhancing undersea domain awareness
(UDA) capabilities. This collaboration between Ultra
Maritime (UM) and Bharat Dynamics Limited (BDL)
aligns with the US-India Initiative on Critical and
Emerging Technologies (ICET) and seeks to counter
China's expanding naval presence in the Indian Ocean
Region.

Sonobuoys, used for detecting submarines, will be
jointly manufactured to U.S. Navy standards, with
production shared between the U.S. and India under
the "Make in India" initiative. The partnership will also
focus on developing new technologies tailored to the
acoustic environment of the Indian Ocean. These
sonobuoys will be interoperable with U.S. and allied
military platforms such as the P-8I, MH-60R, and MQ-
9B Sea Guardian aircraft.

The collaboration reflects broader defense ties
between the two nations, as India operates multiple
U.S.-made platforms, including P-8| maritime patrol
aircraft and MQ-9B drones. The agreement builds on
previous initiatives, such as the partnership between
Sagar Defence Engineering and Boeing's Liquid
Robotics for uncrewed surface vehicle systems,
emphasizing UDA as a critical area for naval operations
among Quad nations (India, the U.S., Australia, and
Japan). [The Hindu]

Two Indian companies charged with
criminal conspiracy to distribute fentanyl
precursor chemicals to US

(Im) The U.S. Department of Justice has charged Indian
companies Raxuter Chemicals and Athos Chemicals,
along with Bhavesh Lathiya, a founder and senior
executive of Raxuter Chemicals, with conspiracy to
distribute and import fentanyl precursor chemicals
into the United States. This marks a rare instance of
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Indian entities being implicated in fentanyl-related
offenses, which have predominantly involved Chinese
companies in the past.

Lathiya was arrested in New York on January 4 and
remains detained pending trial, with potential
penalties reaching up to 53 years in prison if convicted.
The charges include conspiracy to distribute and
import a listed chemical, smuggling, and other related
offenses, with the chemicals reportedly intended for
fentanyl production in the US and Mexico.

Fentanyl, a Schedule Il controlled substance, is a highly
addictive synthetic opioid considered the deadliest
drug threat in the US, being approximately 50 times
more potent than heroin and 100 times more potent
than morphine. The Attorney General and Secretary of
Homeland Security emphasized the importance of
targeting foreign exporters of fentanyl precursors to
curb the drug's devastating impact on American
communities. [The Hindu]

Indonesia highlights India’s role in
achieving a modern and efficient digital
government

(gk) Minister of Communication and Digital Affairs
Meutya Hafid, during a meeting with Indian
Ambassador Sandeep Chakravorty, acknowledged and
appreciated its collaboration with India in achieving
government digitalization.

Minister Hafid noted that of many priorities laid down
by President Prabowo Subianto, digital transformation
is a key priority, and international cooperation with
India, one of the leaders in digital technology, is an
important pillar in achieving a modern and efficient
digital government. She also praised India’s readiness
to share its insights on digital identity programs and
deemed India's Aadhaar program relevant for
implementation in Indonesia’s public services.

Hafid also hoped that cooperation with India would
boost digital infrastructure, cyber security and human
resource capacity-building and expedite the realization
of President’s Asta Cita (eight main missions), while
also positioning Indonesia as a global player in the
digital world. [Antara]

Indonesian warship conferred with
German medal
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(gk) Germany's Federal Ministry of Defense has
awarded Indonesia’s warship KPI Diponegoro-365 with
a German medal in recognition of its contributions to
the United Nations-authorized peacekeeping mission
in Lebanon.

The warship and its crew have been working alongside
their German counterparts to maintain security and
stability in the Mediterranean Sea, particularly in
Lebanon'’s territorial waters, over the past year. This
marks the first time an Indonesian warship has
received such an honor from the German government,
in recognition of its collaboration with German
peacekeeping forces.

Since January 2024, the vessel has been part of the
Maritime Task Force of the Indonesian Armed Forces,
serving under the United Nations Interim Force in
Lebanon (UNIFIL). The crew's duties include conducting
maritime patrols, monitoring borders, preventing
weapons smuggling, and training personnel from the
Lebanese Navy. [Antara]

Japan, Philippines renew bilateral swap
agreement

(dql) Japan and the Philippines and Japan have
renewed their Bilateral Swap Arrangement (BSA),
effective January 1, 2025, maintaining a swap deal
worth up to USD 12 billion. The renewal was
formalized through the signing of the Fourth
Amendment and Restatement Agreement of the Third
BSA by the BSP and the Bank of Japan (BOJ). [Ministry
of Finance, Japan]

Under the BSA, the two countries can exchange their
local currencies for US dollars, while the Philippines
can also swap Philippine pesos for Japanese yen. The
arrangement grants the Philippines access to USD 12
billion or its equivalent in yen, while Japan can access
up to USD 500 million. [Ministry of Finance, Japan]
[Inquirer.net]

U.S. President Biden blocks Nippon Steel’s
U.S. Steel takeover bid

(dqgl/dgl) US President Joe Biden has blocked Nippon
Steel's USD 14.9 billion acquisition of US Steel, citing
national security risks. The decision, widely seen as
being influenced by pressure from the United
Steelworkers union, fulfills a political promise but
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raises concerns about its impact on US-Japan relations
and foreign investment. [The New York Times]

Biden argued that US ownership is critical for
maintaining a strong domestic steel industry and
resilient supply chains essential to infrastructure,
defense, and the auto sector. His move comes after a
year of review by the Committee on Foreign
Investment in the United States (CFIUS), which failed to
reach a consensus (see AiR No. 53, December/2024, 5).
Biden ordered the deal to be abandoned within 30
days but allowed the possibility of an extension. [The
White House, USA]

The decision follows months of lobbying by Nippon
Steel and US Steel, who pledged to preserve jobs and
proposed additional concessions, including a
government veto on production cuts. Despite these
efforts, Biden's opposition solidified during the 2024
election campaign, particularly in Pennsylvania, a key
swing state. Critics, including President-elect Donald
Trump and Vice President-elect JD Vance, also opposed
the deal, emphasizing support for American workers.

US Steel, a symbol of American industrial history now
struggling financially, warned it might have to shut
factories without new investment. Shares in the
company fell 5 percent after the announcement.
Nippon Steel and US Steel called Biden's decision
politically motivated to “to advance President Biden’s
political agenda,” and announced legal action, arguing
it sends a "chilling message" to allied foreign investors.
[Nippon Steel]

In a last-minute attempt to secure the deal, Nippon
Steel has pledged to maintain production capacity at
US Steel's mills for ten just a day before Biden’s January
3 order. Nippon Steel's proposal also includes a
commitment not to reduce output at mills in
Pennsylvania, Alabama, Arkansas, California, Indiana,
and Texas without CFIUS approval. [Kyodo News]

Analysts speculate the deal might be revisited under
the incoming Trump administration, possibly under
revised terms. Meanwhile, experts warn that the
decision could strain US-Japan relations, with Japan
being a close ally. [BBC]

In latest development, Nippon Steel and US Steel have
filed a federal lawsuit challenging the Biden
administration's decision. The lawsuit, filed on January
6, claims that the head of the United Steelworkers
union and a rival steelmaker collaborated to block the
buyout. It also alleges that Biden influenced the
Committee on Foreign Investment in the US (CFIUS) to
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prejudice the decision, violating the companies' right to
a fair review. [Al Jazeera]

At the diplomatic level, Japanese Prime Minister
Shigeru Ishiba demanded that Washington dispel
concerns that Biden's decision could impact future
investments. He added: "They need to be able to
explain clearly why there is a national security concern,
or else further discussions on the matter will not
work." [Channel News Asia]

Japanese, U.S. foreign ministers reaffirm
alliance

(dql) Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya met with
visiting U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken on
January 7. The visit in Japan is part of Blinken’s Europe
and Asia tour with further stops in South Korea and
France, most likely to be his last overseas trips as U.S.
top diplomat. [ABC News]

During their talk, the two ministers agreed on the
importance of enhancing the deterrence and response
capabilities of the Japan-U.S. Alliance, building on the
outcomes of the Japan-U.S. “2+2" talks in July, where
both sides identified China as the "greatest strategic
challenge" and agreed to deepen military cooperation
and enhance Japanese production and repair of U.S.-
licensed weapons (see AiR No. 31, July/2024, 5).

