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Dear Readers,

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

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

| wish you an informative read and extend special
greetings to everyone who celebrates Brunei's National
Day and The Gambia’s, Kosovo's and Saint Luca's
Independence Day this week.

With best regards,

Henning Glaser

Editor in Chief

Webpage: www.cpg-online.de, Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/CPGT
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China: Senior defense industry executive
investigated for corruption

(Id) Liu Weidong, a senior executive at China Ordnance
Equipment Group (COEG), one of the country's key
state-owned defense contractors, is under
investigation for alleged corruption, according to a
notice from China’'s Central Commission for Discipline
Inspection (CCDI) on February 12. The probe marks the
fourth high-profile case targeting high-rank officials
directly appointed by the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Party this year. [CCDI, in Chinese]

Liu, a senior engineer, joined COEG, also known as
China South Industries Group (CSGC)—a Fortune 500
firm and key supplier to the People’s Liberation Army
(PLA)—in 2018. Prior to this role, he spent decades in
the automotive sector, including leadership positions
at state-owned Dongfeng Motor Corporation. The
investigation coincides with recent reports of
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restructuring talks within the firm. [South China
Morning Post]

Liu's investigation follows three other centrally
managed officials probed in 2025: former State
Tobacco Monopoly Administration deputy director
Zhang Tianfeng, ex-Tibet regional chairman Che Dalha,
and Anhui Province political advisory body vice chair
Zhou Xi'an (see AiR No. 4, January/2025, 4). China's 11
state-backed defense conglomerates—spanning
nuclear, aerospace, shipbuilding, and electronics
sectors—have faced intensified scrutiny since 2022,
with multiple executives reportedly detained or
sidelined. [Lianhe Zaobao, in Chinese]

Ranked 28th among global arms producers in the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute’s
(SIPRI) 2023 index, COEG and its sister firm, China
North Industries Group (NORINCO), collectively supply
the PLA with armored vehicles, ammunition, and
missile systems.

Several other defense industry leaders were also
absent from recent high-profile events. COEG
chairman Xu Xianping, a CCDI member, did not appear
at the group’s Lunar New Year gathering or its annual
work conference in January. Similar absences were
noted for executives at China National Nuclear
Corporation and Aviation Industry Corporation of
China. [Sing Tao Daily, in Chinese]

The prosecution of corruption cases in the defense
sector has intensified over the past two years, leading
to the dismissal of 14 military lawmakers from China’s
National People’s Congress (NPC) since March 2023.
The crackdown has also brought down two former
defense ministers, senior members of the PLA Rocket
Force, and high-ranking officials personally promoted
by President and Central Military Commission (CMC)
Chairman Xi Jinping, including General Hua Miao, the
former Director of the CMC's Political Work
Department, who was responsible for enforcing Party
discipline and ideological control within the military.

These developments have raised questions about
potential disloyalty within the military toward Xi, as
well as concerns about the risk of undermining the
military’s capabilities (see AiR No. 6, February/2025, 2).

China: Former Xinhua journalist
sentenced for questioning ex-premier’s
death
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(Id) Recent news reports shed light on the precarious
working conditions of journalists perceived as
questioning political taboos in China.

Gu Wanming, a retired state-run Xinhua News Agency
journalist, was sentenced to one year in prison in
November 2024 for “inciting trouble” after publicly
questioning the circumstances surrounding former
Chinese Premier Li Kegiang's death. The Shanghai
Minhang District Court's ruling was followed by Xinhua
revoking his retirement benefits in December 2024,
according to Chinese human rights monitoring site
Weiquanwang. [Weiquanwang, in Chinese]

Li Kegiang, China's premier from 2013 to 2023, died on
October 27, 2023, at age 68, shortly after his
retirement. Three days later, Gu—former head of
Xinhua's Guangdong bureau and a Communist Party
member—published an open letter urging an
independent investigation into the death, citing public
skepticism. He proposed delaying the cremation,
conducting an autopsy, and establishing a
transparency-focused inquiry.

Gu, a 74-year-old Fudan University journalism graduate
who joined Xinhua in the 1980s, was detained shortly
after releasing the letter. Analysts suggest his actions
breached unspoken political boundaries. Cai Shenkun,
a U.S.-based commentator acquainted with Gu, noted
that challenging official narratives on senior leaders’
deaths is deemed impermissible. Xinhua's termination
of Gu's pension, which he relied on for livelihood, drew
criticism as an escalation of political retribution against
dissent.

Authorities attributed Li's death to a heart attack
during a rest period in Shanghai, though no detailed
medical report was released. His sudden death in the
absence of known health issues fueled doubts about
the official narrative. [Radio Free Asia] [Voice of
America, in Chinese]

In his ten years as China’s formal number two, Li stood
for a relatively liberal and market-oriented economic
policy and steered the country through difficult
economic times amid rising national debt, the COVID-
19 pandemic and strained relations with the United
States. The ouster of Li from the Politburo of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2022 and the
removal of Hu during the 20th National Congress of
the CCP October 2023 was seen not only as the end of
the Communist Youth League faction as a strong
faction within the CCP, but also as the final
centralization of power in Xi's hands. Li was replaced
as Premier by Li Qiang, who is known for his loyalty to
Xi (see AIR No. 44, October/2023, 5).
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China: Local governments embrace
DeepSeek Al in public services

(Id) Local governments across China are rapidly
integrating cutting-edge Al technology from
homegrown startup DeepSeek to streamline
administration and enhance civic services, signaling a
nationwide push to modernize governance through
artificial intelligence.

Shenzhen’s Longgang district, home to over 4 million
residents across an area exceeding Singapore’s
footprint, has emerged as a trailblazer in this
movement. Since February 8, officials have deployed
DeepSeek’s newly released R1 model—a cost-efficient,
high-performance Al system—on Huawei Technologies'
Ascend servers. The initiative, hailed as a first for
Chinese district-level governance, has already slashed
bureaucratic bottlenecks, according to government
reports. The Al now proofreads 1,000-character
documents in seconds—a task previously requiring
four to five minutes per staff member—while also
assisting in drafting policy memos and streamlining
public records management. [Shenzhen Government,
in Chinese]

The tech-driven overhaul extends beyond Shenzhen. In
Kunshan, Jiangsu province, authorities have leveraged
DeepSeek’s algorithms to locate missing persons,
reducing search times by 30 percent in pilot cases. The
city has implemented stringent data encryption
protocols to safeguard sensitive information processed
by the Al and plans to integrate DeepSeek in more
than 400 apps in use. [Suzhou Government, in
Chinese]

Both Longgang and Kunshan are home to key
computing infrastructure facilities, including Al
clusters. [South China Morning Post]

In the meantime, multiple governments around the
world have restricted public-sector use of DeepSeek,
citing concerns over data privacy and national security.
Analysts suggest the bans reflect fears of China's
technological rise amid ongoing US-China tensions,
with Beijing dismissing restrictions as politically driven.
[Anadolu Agency 1] [Anadolu Agency 2]

China: Healthcare initiatives to be
implemented in 2025
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(Ib) China's National Health Commission has
announced plans to fully implement eight healthcare
initiatives this year, focusing on expanding pediatric
services, enhancing mental health support, and
improving access to medical care.

To strengthen pediatric services, public hospitals
without pediatric units will receive support to establish
them by the end of November. This will be achieved
through partnerships with major hospitals and the use
of remote medical service platforms.

Mental health services will also be expanded. By
November, each city must have a hospital specializing
in psychological and sleep disorders. Additionally, a
mental health support hotline already accessible in 18
provincial-level regions will be operational nationwide
by May 1.