In addition, lwaya and Blinken discussed economic
matters, including the acquisition of United States
Steel by Nippon Steel, and reaffirmed the significance
of Japan-U.S. economic ties, especially Japanese
investments in the U.S.

The ministers stressed the need for continued
coordination on North Korea's nuclear and missile
threats, the abduction issue, and regional security
challenges. They condemned North Korea’s ballistic
missile launch on January 6 (see article in this edition).
Discussions also covered cooperation on issues related
to China, Ukraine, and the Middle East. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan]

The meeting comes as lawsuits to challenge U.S.
President Jo Biden'’s decision to block Japan's Nippon
Steel's takeover of U.S. Steel cause an unusual stir over
business relationships between the two allies. It
appears that Blinken and Iwaya didn’t mention the
matter during opening remarks at their luncheon.
[BNN Bloomberg]
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It comes also as analysts note Japan's recent pivot to
China and efforts for rapprochement with Japan on the
Chinese side. [The Diplomat][AA][Radio Free Asia]

U.S. approves sale of advance air-to-air
missiles to Japan

(dgl) The U.S. State Department has approved Japan's
USD 3.64 billion purchase of Advanced Medium-Range
Air-to-Air Missiles (AMRAAMS). The deal includes 1,200
AIM-120D-3 and AIM-120C-8 missiles, along with 20
AIM-120D-3 guidance sections equipped with
advanced positioning systems and four AIM-120C-8
guidance sections.

It also includes equipment such as propulsion sections,
warheads, training missiles, missile containers, control
section spares, and testing and reprogramming tools.
In addition, the package covers spare parts,
accessories, logistics, and support, with RTX as the
principal contractor. [The Defense Post]

The State Department's approval comes shortly after
the Japanese government allocated USD 55 billion to
the defense budget for fiscal year 2025 (see AR No. 53,
December/2024, 5).

Japan to be among Russia’s strike targets
in event of clash with NATO

(dql) Russia developed plans to strike civilian and
military infrastructure in Japan (and South Korea)
during a potential conflict with NATO, according to
leaked documents from 2008-2014 obtained by the
Financial Times. Although created for training military
officers, these plans reportedly remain relevant to
Russian strategy.

160 targets are identified in the documents, including
command headquarters, radar installations, airbases,
and naval facilities. In addition, critical civilian
infrastructure such as roads, rail tunnels, power plants,
and industrial facilities in both nations would also be
targeted. The plans aim to secure Russia's eastern
flank by disrupting troop movements and logistics.
[The Kyiv Independent]

Recent statements underscore rising tensions between
Russia and NATO. Russian Deputy Defense Minister
Andrei Belousov warned of the need to prepare for
potential conflict with NATO within a decade, citing the
Alliance's growing support for Ukraine. [Newsweek]
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Japan to support Ukraine’s anti-
corruption efforts

(dql) Japan will launch a program this year to assist
Ukraine in eradicating corruption and reforming its
judicial system, key steps for Ukraine's European
Union membership ambitions. Ukrainian Deputy
Justice Minister Liudmyla Suhak recently highlighted
the country's severe corruption challenges during her
visit to Tokyo, expressing eagerness to learn from
Japan's strong stance against corruption.

Ukraine ranks 104th among 180 countries in
Transparency International's 2023 Corruption
Perceptions Index, with critics arguing that corruption
hampers EU accession efforts and international
support against Russia's invasion. Reconstruction costs
for Ukraine are estimated at USD 486 billion over the
next decade, but concerns remain over potential
misappropriation of funds.

Japan, ranked 16th in the index, has decades of
experience supporting legal reforms, including anti-
corruption measures, in over ten countries. Following
Ukraine's request for assistance in January 2022,
Japan'’s then-Justice Minister Ryuji Koizumi signed a
memorandum of cooperation in Kyiv in August 2022.
[The Japan News]

Japan has allocated ¥275 million in its fiscal 2025
budget to support Ukraine's legal reforms. Planned
initiatives include training sessions, seminars, and the
deployment of Japanese officials to Ukraine to develop
expertise in law enforcement and governance.

As international calls for a ceasefire in Ukraine grow
ahead of the third anniversary of Russia’s full-scale
invasion, Japan aims to accelerate these efforts to aid
Ukraine's transition to the reconstruction phase.

Malaysia deports around 300 migrants
from Myanmar

(oc) The Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency
(MMEA) announced that it expelled two boats carrying
approximately 300 undocumented migrants from
Myanmar on January 4. The boats were located just
southwest of Langkawi on January 3.

MMEA's Director General, Rosli Abdullah, stated that
the agency provided the migrants with food and water
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before expelling them from Malaysia's maritime
borders.

The migrants are believed to be Rohingya. [BBC]
[Channel News Asia]

Singapore Prime Minister visits Malaysia
for Leaders' Retreat

(ga) Singapore Prime Minister Lawrence Wong was
officially welcomed by Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar
Ibrahim on January 7 during his two-day visit to
Malaysia. Wong inspected a guard of honor before
joining Anwar for the 11th Leaders' Retreat, an annual
platform to strengthen Malaysia-Singapore relations
since its inception in 2007.

The two leaders announced an agreement to establish
a special economic zone (SEZ) in Johor, Malaysia, aimed
at boosting investment and facilitating the movement
of goods and people between the two nations. The
agreement follows a year of discussions after both
countries initially agreed in principle to develop the
SEZ.

Wong emphasized that the SEZ would enhance
competitiveness, attract investment, and foster long-
term business growth. Anwar described the initiative
as unique, highlighting the rarity of two countries
collaborating on such a project.

The SEZ will focus on attracting high-value investments
in sectors such as manufacturing, logistics, tourism,
and energy transition. Malaysia’'s Economic Minister
Rafizi Ramli stated that the two countries aim for 50
projects within the first five years, creating 20,000
skilled jobs. Malaysia will manage an infrastructure
fund to support companies, while Singapore will
establish its own fund for investments and supporting
Singaporean businesses in Johor.

The project also aims to ease traffic congestion at the
busy causeway between Malaysia and Singapore,
where thousands of Malaysians commute daily for
work and study. [Reuters]

Furthermore, Malaysia and Singapore are reopening
discussions on long-standing issues, including water
supply, maritime delimitation, and airspace. Anwar and
Wong emphasized the need for holistic and
constructive resolutions, involving quarterly reviews to
expedite technical discussions.
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Both leaders further deliberated on Sarawak's energy
exports to Peninsular Malaysia and Singapore, as well
as the Flight Information Region (FIR), addressing
Malaysia's connectivity needs with Sabah and Sarawak
while ensuring Changi Airport's operations remain
unaffected. While progress has been made, the issues
remain complex, requiring further dialogue to achieve
mutually beneficial outcomes. [Bernama 2]

Malaysia, India hold first Security
Dialogue

(dgl) Malaysia's National Security Council Director
General Raja Dato Nushirwan and India’s National
Security Advisor Ajit Doval held the inaugural India-
Malaysia Security Dialogue in New Delhi on January 7.
The meeting focused on global and regional security
challenges and reviewed bilateral cooperation in
security, defense, and maritime affairs.