Other key measures include improving the mutual
recognition of medical examination results across
institutions, increasing the availability of affordable
nursery care, and expanding access to hemodialysis
services in counties. Local health, traditional Chinese
medicine, and disease control authorities will oversee
the implementation of these initiatives to ensure
timely enforcement. [China Daily]

China - Hong Kong: Lawmaker calls for
identifying vulnerable residents after
elderly man’s death

(Ib) A Hong Kong lawmaker has urged authorities to
proactively identify vulnerable residents after a 78-
year-old man was found dead in his home in Tuen
Mun. The deceased had been the primary caregiver for
his 44-year-old son, who has an intellectual disability.
The son was found next to the body and taken to Tuen
Mun Hospital for medical checks. The case has
exposed gaps in Hong Kong's society's safety net.
[South China Morning Post]

Lawmaker Bill Tang from the Hong Kong Federation of
Trade Unions has proposed that authorities compile
cross-departmental data to identify high-risk
individuals. He suggested using records from the
Comprehensive Social Security Assistance (CSSA)
scheme, old-age living allowance, and disability
subsidies to pinpoint those who may struggle to seek
help in emergencies. He also recommended linking
this data with residents’ medical histories for a more
comprehensive assessment.
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Tang further advocated for assistive technologies, such
as smart water meters or door sensors, to monitor the
well-being of vulnerable individuals.

Similar concerns were raised in 2023 when two
brothers with intellectual disabilities died of suspected
starvation after their elderly mother was hospitalized.
Lawmakers and NGOs have since called for a
coordinated system to track and support high-risk
residents, preventing further tragedies. [Hong Kong
Free Press]

China: Decarbonization outlook uncertain
as coal plant construction rise hits record
amid massive clean energy investments

(Id/Ib) China commissioned 94.5 gigawatts of new coal-
fired power capacity in 2024—the largest annual
increase since 2015—even as it solidified its position as
the global leader in renewable energy adoption,
according to a joint report by the Centre for Research
on Energy and Clean Air (CREA) and Global Energy
Monitor (GEM). [CREA]

The report notes that coal’s role in China's energy
system has grown despite renewable investments,
partly due to structural factors. Regional grid
decentralization has led provinces to build coal plants
for local grid stability, while long-term coal purchasing
agreements, which penalize utilities for underuse,
further incentivize reliance on fossil fuels. Coal mining
companies, which fund 75 percent of newly approved
projects, continue to drive plant construction even in
regions with limited demand.

Existing coal plants operate at approximately 50
percent capacity, according to leading energy
consultancy Lantau Group. New projects may further
reduce utilization rates, as renewable energy adoption
accelerates. In Q4 2024, fossil fuel generation
remained steady despite slowing electricity demand
growth, while wind and solar utilization declined—a
trend attributed to grid management challenges.

As the world's largest emitter, accounting for 30
percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, China’s
energy policies carry significant climate implications.
The CREA-GEM report underscores the dual-track
expansion of coal and renewables, raising questions
about how these parallel efforts will align with long-
term climate targets.

China's renewable energy output grew at an
unprecedented pace in 2024, with the country adding
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356 gigawatts of wind and solar capacity, nearly
matching the entire annual output of the United
States. However, clean energy utilization declined in
late 2024 due to curtailments driven by inflexible grid
management and contractual obligations that favored
coal. These challenges underscore the complex
balancing act China faces between maintaining energy
security and accelerating its green transition. [The
Guardian]

China accounted for two-thirds of the USD 2.1 trillion
spent globally on energy transition in 2024, according
to BloombergNEF. The country's investment growth
was driven by strong domestic demand, with funds
directed towards solar power, lithium batteries,
electric vehicles, and power grids.

The Chinese mainland contributed USD 134 billion of
the USD 202 billion global investment increase last
year, marking a 20 percent rise. Spending expanded
across multiple sectors, including renewables, energy
storage, nuclear power, hydrogen, and heat pumps.

China's investment in clean energy was more than
double that of any other country, accounting for 4.5
percent of its GDP, compared to 1.2 percent in the
United States. The country's total installed wind and
solar capacity surpassed 1.4 billion kilowatts in 2024,
further solidifying its position as a leader in renewable
energy.

Industry experts anticipate continued growth in

China's energy transition spending, with investment
expected to surpass USD 1 trillion by 2030. The country
has doubled the share of renewables in its energy
investment mix, allocating more than 40 percent of
funds to clean energy. [The State Council PRC]
[BloombergNEF]

Beyond renewables, China also led global investment
in clean energy supply chains, accounting for 81
percent of total spending in 2024. Investment in
nuclear power rose significantly, reflecting a broader
revival of interest in low-carbon energy sources
worldwide.

Despite this record-breaking clean energy expansion,
analysts caution that the dual growth of coal and
renewables is creating inefficiencies and bottlenecks in
China's energy transition. They warn that the
competition between fossil fuels and renewables risks
undermining the country's decarbonization efforts,
emphasizing that resolving grid fragmentation and
contractual barriers will be critical to optimizing
renewable integration.
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Chinese officials reaffirmed commitments to peak
emissions by 2030 and achieve net zero by 2060, citing
reduced carbon intensity and increased non-fossil fuel
consumption. [Financial Times]

China: Xi Jinping convenes tech
entrepreneurs in bid to bolster private
sector confidence

(Id) Chinese President Xi Jinping convened a high-
profile symposium in Beijing on February 17 with
leading private-sector executives, including the heads
of Huawei, Tencent, BYD, and Alibaba, as Beijing seeks
to reassure businesses amid economic headwinds and
global uncertainties, including weak domestic demand
and renewed U.S. trade pressures under President
Donald Trump's second term.

In addition to Premier Li Qiang and Chairman of the
Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference
(CPPCC) Wang Huning - the 2nd- and 4th-highest
ranking officials in China's political hierarchy, 12
business leaders were in attendance, including Xiaomi
founder Lei Jun, Tencent CEO Ma Huateng, Alibaba’s
Jack Ma, BYD chairman Wang Chuanfu, and Huawei
founder Ren Zhengfei. Battery giant CATL's Zeng
Yuqun, robotics firm Unitree’s Wang Xingxing,
semiconductor magnate Yu Renrong and DeepSeek
founder Liang Wenfeng also joined the gathering.

Analysts at policy research group Trivium labeled the
gathering “high-stakes,” reflecting its symbolic weight
as Beijing doubles down on pledges to support the
private sector—a critical engine for jobs and
innovation. [CCTV, in Chinese] [Lianhe Zaobao, in
Chinese]

Xi reiterated Beijing's steadfast commitment to private
enterprise growth, framing it as foundational to China's
socialist market economy. He acknowledged sector-
wide challenges as transitional hurdles tied to
industrial upgrades, urging firms to capitalize on
opportunities in tech innovation, domestic demand
expansion, and global competitiveness. Key pledges
included ensuring equal market access, resolving
chronic payment delays to private vendors, curbing
arbitrary regulatory fines, and intensifying legal
protections for businesses.

Xi called on entrepreneurs to prioritize R&D, adopt
modern governance practices, and align investments
with national priorities such as Al, green energy, and
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rural revitalization while upholding ethical operations
and social welfare commitments. [Xinhua, in Chinese]

The symposium, Xi's first dedicated to the private
sector since 2018, comes as China grapples with
sluggish growth, U.S. restrictions on technology
exports and renewed trade tensions under the Trump
administration. It follows a year of regulatory easing
and business-friendly measures aimed at stabilizing an
economy weighed down by weak consumption and
global headwinds. The symposium revives Xi's 2018
promises of tax breaks and financial support, and
underscores efforts to promote technological self-
sufficiency—particularly in semiconductors—amid
Washington's export restrictions. [Reuters] [South
China Morning Post]

China: External chipmaking equipment
purchases to decrease in 2025

(Ib) China's purchases of chipmaking equipment are
set to decline for the first time since 2021, according to
semiconductor research firm TechlInsights. In 2024,
China accounted for 40 percent of global wafer
fabrication equipment purchases, spending USD 41
billion. However, this figure is expected to drop to USD
38 billion (CNY 273 billion) in 2025 due to overcapacity
and tighter US export controls.

While China has been expanding its domestic
semiconductor equipment industry, it remains
dependent on foreign suppliers for key technologies,
particularly lithography systems and advanced testing
tools. Dutch firm ASML remains the dominant provider
of lithography machines, while Chinese manufacturers
supplied just 17 percent of testing tools and 10 percent
of assembly equipment used in the country in 2023.
[Chosun Biz]

Despite US sanctions, state-owned Semiconductor
Manufacturing International Corporation (SMIC),
China's largest semiconductor manufacturer, and
Chinese tech giant Huawei have continued to advance
chip production capabilities, developing new
semiconductors through labor-intensive methods.
Chinese firms have also expanded in the mature-node
chip segment, increasing market share against
Taiwanese rivals. However, as production capacity
rises, SMIC's latest forecast signals growing risks of
oversupply and increased price competition in the
sector. [Reuters]

Meanwhile, SMIC reported a sharp rise in orders as
businesses rush to secure chip supplies ahead of
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potential tariff hikes under US President Donald
Trump’s administration.

The company reported an influx of orders in early
2025, with clients expediting deliveries for products
initially scheduled for later in the year. Companies fear
further trade restrictions and are stockpiling chips in
anticipation of supply chain disruptions.

Despite this short-term boost, SMIC warned of
potential oversupply in the mature-node chip market
later in 2025. While demand rebounded following the
COVID-19 pandemic, industry-wide production capacity
has expanded, increasing competition and pushing
down prices. Consumer electronics and household
appliance chips, which have seen heightened demand
in recent years, have now entered a slower growth
phase.

To strengthen China's semiconductor self-sufficiency,
SMIC has significantly increased capital expenditure.
Investment rose from USD 4 billion in 2021 to USD 7
billion in 2023, with spending remaining stable at USD
7 billion in 2024 and expected to reach a similar level in
2025. [We News]

China: US-blacklisted EV battery maker
seeks major Hong Kong listing

(Ib) Contemporary Amperex Technology (CATL), the
world’s largest electric vehicle (EV) battery
manufacturer and a key supplier for Tesla, has applied
for a listing on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange. The
company aims to raise at least USD 5 billion (CNY 35
billion), marking one of the city's largest stock offerings
in years. This would be CATL's second public listing
following its USD 6 billion (CNY 48 billion) initial public
offering (IPO) on the Shenzhen Stock Exchange in 2022.

The company supplies batteries to major automakers,
including BMW, Volkswagen, and Ford. According to its
filing, part of the proceeds will support global
expansion, particularly the construction of a new
battery plant in Hungary.

CATL's global presence includes 13 battery factories,
with operations in China, Germany, and plans for joint
ventures in Spain and Indonesia. Despite its
dominance, the company faces increasing geopolitical
pressures. The United States recently imposed a 10
percent tariff on Chinese imports, and last month, the
Pentagon added CATL to a blacklist of firms allegedly
linked to China's military. CATL has denied these
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claims, stating the designation would not significantly
impact its business. [CNN]

China: Concerns over generic drugs spark
public outrage

(Ib) Public frustration in China is mounting over
allegations that generic drugs used in state hospitals
are becoming less effective. Doctors claim that the
government's drug procurement system, which
prioritizes low-cost generics over brand-name
medications, is compromising patient safety. Officials,
however, argue that the concerns stem from
perception rather than reality. [Reuters]

Despite government reassurances, many remain
skeptical, fearing that cost-cutting measures are
affecting drug quality. The debate intensified in
December when authorities announced the latest
contracts for supplying medicines to public hospitals,
favoring domestic generic manufacturers. In January, a
hospital director in Shanghai raised concerns about
ineffective antibiotics, blood pressure medication, and
anesthesia. His remarks resonated with the public,
with social media users sharing similar experiences.
Many patients reported having to purchase brand-
name drugs privately due to doubts about generics.

China’s drug procurement system, introduced in 2018,
aims to reduce healthcare costs by allowing
pharmaceutical companies to compete for hospital
supply contracts. This has driven down drug prices
significantly, with some medicines selling for less than
one cent per tablet. Experts warn that such aggressive
price competition may lead manufacturers to cut
corners, affecting drug efficacy. Although generic drugs
must pass equivalence tests, some doctors question
the reliability of these assessments. Allegations of
fraudulent trial data have further fueled distrust.

The controversy adds to the strain on China's
healthcare system, already struggling with an aging
population and financial constraints. Public medical
insurance funds are running low, and local
governments, facing economic challenges, are
struggling to maintain healthcare subsidies.
Meanwhile, trust in medical institutions continues to
erode, with rising incidents of violence against
healthcare workers. In response to the growing
backlash, the National Healthcare Security
Administration has pledged to review the procurement
system and seek industry feedback. However, many
remain unconvinced, arguing that sacrificing drug
quality to save money is unsustainable. [BBC]
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China: Recruits for asteroid defense
sought

(Ib) China has launched a recruitment drive for a
planetary defense force in response to a potential
asteroid impact. The State Administration of Science,
Technology and Industry for National Defence
(SASTIND) posted job openings seeking aerospace
engineers and specialists in asteroid detection. The
recruitment follows assessments that 2024 YR4, an
asteroid with a small but increasing chance of hitting
Earth in 2032, remains a key concern for global space
agencies. The probability of impact was recently raised
from 1.3 percent to 2.2 percent, prompting further
discussions among international experts.

The move has sparked online debate in China, where
youth unemployment has been high in recent years.
Some social media users joked about the pressure of
saving the planet, while others saw the roles as an
opportunity for scientific prestige.

China has been advancing its planetary defense
capabilities, with plans to test asteroid deflection
strategies. It aims to replicate NASA's 2020 Double
Asteroid Redirection Test (DART), which successfully
altered the trajectory of an asteroid by crashing a
spacecraft into it. China's mission, scheduled for 2027,
will target a smaller asteroid, 2015 XF261. However,
experts warn that breaking a small asteroid into
fragments could create additional risks rather than
mitigating them. [The Guardian]

China - Hong Kong: Hardline national
security policy to be continued

(Ib) Hong Kong police have reaffirmed their
commitment to cracking down on dissent, citing
alleged interference by foreign forces and actions of
overseas activists as ongoing threats. Deputy Police
Commissioner Andrew Kan, who leads the National
Security Department, affirmed authorities will continue
a stringent approach to national security in the former
British colony targeting those deemed a risk to
national security. This includes questioning the family
members and associates of pro-democracy activists
who have fled abroad.

Since Beijing imposed two national security laws,
thousands have relocated to the United Kingdom
under the British National (Overseas) visa program,
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while others have settled in the United States, Canada,
Australia, and Germany. Many continue their activism
from exile but face personal safety threats and
concerns for loved ones still in Hong Kong. Kan stated
that the government will pursue exiled activists
indefinitely.

Authorities claim that “soft confrontation,” including
artistic expression, poses a growing threat. Police have
arrested 316 people under the national security laws,
with about 60 percent facing charges. More broadly,
the post-2019 crackdown has led to more than 10,000
arrests and 2,800 prosecutions, many under sedition
laws. According to the U.S.-based Hong Kong
Democracy Council, 1,920 of these individuals are
considered political prisoners. Those facing national
security charges are rarely granted bail, increasing the
number of remand prisoners. [Radio Free Asia]

China: Debate intensifies over China'’s
military readiness amid Taiwan tensions

(Id) A report by the U.S.-based RAND Corporation has
reignited debate over China’'s military capabilities,
questioning whether President Xi Jinping's sweeping
modernization drive prioritizes Communist Party
control over battlefield preparedness. While Beijing's
arsenal now rivals—and in some cases surpasses—U.S.
forces in advanced weaponry, the report argues
systemic issues, including political oversight and
ideological training, could undermine combat
readiness. [RAND]

RAND's analysis asserts that China’s People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) dedicates up to 40 percent of training time
to political indoctrination, with dual-command
structures placing commissars alongside military
leaders to enforce party loyalty. These factors, the
report claims, risk hampering operational flexibility in a
conflict. Critics, however, counter that Xi's reforms—
marked by rapid nuclear expansion, hypersonic missile
development, and deployment of cutting-edge
warships like the Type 055 destroyer—reflect a
genuine drive for warfighting prowess.