Key topics included enhancing collaboration in
counterterrorism, deradicalization, cybersecurity,
defense industry, and maritime security. The two
countries also discussed potential cooperation in
critical minerals and rare earths.

As part of an agreement to strengthen institutional
ties, the dialogue will be held annually. This initiative
follows Malaysian Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim'’s
August 2024 visit to India, where the countries
elevated their relationship to a Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership and committed to expanding
security cooperation. [The Economic Times]

China-Maldives Free Trade Agreement
comes into effect

(Im) The Maldives-China Free Trade Agreement (FTA),
signed in December 2014, officially came into effect on
January 1, 2025. Initially approved by the PPM/MDA
coalition in 2017, its implementation was delayed
during President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's tenure due
to proposed amendments that were not pursued.
Discussions for its activation resumed during President
Mohamed Muizzu's visit to China in January 2024.

The agreement aims to enhance trade between the
two nations, targeting an increase in trade volume
from USD 700 million to USD 1 billion. It includes
significant provisions such as duty exemptions on over
7,000 items exported from the Maldives to China,
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including all fish products like skipjack and yellowfin
tuna. It also removes nearly all duties on construction
materials imported to the Maldives, expected to lower
prices and boost the construction sector.

The FTA also emphasizes human resource
development, research, and skills enhancement for
Maldivians, with opportunities for investment
promotion in both countries. Additionally, it removes
the five percent duty on furniture imports, making
them duty-free, and is anticipated to create jobs in
export and re-export services. [the edition]

Allegations of Indian involvement in
attempts to oust Maldivian President
Muizzu surface

(Im) Recent reports, including a detailed investigation
by The Washington Post, claim that opposition forces
in the Maldives attempted to solicit India’s Research
and Analysis Wing (RAW) assistance to oust President
Mohamed Muizzu. This follows Muizzu's victory in 2023
on an anti-India platform and his efforts to strengthen
ties with China.

According to the report, secret discussions began in
January 2024, with opposition leaders proposing a
“Democratic Renewal Initiative” that involved bribing
parliament members, security officials, and gangs to
pass a no-confidence motion against Muizzu.

The scheme, which sought USD 6 million in funding,
reportedly aimed to destabilize the government
through covert actions. Two Indian intermediaries,
Shirish Thorat, a former police officer and military
contractor, and Savio Rodrigues, a former BJP
spokesperson, were allegedly involved. Both confirmed
knowledge of the plan but did not disclose whether
they acted on behalf of the Indian government. Indian
officials, however, were reportedly hesitant to support
the move so early in Muizzu's term, citing risks of
destabilization.

The report also highlights India’s earlier efforts to
maintain influence by supporting former President
Ibrahim Mohamed Solih’s administration during the
2023 elections. Indian officials engaged in
reconciliation efforts between Solih and former
President Mohamed Nasheed, who had refused to
back Solih's re-election bid. Despite Indian-backed
strategies, Muizzu triumphed, marking a shift toward
pro-China policies.
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Upon learning of the plot, Muizzu countered by
consolidating his parliamentary support, flipping 11
opposition members to his side, and thwarting
impeachment efforts. Despite strained initial relations,
Muizzu has since taken steps to mend ties with India,
including securing financial support to address
Maldives’ mounting debt crisis. [The Washington Post]
[the edition 1]

India’s Ministry of External Affairs, along with Maldivian
leaders, has strongly denied the allegations. New Delhi
dismissed the report as biased, while former Maldivian
President Mohamed Nasheed stated that India has
always respected Maldivian democracy and would not
interfere in its governance. Maldivian Foreign Minister
Dr. Abdulla Khaleel, during an official visit to India, also
rejected the report as unfounded, emphasizing the
strong bilateral relationship and accusing detractors of
attempting to destabilize ties. [the edition 2] [the
edition 3] [the edition 4]

Despite initial strained relations following Muizzu's
2023 election on an anti-India platform, his
administration has since taken steps to repair ties with
New Delhi. The Maldives recently signed an agreement
with India under the "High Impact Community
Development Projects" initiative, focusing on
development projects across various islands. This
agreement is part of broader efforts to address
Maldives’ economic challenges, with India providing a
USD 400 million currency swap facility and Treasury bill
extensions. Indian External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar highlighted Maldives as a clear example of
India’s “Neighbourhood First” policy, reaffirming the
commitment to strengthening ties.

Khaleel reiterated the Maldives' prioritization of its
relationship with India, citing shared history, economic
cooperation, and mutual security as foundational
pillars. He assured that the government opposes the
"India Out" campaign led by former President Abdulla
Yameen, emphasizing that isolated remarks from
government members against India have been
addressed promptly. [the edition 5] [the edition 6] [the
edition 7] [the edition 8]

Further strengthening these ties, Maldives' Defense
Minister Mohamed Ghassan Maumoon is set to visit
India from January 8-10 to enhance defence
cooperation between the two nations. During the
three-day visit, Maumoon will meet with Indian
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh to discuss key areas
such as training, joint exercises, and defence projects
aimed at strengthening the Maldives National Defence
Forces. The agenda also includes the supply of defence
equipment. [the editon 9] [The Hindu]
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Maldives Foreign Minister visits United
Arab Emirates

(Im) Maldivian Foreign Minister Dr. Abdulla Khaleel has
departed for the United Arab Emirates (UAE) after
concluding his official visit to India. Invited by UAE's
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister Sheikh
Abdullah Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the visit aims to
strengthen bilateral ties and explore avenues for
future collaboration between the two nations.

During the UAE visit, Minister Khaleel is expected to
hold discussions with Sheikh Abdullah to further
enhance cooperation in various sectors. This marks
Khaleel's second official trip since his appointment as
Foreign Minister in September. [the edition]

Mongolia prepares for direct flights to the
U.S. amid aviation sector growth

Mongolian Airlines (MIAT) CEO B. Munkhtamir has
announced Mongolia’s first direct flights to the United
States are underway.

Following an air transport agreement signed in August
2023 between the Mongolian and U.S. governments,
MIAT acquired a Boeing 787-9 Dreamliner in Q2 2024.
The aircraft, with a capacity of 292 passengers and 25
tons of cargo per flight, will support the new route.

MIAT also plans to enhance domestic flight frequency.
Currently, MIAT operates domestic flights to eight
destinations and international flights to about 20
destinations. New routes to countries including
Vietnam began in 2024, as confirmed by the Civil
Aviation Authority.

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, over 67,000 flights have
passed through Mongolian airspace, with 23,500
international and domestic takeoffs and landings
recorded. Transit passenger numbers rose from
17,000 in 2023 to 40,000 in 2024. To accommodate
growth, plans are underway to construct a transit hotel
at Chinggis Khaan International Airport in partnership
with private companies.

In 2024, over 2 million passengers used Chinggis
Khaan International Airport, the biggest airport of the
country. [Bloomberg TV]
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Mongolia, Russia to expand cooperation
in transport infrastructure

(fs) Mongolia’s Minister of Road and Transport
Delgersaikhan Borkhuu met with a Russian delegation
led by Alexey Krapivin, Director General of Russia’s
"Natsproektstroy" Group, to discuss enhancing
bilateral cooperation in the transport sector.

The meeting focused on projects aligned with
Mongolia's long-term development strategy, “Vision-
2050," and included potential collaborations under the
Mongolia-Russia-China Economic Corridor framework.

The "Natsproektstroy" Group aims to contribute to key
projects, including railway and road developments
across Mongolia's Western, Eastern, Central, and
Northern transport corridors. The discussed initiatives
include digitizing existing and new railways under the
Ulaanbaatar Railway Joint Venture, establishing a 1520
mm gauge railway network, and developing the
Altanbulag-Zamiin-Uud highway.