Taiwan remains the focal point of PLA planning, with
U.S. intelligence warning of potential invasion
readiness by 2027. Analysts remain divided on Beijing's
strategy: while RAND’s Timothy Heath cites the
absence of public occupation plans as evidence of
restraint, others note China’s relentless gray-zone
tactics, including daily air incursions and naval patrols
encircling the island.
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Despite hardware gains, the PLA faces personnel
challenges. Modern warships like the Type 055 require
highly trained crews—a stark shift from China’s
traditionally infantry-focused forces. Recruitment and
retention struggles persist, compounded by Xi's anti-
corruption purge, which has disrupted leadership
stability. Pentagon reports warn the campaign, while
targeting graft, may erode morale and institutional
cohesion. [CNN]

Japan: Opposition party demands major
adjustments of government’s 2025 budget
proposal

(dqgl) The Constitutional Democratic Party (CDP), Japan’s
main opposition party, which holds 148 of the 465
seats in the House of Representatives, has urged Prime
Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s minority government—
comprising the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) and its
junior coalition partner, Komeito—to revise its record
USD 733 billion budget proposal for fiscal year 2025,
adopted in December (see AR No. 53, December/2024,
5).

CDP leader Yoshihiko Noda, who served as prime
minister from 2011 to 2012, has demanded
adjustments totaling approximately USD 25 billion.
These include increased funding for education and
healthcare, the removal of a gasoline surcharge, and
measures to ease financial burdens on households.
The CDP has signaled its readiness to engage in
negotiations with the government. [Kyodo News]

With the new parliamentary session underway since
January 24, Ishiba’s minority government must secure
support from smaller parties to pass key legislation,
including the budget, before the fiscal year begins in
April. The LDP and Komeito hold only 221 seats in the
465-member House of Representatives, falling 12 short
of the 233 needed for a majority. Ahead of the budget
discussions, Ishiba emphasized the need for bipartisan
cooperation, calling on lawmakers to engage in
thorough deliberations to ensure public understanding
and support. His government plans to introduce
approximately 60 bills during the 150-day
parliamentary session, which runs until June 22. [AA]

In an effort to bridge this gap for the budget's passage,
they have held talks with the opposition party Nippon
Ishin no Kai, which has 38 seats. However, the two
sides failed to reach an agreement on the timing of
implementing a tuition-free program for families with
children attending private high schools and the level of
financial support to be provided. [The Japan Times]
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Japan: Government to reform medical
costs co-payment system

(dql) In an effort to address rising medical costs, the
government plans to raise copayment caps under its
public healthcare system. As part of the country's
social safety net, these caps have kept healthcare
accessible but are now under strain due to an aging
population and expensive treatments. The health
ministry proposed increasing the ceiling starting in
August, prompting strong opposition from patients'
groups.

Under the current system, most people pay 30 percent
of their medical expenses, with caps based on income
and age. For example, those earning between JPY 3.7
million (approximately USD 24,300) and JPY 7.7 million
(approximately USD 50,500) annually currently face a
maximum monthly copayment of JPY 87,430
(approximately USD 570), with the remainder covered
by the high-cost medical expense benefit system.
However, medical costs have surged, with the
government spending JPY 2.85 trillion (approximately
USD 18.7 billion) on capped cases in 2021, up from JPY
2.49 trillion in 2015 (approximately USD 16.3 billion).
The rise is attributed to medical advancements and
costly treatments.

The proposed increase would raise caps by 5 percent
for middle-income earners and up to 15 percent for
higher earners. These measures are expected to save
the state JPY 533 billion (approximately USD 3.6 billion)
annually.

The government's plans have been met with criticism
arguing the changes will force patients, especially
those requiring costly cancer therapies, to abandon
treatment. The Japan Federation of Cancer Patient
Groups submitted a petition with 135,000 signatures
opposing the hike and urging alternative cost-cutting
measures, such as limiting insurance coverage for non-
essential medications. [Japan Times] [The Asahi
Shimbun]

Japan: Kurdish group takes legal action
against organizer of anti-Kurd
demanstrations

(dqgl) The Japan Kurdish Cultural Association has
unveiled that it filed a lawsuit against an organizer of
anti-Kurd demonstrations in December, demanding he
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ceases such activities and pay JPY 5.5 million (USD
36,000) in damages for reputational harm.

The suit claims the defendant, a resident of Ebina,
Kanagawa Prefecture, organized six protests near the
association’s office in Kawaguchi, Saitama Prefecture,
between February and September 2024.
Demonstrators made anti-Kurd remarks, including
calls for Kurds to be expelled from Japan, and
displayed banners accusing the association of
supporting terrorism.

The association argues that these actions constitute
hate speech, damage its reputation, and disrupt its
activities by deterring residents from visiting its office.
The lawsuit seeks to prohibit the defendant from
inciting gross insults or exclusion of Kurds within 600
meters of the office. [The Asahi Shimbun]

In November, a court issued a provisional injunction
barring the defendant's demonstrations near the
association’s office. However, he challenged the ruling
and requested the association to file a formal lawsuit.
On November 24, he held an anti-Kurd protest outside
JR Kawaguchi Station, beyond the injunction’s
designated area. [The Mainichi]

Japan: Data on physical assault, sexual
harassment at fire stations raises
concerns

(dqgl) A study of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and
Communications'’s Fire and Disaster Management
Agency has revealed at least 176 cases of physical
assault, sexual harassment and other forms of
misconduct were reported in workplaces at fire
departments and stations across Japan in fiscal 2023.

Japan'’s first-ever study on such matters highlighted
that the distinct hierarchical structure within the
establishment have contributed to the problem, with
the government's study finding that 206 people,
including senior officials, received disciplinary action.
Critics called it the "tip of the iceberg."

According to the latest survey, the majority, 145 cases,
were attributed to bullying or abuse of power, followed
by 19 of sexual harassment. There were 11 incidents
involving a mix of abuses, along with one of
harassment against a pregnant worker.

A total of 83.5 percent were cases of bosses harassing
their subordinates, while 15.3 percent were between
colleagues, and 1.1 percent consisted of lower-ranking
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employees mistreating their superiors. By age group,
those in their 50s accounted for the largest share.
[Kyodo News]

Japan: Cabinet adopts new plan on
expanding nuclear power

(dqgl) Nuclear power and renewables have been
declared prioritized key carbon-free energy sources to
enhance energy security and achieve net-zero
emissions, under a new basic energy plan that
prioritizes, approved by the Cabinet on February 18.

The plan also set targets to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions by 60 percent by fiscal 2035 and 73 percent
by fiscal 2040, compared to fiscal 2013 levels. These
targets, submitted to the U.N. climate panel as part of
Japan’s Nationally Determined Contributions, fall short
of the Paris Agreement standards.

The plan marks a policy shift, moving away from
Japan's post-Fukushima efforts to limit nuclear
reliance. Economy Minister Yoji Muto highlighted the
global push for decarbonized energy and Japan's
strategy to maintain nuclear power at around 20
percent of total energy output by 2040, similar to the
2030 target and up from 8.5 percent in 2023.

In response to electricity demand expected to rise to
1.2 trillion kilowatt-hours due to Al and data centers,
Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba's government plans to
ease reactor replacement rules. When on-site
rebuilding is unfeasible, power companies may
construct replacement reactors at other sites.

Meanwhile, renewables are projected to account for
40-50 percent of Japan’s energy supply by 2040, nearly
double their 2023 share (22.9 percent), while thermal
power is expected to decline sharply to 30-40 percent
from 68.6 percent.

The plan has drawn criticism, which argues that the
country’s heavy reliance on thermal power has
hindered more ambitious emission targets. To limit
global warming to 1.5°C, emissions must drop 60
percent by 2035 from 2019 levels. However, Japan
would need a 66 percent reduction from 2013 levels to
meet this goal, a target an Environment Ministry
official deemed challenging given Japan's renewable
energy deployment pace. [Kyodo News]

Following the 2011 Fukushima crisis, which forced
160,000 residents to evacuate and led to costly
decommissioning efforts, Japan became more reliant
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on imported fossil fuels. While 14 reactors have been
restarted since, more are set to resume operations
under new regulations allowing plants to run beyond
60 years with safety upgrades. [The Guardian]

Japan: Subsidy program to promote green
steel in vehicle manufacturing introduced

(adi) Japan has launched a subsidy program to
encourage the use of low-emission steel in clean
energy vehicles (CEVs), aiming to decarbonize the steel
industry. The Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry
(METI) is offering up to JPY 1.4 million (USD 9,400) in
subsidies for consumers purchasing electric and plug-
in hybrid vehicles, provided manufacturers incorporate
green steel into production.

The initiative aligns with Japan’s broader
decarbonization efforts, as the steel industry accounts
for approximately 8 percent of global carbon
emissions. METI will assess automakers' procurement
of low-emission steel to determine eligibility for
subsidies, ensuring compliance with sustainability
targets.

However, challenges remain in scaling up green steel
production, as Japan relies heavily on coal and
liquefied natural gas for electricity, limiting its ability to
produce green hydrogen—an essential component of
carbon-neutral steelmaking. Industry analysts warn
that higher production costs and limited availability of
green steel may hinder adoption.

Despite these obstacles, the subsidy program seeks to
incentivize automakers and consumers to accelerate
the transition toward low-emission vehicle
manufacturing, positioning Japan as a leader in
sustainable industrial practices. [Reuters]

Japan: Government to release rice
reserves to address soaring prices

(adi/dql) Agriculture Minister Taku Eto has announced
that the government will release up to 210,000 tons of
stockpiled rice to stabilize supply amid soaring prices
driven by increased demand.

The release will begin with 150,000 tons, primarily
from the 2024 harvest, with some from 2023.
Wholesalers will receive the rice in mid-March through
a bidding process, and it is expected to reach stores
between late March and early April.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ir/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-iy/

Despite a 180,000-ton increase in the 2024 rice harvest
to 6.79 million tons, major distributors' secured stock
was down by 210,000 tons as of December. In
December, Japan's consumer price index for rice
surged 64.5 percent year-on-year, the steepest rise
since records began in 1971. The average wholesale
price of brown rice in 2024 hit JPY 23,715 (USD 155) per
60 kilograms, the highest since 1990.

Supply constraints stem from poor 2023 harvests due
to extreme heat, increased foreign tourism driving
restaurant demand, and consumer hoarding following
an August earthquake advisory from the Japan
Meteorological Agency. [Japan Today]

Last month, the farm ministry eased policies to allow
stockpiled rice releases under a new rule. Previously,
stockpiled rice could only be released in cases of
severe crop failure or disaster. However, a regulatory
change now permits its release when distribution
stagnates. The ministry must repurchase the same
amount from distributors within a year. [Channel News
Asial

Meanwhile, the Bank of Japan (BOJ) Governor Kazuo
Ueda reaffirmed the central bank's commitment to
achieving its 2 percent inflation target, acknowledging
that rising food prices could influence public inflation
expectations. Ueda noted that higher prices for fresh
foods and staple goods are weighing on consumers,
raising concerns that inflationary pressures may
persist.

Ueda’s remarks follow the BOJ's recent decision to
raise short-term interest rates to 0.5 percent, marking
Japan'’s first rate hike in 17 years (see AiR No. 4,
January/2025, 4). The consumer price index increased
by 3.6 percent year-on-year in December, driven by
higher costs for fresh vegetables and rice. Ueda stated
that while cost-push inflationary pressures are
expected to ease later in the year, the BOJ will continue
to monitor economic conditions closely.

The central bank remains focused on underlying
inflation trends, excluding temporary factors such as
fuel and fresh food price volatility. Ueda reiterated that
any further adjustments to monetary policy will
depend on economic and price developments, as well
as financial stability. The BOJ is set to conduct a mid-
term review in June on its plans to gradually reduce
government bond purchases, with a new strategy
expected in April 2026. [Reuters]
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Japan: Honda-Nissan merger talks breaks
down

(adi) Honda Motor Co. and Nissan Motor Co. have
ended merger negotiations due to disagreements over
control of the new entity, according to sources familiar
with the matter. Talks began in December 2024 with
plans to finalize a merger by June 2025 and establish a
holding company in 2026, but differences over
leadership roles led to the collapse.

The merger aimed to strengthen EV development and
supply chains, but Honda sought greater control, while
Nissan pushed for an equal partnership, causing an
impasse. [Mainichi Shimbun]

Japan: New auxiliary ocean surveillance
ship launched

(dqgl) Government defense contractor Mitsubishi Heavy
Industries Maritime Systems has launched the fourth
Hibiki-class auxiliary ocean surveillance ship, Bingo
(AOS 5204), for the Japan Maritime Self-Defense Force
(JMSDF).

Built under a JPY 19.6 billion (USD 129.2 million)
contract awarded in March 2023, the 67-meter-long
SWATH vessel features an upgraded Surveillance
Towed Array Sensor System (SURTASS), surpassing the
capabilities of JS Hibiki (AOS 5201) and JS Harima (AOS
5202), which entered service in the early 1990s. Bingo
has a standard displacement of 2,900 tones, and has a
top speed of 11 knots, a crew of 40, and a flight deck
for helicopter operations.

The launch comes as the JMSDF is expanding its ocean
surveillance fleet from three to four ships to enhance
submarine tracking capabilities, particularly amid
growing concerns over Chinese and Russian submarine
advancements. [Naval News]

Japan: Number of online casino users hits
new high in 2024

(dqgl) According to preliminary data from the National
Police Agency, nearly 280 people have been accused of
using online casinos in 2024, more than double the
previous year. Many users were reportedly unaware
that online gambling is illegal in Japan.
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80 percent of the accused—227 individuals—accessed
online casinos via smartphones rather than illegal
gambling venues. In 2023, police identified 107 online
casino users. Public awareness of the ban remains low,
with over 100 gambling websites, some endorsed by
celebrities, targeting Japanese players.

Police have increased arrests by tracing bank accounts
linked to betting transactions, though authorities
estimate the actual number of online casino gamblers
at around 3 million.

Gambling remains illegal in Japan, even when
conducted through legally operating overseas
platforms. Mediators facilitate gambling by converting
cash or cryptocurrency into betting points, earning
fees from casino operators. Individuals face fines of up
to JPY 500,000 (USD 3,000), with habitual gamblers
risking up to three years in prison. [Kyodo News]

Japan: Earthquake-resistant housing rates
low in municipalities with nuclear plants

(adi) The proportion of earthquake-resistant homes in
municipalities hosting nuclear power plants falls below
the national average, raising concerns about disaster
preparedness, according to an analysis by The Asahi
Shimbun using Ministry of Land, Infrastructure,
Transport and Tourism data.

The national average for earthquake-resistant homes
is 90.3 percent, but Mihama, Fukui Prefecture, reports
75.4 percent, while Genkai, Saga Prefecture, stands at
78.5 percent. The lower rates highlight risks in the
event of a major earthquake.

Authorities are urging local governments to promote
seismic retrofitting and expand support for residents
upgrading their homes. The central government has
called for stronger disaster preparedness measures,
especially in areas with nuclear facilities. [Asahi
Shimbun]

Mongolia: Government discusses
infrastructure and policy initiatives

(fs) The Mongolian government convened on February
12 to discuss and approve infrastructure projects,
legislative amendments, and border agreements
aimed at enhancing economic development and public
services.
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Bagakhangai-Khushig valley railway project to be
implemented in two phases

The Mongolian government has approved financing for
the Bagakhangai-Khushig Valley railway branch using
domestic resources from the 2024 net profits and 2025
investments of Mongolian Railway and Tavantolgoi
Railway.