Both parties agreed that all projects will be
implemented using the Build-Operate-Transfer (BOT)
model. [Montsame]

Over 400 Japanese firms set to employ
1,100 Myanmar workers

(nf) Over 450 Japanese companies are set to hire 1,600
Myanmar workers, according to a statement from the
Myanmar Embassy in Tokyo. The embassy has verified
demand letters received through the Ministry of
Labour and Ministry of Foreign Affairs to ensure that
the companies and factories offering jobs are properly
established.

As of October 21, 2024, 451 verified demand letters
were processed, with over 430 male and 1,100 female
workers from Myanmar being offered employment.
Earlier, the embassy had reported that more than 400
companies would employ over 1,100 workers. [The
Global New Light of Myanmar]

Thailand rejects claims of Thai banks
facilitating arms purchases for Myanmar
junta

(nf) Thailand's government has denied United Nations
allegations that Thai banks facilitated arms purchases
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for Myanmar's military junta, stating that an
investigation found no such transactions. In a joint
statement issued on December 30, the central bank
and the Anti-Money Laundering Office confirmed that
while financial transfers linked to individuals named in
the UN report were identified, no connection to the
junta's weapon purchases could be established.

The allegations followed a June 2024 report by UN
Special Rapporteur Tom Andrews, which claimed that
USD 120 million was transferred through Thai banks in
the 2023 fiscal year to fund military equipment for the
junta. In response, Thailand formed a special
investigation team in July that subjected the banking
system to months of scrutiny. The Bank of Thailand
and the Anti-Money Laundering Office reiterated their
commitment to preventing the use of the financial
system for money laundering, terrorism financing, and
human rights violations. While rejecting some of the
allegations, Thai authorities acknowledged the need
for increased scrutiny of the financial sector. [Mizzima]

India-Nepal military exercise "Surya
Kiran" begins

(rs) The 18th edition of the Nepal-India joint military
exercise, Surya Kiran, commenced on January 7 in
Saljhandi, Rupandehi, and will run until January 13. The
exercise focuses on jungle warfare, counterterrorism,
UN peacekeeping, disaster management, and
environmental protection.

The Nepali Army’s Shreejung Battalion and the Indian
Army's 11th Gorkha Rifles will participate, aiming to
enhance military capabilities and strengthen bilateral
ties. Since 2010, Surya Kiran has alternated between
the two nations, with over 4,200 Nepali and 4,400
Indian soldiers participating to date. [The Rising Nepal]

Nepali traders criticize India's wheat
export quota as insufficient and delayed

(Im) The Indian government has approved a quota of
200,000 tons of wheat for export to Nepal, but Nepali
traders have criticized the move, citing delays and
inadequate quantity. This allocation, announced by
India’s Director General of Foreign Trade, marks the
third quota since India imposed a wheat export ban in
May 2022 due to domestic needs. The exports are
permitted exclusively through India’s state-owned
National Cooperative Exports Limited.
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Nepali traders argue that the six-month delay in
granting the quota undermines its usefulness, as the
domestic wheat harvest is imminent. Traders had
initially requested 300,000 tons to meet the demands
of Nepal's 42 flour mills, which require between
800,000 and 900,000 tons of wheat annually. The mills
also supply the domestic biscuit, noodle, and animal
feed industries, which collectively consume
approximately 1.2 million tons of wheat.

Compounding the issue, traders face logistical
challenges and limited flexibility due to India's decision
to restrict exports to a single state-run supplier. In the
past, traders were allowed to source wheat from
multiple private suppliers in India, streamlining the
process. With the current arrangement, traders are
concerned about quality, pricing, and timely delivery.

To address supply shortages, Nepali traders have
turned to alternative markets, importing wheat and
meslin—a wheat-rye mixture—from Australia, Ukraine,
and Russia. Although these imports carry a higher tariff
of 10 percent compared to India’'s 5 percent, they have
helped stabilize supply. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal’s Prime Minister Oli holds
discussions with former Sri Lankan
President Wickremesinghe

(Im) Nepal's Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli met with
former Sri Lankan President Ranil Wickremesinghe at
the prime minister’s residence in Baluwatar on January
2. The discussions focused on strengthening bilateral
ties and exploring mutual interests between the two
South Asian nations.

The meeting was also attended by Nepali Congress
lawmaker and industrialist Binod Chaudhary.
According to a press note, Wickremesinghe, a long-
time friend of Oli, was in Nepal on a private visit since
December 28, 2024, and returned to Sri Lanka on the
day of the meeting.

Wickremesinghe, a veteran Sri Lankan politician,
served as president from 2022 to 2024 and held the
position of prime minister multiple times during his
political career. [The Kathmandu Post]

MCC Board approves USD 50 million
additional funding for Nepal Compact
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(Im) The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), an
independent United States government agency that
funds initiatives to reduce global poverty through
economic growth, has approved an additional USD 50
million for Nepal's MCC Compact. This new funding
complements the existing USD 500 million MCC
Compact signed in 2017, aimed at enhancing Nepal's
power and transport infrastructure.

The Nepal Compact, ratified by Nepal's Parliament in
February 2022, officially came into effect in August
2024, with a five-year completion timeline for its
projects. The Nepal government is contributing USD
197 million to support the Compact. [The Kathmandu
Post]

North Korean leader Kim hails Russian
President Putin in new year greeting

(mc) North Korean leader Kim Jong Un has extended a
New Year's message to Russian President Vladimir
Putin, praising the growing ties between Pyongyang
and Moscow, describing him as his "dearest friend and
comrade," and wishing him success in leadership and
prosperity for the Russian people.

Kim expressed readiness to initiate new projects with
Russia in 2025, hoping for Russia's victory in its war
with Ukraine and the defeat of "neo-Nazism." [KCNA]

Relations between North Korea and Russia have
strengthened since the start of the Ukraine war, with
Kim and Putin signing a mutual defense pact in June
(see AIR No. 26, June/2024, 4). Since then, North Korea
has reportedly sent over 10,000 troops to assist
Russian forces. Ukrainian officials have claimed that
more than 3,000 North Korean soldiers have been
killed or injured, while South Korea's intelligence
estimates the casualties at about 100 killed and 1,000
wounded. [Al Jazeera]

North Korea labels South Korea as
politically paralyzed amid Yoon's
impeachment

(mc) North Korean state media have described South
Korea as politically paralyzed and socially chaotic
following President Yoon Suk Yeol's impeachment,
portraying the country as in a state of unprecedented
turmoil.
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"In puppet South Korea, an unprecedented
impeachment took place after the December 3 martial
law incident, and an arrest warrant was issued for the
head of state, paralyzing state affairs and deepening
social and political chaos," KCNA reported.

It also reported on recent political developments in
South Korea, including the impeachment of acting
President and Prime Minister Han Duck-soo, the arrest
warrant issued against Yoon and his letter garnering
support from his followers.

Moreover, the report mentioned comments from
foreign media claiming that South Korea has been
plunged into a deeper political storm. [KCNA] [Yonhap
News Agency]

Ukraine claims North Korean troop losses
in Russia

(dgl) Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy
reported heavy losses among Russian and North
Korean forces during intense battles in Russia's
southern Kursk region. In his nightly address on
December 4, Zelenskiy cited Ukrainian commander
Oleksandr Syrskyi, stating that up to a battalion of
North Korean infantry and Russian paratroopers were
lost near the village of Makhnovka, close to the
Ukrainian border. A battalion typically consists of
several hundred soldiers.

Zelenskiy provided no specific details. He previously
alleged significant North Korean casualties in the Kursk
region, asserting that North Korean troops were poorly
protected by their Russian counterparts, with reports
of extreme measures to avoid capture, including
executions by their own forces (see AiR No. 53,
December/2024, 5). [Reuters]

This comes after North Korean leader Kim Jong Un
referred to Russian President Vladimir Putin as his
"dearest friend and comrade" in a New Year message
highlighting the strong ties between their countries.
According to state-run KCNA, Kim extended greetings
to the "fraternal Russian people" and the "brave
Russian army" on behalf of himself, the North Korean
people, and the nation’s armed forces. [KCNA]

Kim also expressed his commitment to pursuing new
collaborative projects with Russia, emphasizing their
shared "meaningful journey" ahead in 2024. [DW]
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Russia advances North Korea bridge
project amid ongoing arms trade

(yq) Russia has begun construction on its first road
bridge connecting it to North Korea, with satellite
imagery indicating that work started on the Russian
side following initial efforts in North Korea last
November.

The project gained momentum after Moscow allocated
funding the previous month, building on a June
agreement between the two nations' leaders to revive
the long-delayed initiative. This development coincides
with the recent resumption of passenger train services
across the existing rail bridge linking Russia's Khasan
Station with Tumangang Station in North Korea (see
AR No. 51, December/2024, 3).

Satellite images from Planet Labs show tree clearing on
the Russian side of the Tumen River between
December 17 and 19, directly opposite a new road on
the North Korean side, suggesting alignment with
bridge construction plans. Although preliminary, this
activity indicates coordinated progress by both
countries.

On December 23, Russian Prime Minister Mikhail
Mishustin announced the inclusion of the bridge
project in a five-year plan extending to 2028. The
1,015-foot (310-meter) bridge may involve joint efforts
from Russian and North Korean companies, but the
specifics of labor and financing remain uncertain.

The project could include new customs facilities,
connecting roads, and possibly rail infrastructure to
replace the existing rail bridge. Satellite imagery also
shows the demolition of an old warehouse at the
Russian rail station, hinting at broader infrastructure
upgrades.

Talks on the bridge project between 2018 and 2019
were stalled by North Korea's border closure during
the 2020 pandemic. Despite concerns over potentially
low traffic volumes, the new highway could facilitate
greater trade. Freight train activity increased last year,
and North Korea may have transported weapons,
including Koksan artillery, to Russia via rail. Weapons
trade has also been observed through cargo ships
from Rason Port.

Additionally, North Korea has upgraded Tumangang
Station with a large track covering, likely to
accommodate increased international passenger
traffic. [NK News]
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India, Pakistan exchange lists of nuclear
installations

(mra) Pakistan and India recently exchanged lists of
their nuclear installations and facilities under the
Agreement on the Prohibition of Attack against Nuclear
Installations and Facilities. This annual practice, which
began in 1992, requires both countries to share details
of their nuclear sites on January 1 each year to
promote transparency and reduce the risk of conflict.

The exchange is part of a longstanding bilateral
agreement signed in 1988 and underscores efforts to
maintain regional stability despite strained relations.
[The Express Tribune] [GEO News]

Pakistan’s Punjab province welcomes USD
700 million Chinese investment to boost IT
and Al sectors

(mra) Punjab Chief Minister Maryam Nawaz has
welcomed an investment of USD 700 million from
Chinese companies to transform Punjab into a regional
IT and artificial intelligence (Al) hub. The
announcement followed a meeting with a high-level
Chinese delegation, including representatives from
Chengdu ICT Hub and Huawei.

Key projects include the establishment of an e-taxi
service, a Computing Center in Lahore’s Nawaz Sharif
IT City, and the launch of Pakistan's first e-commerce
platform. The Punjab government will provide land and
infrastructure for these initiatives, while the Chinese
companies will train Pakistani youth in global online
trading and modern technological advancements.

Additional plans include setting up a smart control
room, smart traffic and transport systems, and a smart
sanitation center in Lahore. Phase two will introduce
an Al Industry Center, while phase three will focus on
platform service capacity building and local industrial
investments. [DAWN]

100-ton gift of dates, multinational naval
exercise strengthens Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia’s ties

(sn) Saudi Arabia has gifted 100 tons of dates to
Pakistan as part of its annual humanitarian outreach,
further reinforcing the strong bilateral ties between
the two nations. The consignment was formally
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handed over by Saudi Ambassador Nawaf bin Said Al-
Malki and King Salman Humanitarian Aid & Relief
Center (KSrelief) Director Abdullah Al-Bagami to
Brigadier Alamgeer Ayub, Director-General of the
Military Wing of Pakistan’s Cabinet Division, in a
ceremony held in Islamabad.

Saudi Arabia's KSrelief has previously implemented
over 200 projects in Pakistan, addressing critical areas
such as food security, health care, education, and
emergency relief, with contributions worth millions of
dollars. [Arab News 1]

In related updates, the naval forces of Pakistan and
Saudi Arabia have also stated their participation at the
AMAN-2025 exercise in Karachi, which will take place
between February 7 and 11, 2025. Saudi Arabia's
involvement highlights its military commitment to
Pakistan and regional actors, as AMAN-2025 provides a
platform for nations to conduct practical exercises,
intellectual discourses, and professional exchanges on
regional maritime issues. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan and Iran bolster defence ties
with naval collaboration

(mra) In a move to enhance bilateral defence relations,
Pakistan Navy ships RASADGAR and AZMAT, along with
the Pakistan Maritime Security Agency ship DASHT,
visited Iran's Port Bandar Abbas during their
deployment to the Arabian Gulf.

The engagement featured high-level meetings between
Pakistani and Iranian naval officials, facilitating
discussions on enhancing interoperability to address
shared challenges. Both sides emphasized the
importance of joint efforts in promoting regional peace
and security, reflecting a commitment to strengthening
defence ties through such collaborative initiatives.
[DAWN]

Pakistan, UAE strengthen ties

(Im) Pakistan and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) have
reaffirmed their commitment to enhancing bilateral
ties, with significant developments highlighted during
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif's meeting with UAE
President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan in
Rahim Yar Khan and the election of a new board for
the Pakistan Business Council (PBC) in Dubai.
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In their meeting, Prime Minister Sharif and Sheikh
Mohamed discussed avenues for collaboration in
sectors such as renewable energy, technology, trade,
infrastructure, mining, agriculture, and skill
development. Sharif expressed gratitude for the UAE's
ongoing support, including humanitarian assistance
and development aid, while the UAE president
commended Pakistan's stabilizing economy,
expressing optimism for enhanced bilateral
investment. Both leaders emphasized their shared
commitment to peace and regional progress. [Arab
News 1]

Simultaneously, the PBC, a non-profit organization
established in 2004, elected its new board for the
2025-2026 term. The council facilitates networking for
Pakistan-related businesses in the UAE and works to
enhance Pakistan's image through events and cultural
activities. [Arab News 2]

Moreover, Prime Minister Sharif announced that the
UAE has agreed to roll over USD 2 billion in debt due
this month, marking a critical support measure for
Pakistan's struggling economy. The decision followed a
one-on-one meeting between Sharif and UAE President
Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan in Rahim Yar
Khan, Punjab, on January 5.

The UAE has consistently extended its USD 2 billion
deposits with Pakistan's central bank since 2023,
bolstering the country's foreign exchange reserves and
stabilizing its currency. These funds have also been
instrumental in Pakistan’s negotiations for financial
bailouts with the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

The UAE is Pakistan's third-largest trading partner,
following China and the United States, and a significant
source of foreign investment, valued at over USD 10
billion over the past two decades. Additionally, the UAE
hosts over one million Pakistani expatriates and serves
as a key export destination due to its geographical
proximity, which reduces transportation costs and
facilitates trade.