The Bagakhangai-Khushig Valley railway project is a
planned branch railway line in Mongolia, aiming to
connect the Bagakhangai district with the Khushig
Valley area. The project will span 102.8 km with three
stations and four passing loops. Authorities have been
instructed to expedite necessary approvals and
technical requirements.

The initiative is part of a broader strategy to develop
the Khushig Valley into a green satellite city
surrounding the New Ulaanbaatar International
Airport, aiming to alleviate the overconcentration of
population and economic activities in Ulaanbaatar.
[ADB]

Government to discuss amendments to law on traffic
congestion and housing development

The Cabinet reviewed a proposal to amend the law on
reducing traffic congestion and transitioning ger areas
to apartment housing. The amendments include the
use of artificial intelligence and big data for smart
traffic management.

The draft law and related legislation will be discussed
in the next government meeting before submission to
Parliament.

Government to discuss border crossing improvements
with China

The government has instructed the Minister of Foreign
Affairs Batmunkh Battsetseg to negotiate with China
on separate freight lanes at the eastern Bichigt-
Zuunkhatavch and northern Khavirga-Ar Khashaat
border checkpoints.

Additionally, plans for a dedicated passenger lane at
the Bichigt-Zuunkhatavch crossing will be discussed
with Chinese counterparts. [Sonin]

Mongolia: Social media ban for children
under 16 under consideration
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(fs) Mongolian Education Minister P. Naranbayar
announced the formation of a Working Group to
assess a potential law restricting social media access
for children under 16 on February 14.

The initiative aims to protect children from
cyberbullying, harmful content, and mental health
risks. The proposal seeks to balance protection with
access to educational content, ensuring platforms like
YouTube and school learning systems remain
available.

Led by Minister’'s Advisor D. Gantulga, the group is
studying similar legislation, particularly Australia’s 2024
ban on social media use for minors. He underscored
concerns over screen addiction, comparing it to
substance dependencies.

Several European countries have implemented similar
regulations, with France requiring parental consent for
users under 15 and Germany allowing social media
access with supervision for those aged 13-16. [GoGo]

Mongolia: Corruption Perception Index
remains unchanged for third consecutive
year

(fs) Mongolia's Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI)
score for 2024 remained at 33, marking the third
consecutive year without improvement, according to
Transparency International. [Transparency
International]

Despite the unchanged score, Mongolia's ranking
improved by seven places to 114th out of 180
countries due to shifts in global averages. Among the
eight sources used for the index, five lowered their
evaluations of Mongolia, while three showed slight
improvements.

Transparency International noted concerns over a
four-point decline in the country’s electoral democracy
score from 2023, as well as stagnation in business
environment and governance indicators. The
organization also pointed out selective law
enforcement, creating unequal treatment for citizens
and public officials.

Globally, the average CPI score remains at 43.
Denmark retained the top position with a score of 90
for the seventh year, followed by Finland and New
Zealand. [Bloomberg TV]
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Mongolia: Nationwide 5G network to be
introduced, expanding internet access

(fs) The Ministry of Digital Development, Innovation,
and Communications of Mongolia plans to introduce a
nationwide 5G network, with competitive bidding set
to begin in March 2025.

As part of this initiative, the internet capacity of soums
(counties) will increase tenfold, improving access to
digital services, education, and healthcare.

Mongolia currently has 53,000 kilometers of fiber optic
cables, providing internet coverage to 23 percent of its
territory. [Montsame]

Mongolia: SouthGobi Resources accepts
reduced tax penalty

(fs) SouthGobi Resources, a company listed on the
Hong Kong Stock Exchange, has decided not to appeal
a tax penalty imposed by Mongolia's General Tax
Authority (GTA).

Initially, SouthGobi Sands, a subsidiary of the company,
was fined USD 80 million in 2024 following a tax audit
covering the years 2017-2020. However, Mongolia’'s Tax
Dispute Resolution Council reduced the penalty to USD
26.5 million on January 10.

The penalty was based on SouthGobi Sands’ payments
related to mineral royalties and air pollution fees. The
company announced that the accepted penalty will be
reflected in its 2024 financial statements.

Previously, SouthGobi Resources had warned that
failure to reach a tax settlement could result in
bankruptcy. [Bloomberg TV]

North Korea: Foreign tourism to be
resumed

(mm) North Korea is preparing to resume foreign
tourism for the first time since borders closed in 2020
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Last week Koryo Tours, an independent British tour
company, crossed into the northeastern city of Rason
in North Korea on a special "staff only" trip to scout
new travel sites and facilitate North Korean tourism
updates. This marks the first time foreign tour agents
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have entered North Korea in five years, with the
exception of Russian nationals early last year following
the two countries military cooperation in the Ukraine
war.

Last month Koryo Tours announced North Korea
would soon reopen its tourism to Chinese and all other
foreign guests, excluding Americans and South
Koreans, with tour bookings to Rason available from
March and April 2025. [The Korea Times]

North Korea: Commemoration of late
leader’s birthday calls for loyalty to Kim
Jong-un

(dgl) North Korea marked the 83rd birthday of late
leader Kim Jong-il, with state media urging loyalty to his
son and current leader, Kim Jong-un.

An editorial praised Kim Jong-il's patriotic legacy,
asserting that Kim Jong-un has inherited and advanced
it. It also highlighted Kim Jong-il's contributions to
North Korea’s military development, claiming the
country’s defense capabilities are now among the
world's strongest. [KCNA] [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Constitutional court
schedules additional hearing in President
Yoon's impeachment trial

(fn) The Constitutional Court of South Korea has
scheduled additional hearing for President Yoon Suk
Yeol's impeachment trial. This 10th formal hearing will
be held on February 20. Three individuals will be called
as witnesses: Han Duck-soo, the impeached prime
minister; Hong Jang-won, a former official from the
National Intelligence Service; and Cho Ji-ho, the
Commissioner General of the National Police Agency.

Han's testimony request was initially rejected but later
approved after repeated requests from Yoon's lawyers,
saying he best understood the reasons behind the Dec.
3 martial law imposition. Hong will reappear to address
doubts about his previous testimony because his
account of a note containing a list of politicians
allegedly ordered for arrest by Yoon Suk Yeol has been
contested. National Intelligence Service Director Cho
Tae-yong refuted Hong's testimony, stating that Hong
was not at the location he claimed to be on the night of
the martial law declaration. Additionally, Cho
questioned the authenticity of the multiple versions of
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the note that Hong presented, suggesting
discrepancies in his statements. Therefore, he will
reappear again in court to clarify these contradictions.
while Cho will attempt to attend after missing previous
hearings due to health issues. If he fails to appear
again, the court could consider forcefully bringing him
in, as he is considered to be a key witness in the trial
due to his alleged involvement in martial law
operations. [Yonhap News Agency] [ The Korea Herald

]

With this addition of the 10th hearing to hear from
these three witnesses, it means Yoon's impeachment
trial will likely wrap up in mid-March. [Korea JoongAng
Daily]

South Korea: National Assembly adopts
resolution on appointment of 9th
Constitutional Court justice

(fn) The National Assembly, led by the opposition,
passed a resolution on February 14 calling for acting
President Choi Sang-mok to appoint the ninth member
to the Constitutional Court. This comes after Choi
delayed the appointment of Justice Ma Eun-hyuk, who
was recommended by the opposition, citing the need
for bipartisan consensus.

The delay has become a point of controversy,
especially because the court's composition could
influence the outcome of President Yoon Suk Yeol's
impeachment trial. The National Assembly's
impeachment of Yoon requires the backing of six
justices to validate the decision. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Former Interior Minister's
home, offices raided over martial law
involvement

(fn) The Korean National Police Agency raided on
February 18 the home and offices of former Interior
Minister Lee Sang-min as part of an investigation into
insurrection charges. Lee is accused of ordering cuts to
power and water supplies for media outlets and
broadcasters on December 3, 2024, during President
Yoon Suk Yeol's martial law declaration.