The announcement builds on previous agreements
between Pakistan and the UAE, including deals worth
over USD 3 billion in railways, economic zones, and
infrastructure signed during the 2024 World Economic
Forum in Davos. [Arab News 3]

Uzbekistan to launch direct flights to
Pakistan's Karachi to boost bilateral ties
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(Im) Uzbekistan has announced plans to introduce
direct flights to Pakistan’'s southern port city of Karachi,
reflecting a growing commitment to strengthening ties
with Pakistan. Uzbek Ambassador to Pakistan Alisher
Tukhtaev highlighted this development during
meetings with Pakistani officials in Karachi,
emphasizing its role in fostering people-to-people
connections and regional connectivity. This move
follows the recent inauguration of direct flights
between Tashkent and Lahore.

The initiative aligns with Pakistan's strategy to position
itself as a vital trade and transit hub for landlocked
Central Asian states. Bilateral trade between
Uzbekistan and Pakistan has tripled from USD 122
million in 2019 to USD 387 million in 2023, bolstered by
agreements like a USD 1 billion trade deal signed in
2023. Ambassador Tukhtaev also announced a "Made
in Uzbekistan" industrial exhibition in Karachi later this
year to explore opportunities in textiles,
pharmaceuticals, agribusiness, and other sectors.
[Arab News]

Filipino rights advocates oppose US
sanctions targeting ICC amid Duterte drug
war investigation

(Im) Filipino human rights advocates have urged the
U.S. Congress to reject a proposed sanctions bill
targeting officials of the International Criminal Court
(ICC), warning it could undermine global justice and
jeopardize the ICC's investigation into former president
Rodrigo Duterte’s controversial drug war.

The bill, introduced in response to ICC arrest warrants
issued against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and Hamas leaders over the Gaza conflict,
has raised concerns among human rights groups.
Advocates, including former senator Leila De Lima and
27 others, emphasized in their letters to US lawmakers
that the bill could embolden autocratic leaders and
weaken international accountability mechanisms.

Israel and the Philippines are key US allies, but the
Philippines' recent vote supporting a UN resolution
calling for an end to Israel's occupation of Palestine
highlights shifting dynamics in foreign policy.
Advocates believe US sanctions against ICC officials
would harm efforts to uphold justice globally and
protect victims of state abuses. [Rappler]
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Hundreds of Afghan nationals arrive in
the Philippines for US visa processing
under special arrangement

(er) A group of approximately 300 Afghan nationals,
mostly children, arrived in the Philippines on January 6
to process special immigrant visas (SIVs) for US
resettlement. This initiative is part of an agreement
between Manila and Washington to temporarily host
Afghan nationals who worked with American forces in
Afghanistan but were left behind during the 2021 US
withdrawal.

The resettlement effort follows the Taliban's takeover
of Afghanistan in 2021, which prompted over 160,000
Afghans to seek relocation. Thousands remain in third
countries awaiting visa processing. [Associated Press]
[The Washington Post]

Japanese ambassador to South Korea
touts bilateral relations as crucial

(jb) Japanese Ambassador to South Korea, Koichi
Mizushima, stressed the importance of Japan and
South Korea's alliance at a time of political turmoil in a
New Year's message from the Japanese Embassy in
Seoul.

Mizushima, who was appointed ambassador earlier in
April, pushed for both nations to strengthen ties in the
coming year, lauding the progress made by the top
leaders to secure their strategic alliance in the year
previously.

Owing to President Yoon Suk Yeol's friendly demeanor
towards and inclination for dialogue with Japan,
relations have significantly moved forward through not
only bilateral means but also through the trilateral
JAROKUS security agreement with Camp David
principles beginning 2023. [The Korea Times] [The
White House]

Mizushima declared that the “importance of Korea-
Japan relations remains unchanged.” [Yonhap News
Agency]

South Korean, U.S. foreign ministers
reaffirm commitment to alliance

(dql) South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul and
visiting U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken met on
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January 6 in Seoul to address the ongoing political
turmoil in South Korea while reaffirming the strength
of the U.S.-South Korea alliance.

The visit in South Korea is part of Blinken’s Europe and
Asia tour with further stops in Japan and France, most
likely to be his last overseas trips as U.S. top diplomat.
It coincides with North Korea's North first ballistic
missile of the year into the East Sea (see article in this
edition).

Referring the the political situation in South Korea,
Blinken expressed both "tremendous confidence" in
South Korea's democratic resilience and "serious
concerns" over President Yoon Suk Yeol's December 3
martial law declaration. He acknowledged the
challenges faced by South Korea's democracy,
emphasizing the importance of its institutions in
addressing these challenges. Blinken underscored the
U.S.'s confidence in South Korea's ability to work
through its democratic challenges peacefully, in
accordance with its constitution and rule of law.

Blinken also warned about the growing security risks
stemming from closer military cooperation between
Russia and North Korea, including potential transfers
of space technology and the acceptance of North
Korea's nuclear weapons program by Russia. He
emphasized the importance of trilateral collaboration
between the U.S., South Korea, and Japan to counter
North Korean threats, with real-time information
sharing and joint exercises strengthening regional
security. Blinken expressed confidence that this
collaboration would persist, regardless of political
changes in the U.S. or South Korea.

Both Blinken and Cho condemned North Korea's
recent missile launch, which underscored the ongoing
need for effective trilateral cooperation in addressing
North Korean provocations.

Cho, for his part, highlighted the importance of
Blinken's visit in reaffirming the strong, values-based
alliance between the U.S. and South Korea. He
stressed that South Korea's democratic resilience,
despite vulnerabilities exposed by Yoon's actions, is
key to restoring international trust. [The Korea Herald]
[The New York Times] [Department of State, USA]

Acting defense minister holds talks with
U.S. Ambassador, emphasizes robust
alliance
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(mc) South Korean Deputy Defense Minister Kim Seon-
ho met with US Ambassador Philip Goldberg on
January 2 to reaffirm the importance of the South
Korea-US alliance in the face of security and political
challenges.

During the meeting at the defense ministry in Seoul,
both sides underscored the resilience of the bilateral
alliance, stressing its continued strength despite the
recent political turmoil in South Korea. In addition, Kim
thanked Goldberg, who will complete his term as
ambassador to South Korea, for his contributions to
advancing the bilateral alliance since taking office in
July 2022.

In response, Ambassador Goldberg reiterated the
United States' unwavering commitment to the South
Korea-US alliance and underscored its importance as a
cornerstone of regional stability. [Yonhap News
Agency]

Sri Lanka’s President to visit China from
January 13-17

(Im) Sri Lankan President Anura Kumara Dissanayake
will undertake a state visit to China from January 13-17.
This will be his second foreign visit since assuming
office. During his visit, President Dissanayake is
scheduled to hold discussions with Chinese President
Xi Jinping and Prime Minister Li Qiang. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka signs MoU with India to
rehabilitate Karainagar Boatyard

(axc) Sri Lanka has signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) with India for the rehabilitation
of the Karainagar Boatyard in the Northern Province.
The project, which will receive a grant of LKR 290
million (USD 8.2 million) from the Government of India,
aims to enhance the livelihoods of local fishermen and
create job opportunities.

This initiative is part of India's broader development
assistance to Sri Lanka, with over USD 5 billion
invested in various sectors. Past projects in the
Northern Province have included housing,
infrastructure, and support to the fishing and
agricultural communities. [Daily Mirror]
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Taiwan investigates Chinese-owned over
damaged undersea cable

(dgl) Taiwanese authorities are investigating a Chinese-
owned vessel, the Shunxing 39, suspected of damaging
an undersea internet cable northeast of the island,
causing limited disruption. The Cameroon-registered
vessel was briefly detained by Taiwan's coastguard on
January 5 for allegedly dragging its anchor over the
cable, which connects Taiwan to the US. Although
Taiwan's Chunghwa Telecom reported minimal service
disruption and quick rerouting of data, the incident is
being treated as a possible act of sabotage.