The police also searched the offices of Fire
Commissioner Heo Seok-gon and Deputy Fire
Commissioner Lee Young-pal of the National Fire
Agency. Heo testified that Lee asked for cooperation in


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-hr/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-hy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-hj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-hj/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ht/

cutting off utilities to media outlets during a National
Assembly audit on January 13.

Lee, charged with insurrection, faces allegations of
instructing officials to cut power and water to media
organizations during the martial law period. According
to the prosecution, Yoon directed Lee to disconnect
utilities to several outlets during a Cabinet meeting
before the martial law declaration. [The Korea Herald]

The raid comes after Lee testified at Yoon's
impeachment trial last week, denying that he received
such orders or attempting to carry them out.

In the same hearing, National Security Adviser Shin

Won-sik provided testimony regarding conversations
he had with Yoon about the necessity for exceptional
measures though he rejected the idea of martial law.

Baek Jong-wook, a former official from the National
Intelligence Service, along with Kim Yong-bin, a
member of the National Election Commission, also
gave testimony concerning claims of election fraud,
with Baek clarifying that vulnerabilities in the ballot
system were unrelated to any fraudulent activity.

Yoon's impeachment trial is approaching its
conclusion, with the Constitutional Court set to decide
whether to uphold or dismiss Yoon's impeachment,
while he faces separate criminal charges related to
insurrection. [Yonhap News Agency ]

South Korea: Opposition party proposes
extra budget to tackle economic
downturn

(fn) The main opposition party, the Democratic Party of
Korea (DPK), has proposed a supplementary budget of
KRW 35 trillion (USD 24.2 billion) to stimulate the
economy. During a press conference, DPK lawmakers
outlined the plan, allocating KRW 24 trillion
(approximately USD 16.66 billion) to support
livelihoods and KRW 11 trillion (approximately USD
7.64 billion) to promote economic growth.

As part of the livelihood budget, the plan includes
currency vouchers for small merchants, self-employed
individuals, and low-income households, along with
KRW 2.8 trillion (approximately USD 1.94 billion) in
support for small businesses affected by the economic
downturn. This downturn has been exacerbated by the
fallout from President Yoon Suk Yeol's brief martial law
declaration on December 3 and the December 29 Jeju
Air crash at Muan International Airport.
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The budget also includes direct financial assistance to
citizens, with the primary aim of addressing immediate
economic hardships while fostering long-term growth.
[The Korea Times]

South Korea: First Lady Kim Keon Hee
Faces Growing Political Scandal

(mm) President Yoon's wife, Kim Keon Hee, has found
herself at the centre of political controversy this week
after accusations of the first lady’s conspired to
influence Yoon's martial law decree and alleged
election interference.

Opposition lawmakers are now demanding an
investigation into First Lady Kim Keon Hee over
allegations that she conspired with intelligence officials
ahead of President Yoon Suk Yeol's martial law decree.
The Democratic Party of Korea (DPK) intensified its
calls after National Intelligence Service (NIS) Director
Cho Tae-yong admitted during Yoon's impeachment
hearing that Kim had sent him text messages the day
before the decree was issued. The DPK has
condemned her actions and is pushing for a full inquiry
into her potential role in imposing martial law. [The
Korea Herald]

The controversy deepened as a parliamentary audit
into the Myung Tae-kyun Influence Peddling Scandal—a
high-profile corruption case—uncovered ties between
Kim and Myung, that has tied the first lady to
accusations of election interference. Myung, a self-
proclaimed, is under investigation for allegedly
influencing candidate nominations and appointments
during the 2022 election.

During witness testimony, Myung claimed Kim played a
direct role in securing nominations for ruling People
Power Party (PPP) candidates. He alleged that between
February 16-19 last year, Kim personally called him
multiple times to lobby for then-Chief Prosecutor Kim
Sang-min’s parliamentary bid. Media reports suggest
the presidential couple and PPP lawmakers may have
benefited from Myung's public opinion polling agency,
which was allegedly used to sway the 2022 election.
[Korea Times][KBS World] [Korea JoongAng Daily]

This latest scandal adds to Kim’s mounting legal and
political troubles. Last year, she was caught accepting a
KRW 3 million (USD 2000) Dior handbag from a pastor
and was accused by the DRP of being involved in stock
price manipulation. At the time Yoon called the leaked
scandals a "political manoeuvre" and vetoed a
parliamentary bill calling for his wife to be investigated.
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[BBC]

As Yoon's impeachment trial unfolds, scrutiny over
Kim's involvement in both the election scandal and the
martial law decree is intensifying.

South Korea: Acting President Choi calls
for swift action to tackle key economic
issues

(fn) Acting President Choi Sang-mok has urged the
newly formed committee comprising government and
parliament members to achieve significant outcomes
in tackling pressing economic issues. The committee
which includes political leaders from both the ruling
and opposition parties, will convene this week to
address matters such as a supplementary budget and
contentious bills, including a semiconductor law aimed
to exempt workers in that sector from the 52-hour
workweek.

Choi emphasized the urgency of advancing economic-
related bills and fiscal strategies, especially concerning
a suggested supplementary budget of KRW 35 trillion
(USD 24 billion). The committee will also explore into
how to respond to the global trade war and implement
policies that assist exporters who are facing growing
difficulties. Choi highlighted the government
dedication to an aggressive trade strategy amid
escalating global trade tensions. [Yonhap News
Agency]

South Korea: Government unveils
economic plan to counter US tariffs in “all-
out war” on trade challenges

(dqgl) In surprisingly aggressive anti-US rhetoric, the
government has declared an "all-out war" on trade
challenges and unveiled a substantial support package
for local businesses. Acting President Choi Sang-mok
highlighted the growing uncertainty in exports,
exacerbated by the US-led tariff disputes, and
emphasized that a country’s response would shape its
future: “[T]the fate of nations will differ depending on
how they respond to the trade war initiated by the
United States.” [Business Korea]

A joint government meeting outlined an "emergency
export strategy," with a record KRW 366 trillion (USD
253 billion) in trade finance support for small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). This includes
measures to reduce trade insurance costs, expand
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loan guarantees, and mitigate foreign exchange risks,
with KRW 8.5 trillion allocated for volatility risks,
including loan guarantees and policy funding for SMEs.

Private sector involvement is crucial, with banks
offering products for SMEs and large conglomerates
collaborating on an "export support chain" to provide
preferential loans and joint financing. The government
is also focusing on export diversification, particularly
toward emerging markets in the Global South, and
plans to establish or strengthen 14 overseas offices to
promote trade.

To further support SMEs, the government has set a
record marketing budget of 1.2 trillion won, funding
exhibitions and consulting events for thousands of
companies. Despite a strong export performance in
2024, the outlook for this year is more cautious due to
rising trade pressures, particularly from the US, and a
slowdown in the global semiconductor market.

At the same time, Choi emphasized ongoing efforts to
enhance South Korea-US trade cooperation, with a
delegation of top CEOs planning a visit to the US to
pave the way for government discussions. [The Korea
Herald]

South Korea: Parliamentary Committee
passes bill on tax incentives for
semiconductor industry

(fn) A parliamentary committee has passed a bill aimed
to bolster the semiconductor sector by increasing tax
incentives for chipmakers. The bill revises the K-Chips
Act to raise tax credit rates for companies investing in
national industries, including semiconductors,
secondary batteries, and future vehicles.