The coastguard has referred the case to the district
prosecutor's office and is seeking assistance from the
ship's destination port in South Korea. The vessel,
registered in Cameroon but owned by a Hong Kong
company with links to China, had its automatic
identification system (AIS) turned off after the incident.
Taiwan's coastguard is investigating the ship's history
and potential connections to prior sabotage incidents,
including those in the Baltic Sea.

Undersea cables are vital for global connectivity and
Taiwan's defense infrastructure. This incident follows a
series of cable disruptions in recent years, including a
2023 incident near the Matsu islands, where two
Chinese vessels were implicated.

Taiwan is reviewing its protective measures for
submarine cables, recognizing the strategic
importance of maintaining connectivity in the face of
potential threats. [The Guardian]

Taiwanese firm accused of supporting
Russia’s bomb production

(dql) According to a Vadim Labas, a member of the
Ukrainian intelligence network Oberig, Taipei-based
"TRC-Auto" (Rongcherng Suspenparts), a Taiwanese
manufacturer that supplies suspension components to
major car manufacturers worldwide, is modifying and
supplying components, allegedly used in Russian
precision-guided bombs.

Labas shared documents suggesting that the firm
altered a servomechanism originally designed for
automotive use. The modified component is reportedly
used to deploy pop-out wings on modules attached to
UMPK bombs.
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Labas further alleges that Russia bypassed US and
Taiwanese sanctions through an intermediary
company in Kazakhstan. He claims the Taiwanese firm
made five modifications over the past year to
strengthen the device for Russian military applications.
The servomechanism, model CP500-130-01-M, was
allegedly adapted to support the wing module's weight
after earlier versions proved inadequate. [Taiwan
News]

Taiwan-Palau cooperation on countering
Chinese money laundering strengthened

(sk) Michael Chen, Director General of Taiwan's
Ministry of Justice Investigation Bureau (M]IB), visited
Palau in mid-December to assist in countering Chinese
money launderers, according to an MJIB news release
on January 3. [Taiwan’'s Ministry of Justice Investigation
Bureau, in Chinese]

Since the judicial cooperation agreement in June 2024,
Taiwan and Palau have worked closely to combat
transnational crimes, including money laundering,
online gambling, telecom fraud, and human trafficking.
During his visit, Chen met with Palauan Acting Justice
Minister Ernestine K. Rengiil, the head of the Financial
Intelligence Unit (FIU) Adair Fincher, and the Chief of
Public Security Curtis Elobt. [Taiwan News] [Embassy of
Taiwan in Palau, in Chinese]

Following Chen's visit, Palauan law enforcement
arrested seven Chinese nationals and seized over 20
computers and 70 smartphones suspected to be part
of an overseas money-laundering operation. The MJIB
hailed this crackdown as the result of Chen sharing his
expertise in countering Chinese online gambling
industries with Palau. Taiwan pledged to continue
assisting Palau in combating transnational
technological crimes globally. The MJIB further
emphasized that Chinese criminals have shifted their
bases southward from Southeast Asia to Oceania,
posing a spillover threat to the financial stability of
Palau and the broader Pacific region. [CNA, in Chinese]

As one of Taiwan's twelve remaining diplomatic allies,
Palau has recognized Taiwan since 1999. Due to the
strategic importance of Southeast Asia, Oceania, and
the West Pacific, Palau is believed to have become a
target of Chinese infiltration in recent years, aimed at
pressuring Palau to sever ties with Taiwan and expand
China's influence in the region.

Palau’s President, Surangel S. Whipps Jr., has publicly
expressed concerns about China weaponizing tourism
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by limiting visitors to Palau, a key industry for foreign
revenue in the country.

On December 5, Taiwan's President Lai Ching-te visited
Palau during his official tour of the Pacific. [Radio
Taiwan International] [Focus Taiwan] [Taiwan Today]

Myanmar junta releases 151 Thai
prisoners except four detained fishing
crew

(msz) Myanmar released 151 Thai prisoners as part of
its annual Independence Day amnesty on January 4,
2025, repatriating them through the Thai-Myanmar
Friendship Bridge in Chiang Rai. These individuals were
among 180 foreign prisoners granted amnesty, which
included Indonesians and other nationals detained for
activities such as online gambling and illegal fishing.
However, the release did not include four Thai
fishermen detained in November 2024 for allegedly
entering Myanmar’s territorial waters. [Bangkok Post 1]
[Thai PBS World]

The Thai government expressed disappointment over
the prolonged detention of the fishermen, who were
sentenced to four to six years in prison following their
capture during a November 30 gun attack by Myanmar
patrol boats near Ranong. One crew member died
during the incident. Despite previous assurances from
Thai Defense Minister Phumtham Wechayachai and
Foreign Affairs Minister Maris Sangiampongsa that the
fishermen would be released by early January,
procedural delays in Myanmar have extended their
detention.

Thai officials acknowledged Myanmar's cooperation in
the matter but emphasized the complexity of the case,
which involves sensitive issues related to both
countries' fishing industries and bilateral relations.
Thai embassy officials in Yangon have confirmed that
the detained fishermen are in good physical and
mental health and are receiving adequate care.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Fifth Lao-Thai Friendship Bridge nears
completion

(hrs) Construction of the fifth Lao-Thai Friendship
Bridge, spanning 1,350 meters across the Mekong
River and linking Borikhamxay province in Laos with
Bueng Kan province in Thailand, is 96 percent
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complete. Initially scheduled for completion in 2024,
the project experienced delays due to the Covid-19
pandemic but is now on track for a planned concrete-
laying ceremony in March and an official opening in
May.

The bridge is supported by a THB 1.38 billion (USD 38.5
million) loan from Thailand’s Neighbouring Countries
Economic Development Cooperation Agency (NEDA),
with construction costs shared by both nations.

The bridge will enhance travel and trade between Laos,
Thailand, and Vietnam, aligning with the East-West
Economic Corridor that links Myanmar, Thailand, Laos,
and Vietnam. It is expected to play a key role in the
Greater Mekong Subregion’s trade network and
contribute to Laos' National Socio-economic
Development Plan. Borikhamxay province's proximity
to Vinh, a major Vietnamese city, underscores the
bridge’s strategic significance for regional commerce.

This fifth bridge complements existing links between
Vientiane and Nong Khai, Savannakhet and Mukdahan,
Khammuan and Nakhon Phanom, and Huayxai and
Chiang Khong, further strengthening Lao-Thai
connectivity. [Asia News Network]

Australia’s ex-Prime Minister Howard
defends 2004 bugging of Timor-Leste in
‘national interest’

(Im) Former Australian Prime Minister John Howard
has defended Australia’s 2004 espionage activities
against Timor-Leste, claiming they served national
interests. Speaking at a National Archives event
marking the release of 2004 cabinet papers, Mr.
Howard expressed confidence in the Australian Secret
Intelligence Service (ASIS), which had placed covert
listening devices in Dili's Palace of Government during
treaty negotiations over the lucrative Greater Sunrise
oil and gas fields.

The operation, conducted under the guise of an aid
project, was widely criticized as it targeted a fledgling
government shortly after Timor-Leste gained
independence. The surveillance gave Australia an
advantage in negotiations, culminating in years of
diplomatic tensions. A resolution was reached in 2018
after East Timor brought the case to international
arbitration.

The fallout included the prosecution of "Witness K," an
ASIS officer who exposed the operation, and his lawyer
Bernard Collaery, whose case was dropped by the
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Albanese government in 2022. Howard declined to
confirm whether senior ministers had discussed the
bugging operation in cabinet, citing memory
limitations, while cabinet papers related to the
maritime boundary negotiations remain classified.
[Australian Financial Review]

Announcements

Upcoming online events

7 January 2025 @ 10:00 p.m. - 12:00 a.m. (GMT+11),
Gulf Research Center, AUS

The ‘Strategic Outlook 2025’

The GRC aim to discuss the possibilities, emerging
trends, and examine key priorities shaping the Gulf
region's future, including regional security, economic
diversification, and the development of international
partnerships. For more information and to see the
zoom webinar, visit [GRC].

7 January 2025 @ 11:00 a.m.- 12:00 p.m. (GMT-1),
London School of Economics, UK

Seminar series: Feminist Voices in Law

This coming hybrid seminar series is an important
venue for amplifying feminist legal scholarship and
opening up a conversation on some of the most critical
issues facing the discipline today. The initiative brings
together voices from Gothenburg and beyond to
enhance the global feminist legal community by
offering an inclusive space of collaboration and
innovation. In this vein, the discussions will seek to
push forward feminist perspectives in the practice and
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study of law as drivers of substantial progress toward
equality and justice. For more information, visit
[University of Gothenburg].

8 January 2025 @ 5:30 - 7:00 p.m. (GMT-5), American
Enterprise Institute, USA

Russia’s Difficult Road to Freedom: A
Conversation with Vladimir Kara-Murza

The event, Russia's Difficult Road to Freedom: A
Conversation with Vladimir Kara-Murza, provides a
profound look into the struggle for democracy in
Russia—something that is becoming all too rare.
Recently released in a multilateral prisoner swap after
a 25-year sentence for opposing the war in Ukraine,
Kara-Murza continues to speak out for freedom in
Russia and in support of Ukraine's sovereignty as a
Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist.

Hosted by AEl's Leon Aron, the discussion will explore
his experiences, the challenges of isolating Putin’s
regime, and his vision for a free Russia. This is an
important opportunity to hear from one of Russia'’s
most courageous voices for change. For more
information, and to RSVP, visit [AEI].

9 January 2025 @ 3:00 - 4:30 p.m. (GMT-5), Center for
South Asian Studies (CSAS), USA

Foreign Language and Area Studies (FLAS)
Fellowship Info Sessions

The upcoming event on Foreign Language and Area
Studies Fellowship showcases the opportunity for
students to be able to further their education in less
commonly taught modern languages, as well as
deepen the knowledge in area studies or international
professional studies. Funded by the U.S. Funded
through the Department of Education under Title VI of
the Higher Education Act, these fellowships are
designed to prepare students with critical language
and cultural skills to advance global engagement and
national security. For more information, visit [CSAS].

9 January 2025 @ 2:00 - 3:00 p.m. (GMT-5), American
Enterprise Institute, USA
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State Leadership: Making the Broadband
Equity, Access, and Deployment Program
Work

This event, hosted by AEI's Mark Jamison, will feature a
panel of state broadband leaders discussing strategies
to ensure effective use of funds, accountability for

broadband providers, and the role of federal support.

Key questions include how states will identify cost-
effective and capable providers, implement
accountability measures, and navigate challenges that
have hindered progress in the past. This conversation
is essential as states work to close the digital divide
and bring reliable internet access to millions of
underserved Americans. For more information, and to
RSVP, visit [AEI].

Recent Book Releases

Edward Fishman, Chokepoints: American Power in
the Age of Economic Warfare, Portfolio, 624 pages,
expected February 25, 2025. For a review, see
[Amazon].

Henry Farrell and Abraham Newman, Underground
Empire: How America Weaponized the World Economy,
Henry Holt & Company, 288 pages, published
September 7, 2023. For a review, see [Foreign Affairs].

Alan S. Kahan, Freedom From Fear: An Incomplete
History of Liberalism, Princeton University Press,
528pages, published December 12, 2023. For a review,
see [Foreign Affairs].

Juan José Rivas Moreno, The Capital Market of
Manila and the Pacific Trade, 1668-1838: Institutions
and Trade During the First Globalization, Palgrave
Macmillan, 413 pages, published October 26, 2024. For
a review, see [Asian Review of Books].

Amir Tibon, The Gates of Gaza, Scribe Publications,
352 pages, published October 1, 2024. For a review,
see [The Guardian].

Calls

The Australian and New Zealand Society of
International Law (ANZSIL) ty invites paper proposals
for the 32nd ANZSIL Annual Conference 2025
“International Law: Silence, Forgetting and
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Remembrance,” to be held on July 2-4, 2025, at
Australian National University. The deadline for
abstract submission is February 10, 2025. For more
information, see [ANZSIL].

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].

Jobs and Positions

The Danish Refugee Council is looking for

a Protection Officer for Anbar. The deadline for
application submission is January 12, 2025. For more
information, see [DRC].

The United Nations Development Programme is
looking for an Arabic to English and Vice Versa
Translator/Interpreter for the Election Project. The
deadline for application submission is January 17,
2025. For more information, see [UNDP].

The Asian Development Bank, is looking for a Trade
Facilitation Coordinating Analyst - Individual
Consultant. The deadline for application submission is
January 9, 2025. For more information, see [ADB].

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization is looking for a Legal Analyst
(Administrative Law) - Remote. The deadline for
application submission is January 17, 2025 For more
information, see [UNESCO].

The United Nations Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia is looking for an
Economic Affairs Officer (Modeler). The deadline for
application submission is January 17, 2025. For more
information, see [UNESCWA].

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization is looking
for a Head of Science for Peace and Security (SPS)
and Partnerships. The deadline for application
submission is February 2, 2025. For more information,
see [NATO].

The United Nations Development Programme is
looking for a Human Rights Research Expert located in
Pakistan. The deadline for application submission is
January 12, 2025. For more information, see [UNDP].
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United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) is looking for a Junior
Professional Officer (Al Ethics and Governance) -
Located in France. The deadline for application
submission is January 31, 2025. For more information,
see [UNESCO].

The University of Edinburgh is looking for a
Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the School of Law. The
deadline for application submission is February 28,
2025. For more information, see [The University of
Edinburgh].

The University of Stirling is looking for a Lecturer in
Scots Law. The deadline for application submission is
February 2, 2025. For more information, see
[University of Stirling].

The University of Auckland, New Zealand -
Business School is looking for an Associate
Professor/Professor of Ethics. The deadline for
application submission is March 9, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Auckland].

The University of Hong Kong - Faculty of Arts invites
application for a Fellowship in the Society of Fellows in
the Humanities. The deadline for application
submission is February 28, 2025. For more
information, see [The University of Hong Kong].

Northumbria University is looking for a Senior
Research Assistant - how counter fraud is currently
delivered within the NHS in England. The deadline for
application submission is January 15, 2025. For more
information, see [Northumbria University].

UCL are looking for UCL Laws Visiting Research
Fellows. The deadline for application submission is
January 31, 2025. For more information, see [UCL].

The University of Edinburgh is looking for a Lecturer
in Global Law. The deadline for application submission
is January 20, 2025. For more information, see [The
University of Edinburgh].

Team:

Ainesh Dey (ad), Aisha Noor (an), Alexandre Cayrouse
(axc), Alperen Cennetkusu (acs), Aung Naing Lin (anl), Aye
Moe Pwint Phyu, Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk),
Daniel Golan (dgl), Daniel Rhys Harding (dh), Duc Quang
Ly (dql), Ella Rook (elr), Felix Serna Calvo (fs), Fitri Aulia
Ikhsani (fi), Geo Dzakwan Arshali (ga),
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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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