The tax credit for large companies will increase from
15 percent to 20 percent while smaller and medium-
sized enterprises will experience an increase from 25
percent to 30 percent. Furthermore, the legislation
prolongs the tax credit period for research and
development in new and national strategic
technologies, such as semiconductors, until 2029 and
2031. [Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Government announces
record investment in shipbuilding sector
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(mm) The South Korean government has announced a
KRW 258.6 billion (USD 178 million) investment into its
shipbuilding sector. The investment comes alongside
the “K-Shipbuilding Super Gap Vision 2040", an
initiative that aims to position South Korea as a global
shipbuilding leader through innovating eco-friendly
and technologically advanced shipbuilding. [LIoyd's
List] [The Korea Herald]

The government funding includes KRW 20 billion (USD
13.8 million) for 17 new research and development
projects. These projects will focus on developing
ammonia-powered ships, electric propulsion vessels,
wind-assisted propulsion technology and robotics
assisted automation. A further KRW 66.7 billion (USD
46 million) will be used for digital automation of the
shipbuilding process and KRW 20.3 billion (USD 14
million) to creating unmanned autonomous ship
technology. Shipbuilding management will also be at
the forefront with the digital transformation of
production management and planning systems for
subcontractors to boost shipyard productivity and
enhance safety. [Lloyd's List]

South Korea's determined acceleration of its
shipbuilding industry is already starting to pay off. In
January, South Korea dominated global shipbuilding
orders, outpacing its industry rival China with USD 25.6
billion in exports - a dramatic leap from December
with Korea's 6 percent market share, compared to
China's 82 percent. Capitalising on this positive
momentum, the Korea government has its sights set
on expanding US-Korean shipbuilding cooperation.

U.S. President Donald Trump, following his November
election win, praised South Korea's naval and
commercial shipbuilding and indicated his interest in
outsourcing U.S. Navy ship construction to allies
shipyards. New U.S. legislation in February now
enables this, allowing the United States to outsource
shipbuilding materials from allied nations, marking a
major shift in U.S. policy. Reinforcing the U.S. naval
fleet is a priority for the Trump administration as it
attempts to counteract China's dominance in the
shipbuilding sector. Currently China's shipbuilding
capacity is 232 times greater than the U.S, according to
a leaker 2023 U.D. Naval Intelligence report.

South Korean companies have already begun
preparing to expand into the U.S. market. In August
2024, Hanwha Ocean were the first Korean
shipbuilders to secure a maintenance and repair
contract with the U.S. Navy. This was quickly followed
by their acquisition of the now "Hanwha Philly
Shipyard" in Philadelphia, New York. Meanwhile,
shipbuilding giant HD Hyundai Heavy Industries has
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announced it will triple its naval shipbuilding business
to USD 7.5 billion by 2030.

US-Korean shipbuilding cooperation could also serve
as key leverage in future trade negotiations between
the two countries, as the Trump administration has
warned it is still considering imposing tariffs on allied
countries exports to the US. [The Korea Herald]
[Chosun Daily]

South Korea: New missile capable of striking
underground North Korean targets launched

(mm) South Korea has launched a new locally
produced bunker buster tactical missile to deter North
Korean military threats. The Korean Tactical Surface to
Surface Missile (KTSSM) is capable of precision strikes
that can penetrate the ground in a short span of time.
The missile was developed to reach North Korean
underground targets that hold long range artillery
pieces hidden in caves and tunnels. This long-range
arsenal is based within striking distance of the greater
Seoul area - home to 51 million people.

The announcement comes after tensions have
continued to escalate along the Korean peninsula. In
2024, South Korea and the United States started
annual joint military exercises to reinforce their
readiness against North Korean threats. However,
experts say a full-blown attack by North Korea is
unlikely as it knows its military is outmatched by U.S.
and South Korean forces.

Since 2022, North Korea has fired more than 100
rounds of missile tests to modernize its weapons
program. Since 2024 Pyongyang carried out six missile
tests and began to issue threats Pyongyang and
annihilate the South Korea and the U.S. if provoked.
[Yonhap News Agency][The Korea Times][Associated
Press 1][Associated Press 2]

South Korea suspends all new downloads
of DeepSeek over user data breech

(mm) All new downloads of Chinese Al-powered
chatbot DeepSeek have been suspended after a
government probe found the app had sent user
information to China's ByteDance, the Beijing based
parent company of TikTok. After the discovery,
ByteDance admitted that it had failed to adhere to
Korea data protection laws and agreed to enact the
suspension voluntarily.
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The finding was a result of the investigation into
DeepSeek's data privacy policies after Korean
government agencies and private companies banned
the use of the service on their office devices. DeepSeek
is now unavailable on the iOS App Store or Google Plat
Story for users based in South Korea, however users
who had downloaded the app prior can still use the
service.

The government and ruling People Power Party are set
to hold discussions related to DeepSeek and ways to
strengthen South Korea's competitiveness in the Al
market. [Yonhap News] [Korea Joongang Daily]

South Korea: Aviation crackdown on
portable batteries after Air Busan plane
fire

(mm) South Korea has announced it will be tightening
restrictions on portable batteries allowed on Korean
airlines after a fire broke out on Air Busan flight last
month.

The new safety measures will come into force from
March 1 for all South Korean airline carriers, wherein
stricter security searches will check the number and
types of batteries carried by passengers, while all
charging portable batteries will be banned. This
includes a ban on power banks and e-cigarettes in
overhead luggage on board. Passengers will be only
permitted to carry up to a maximum of five 100 watt-
hour portable batteries.

The fire broke out on Air Busan Airbus while preparing
for departure to Hong Kong from Gimhae International
Airport in South Korea's south. While the cause of the
fire has yet to be determined, it was first detected by a
flight attendant in an overhead luggage bin. All
passengers were evacuated safely.

Current aviation regulations say batteries must be
stowed in check-in luggage as they can start intense
fires if they short-circuit. [Reuters]

South Korea: Supreme Courts confirms 15-
year sentence for knife attacker of Lee
Jae-myung

(fn) The Supreme Court has confirmed a 15-year prison
sentence against attacker of opposition leader Lee Jae-
myung in January last year, stabbing him in the neck
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during his visit to the southeastern port city of Busan,
to prevent Lee from becoming president.

Both the district and appellate courts had previously
sentenced the man to 15 years. The Supreme Court
upheld the decisions, deeming the sentence fair given
the attack's motive, method, and consequences.
[Yonhap News Agency]

South Korea: Decade high of 119 people
dead or missing in fishing boats accidents
over 2024

(mm) 119 people went missing or died in fishing boat
accidents over 2024, the highest figure in a decade. In
2025 alone 29 people have already been reported
missing or dead. The Korean Oceans ministry has said
it plans to discuss ways to improve safety at sea and
increase maritime safety, ensuring emergency
dispatches are available 24/7.

Local governments also plan to implement stricter
safety measures through regular safety inspections to
ensure compliance with safety rules. South Korea's
winter season can be high-risk for fishing boats due to
high winds and strong waves. Low water temperatures
also make the likelihood of fatalities more likely. [Korea
JoongAng Daily]

Taiwan: Huang Kuo-chang elected TPP
chairman

(ce) Huang Kuo-chang has been elected as the new
chairman of the opposition Taiwan People's Party
(TPP), after winning the party's chairmanship by-
election with securing 96.11 percent of the vote against
Tsai Pi-ru's 3.89 percent, signaling strong support from
TPP members. [Taipei Times]

Huang's ascension follows the resignation of his
predecessor and party founder, Ko Wen-je, who
stepped down on January 1 after being indicted on
corruption charges (see AiR No. 1, January/2025, 1). Ko,
a prominent figure in Taiwanese politics and former
mayor of Taipei, faces allegations of illicit profits tied to
the illegal expansion of a mall during his tenure. His
legal troubles have cast a shadow over the TPP, leaving
Huang with the task of restoring the party's credibility
and charting a new course. [Financial Times]
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Huang gained prominence during the 2014 Sunflower
Student Movement, which protested the passage of a
cross-strait service trade agreement by the
Kuomintang (KMT) without a clause-by-clause review.
He later joined the New Power Party (NPP), serving as
its first executive chairman in 2015, and was elected to
the Legislature in 2016 with the support of the
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP). In 2023, Huang
joined the TPP at Ko's invitation and became a
legislator-at-large the following year. [Focus Taiwan]

In his first address as chairman, Huang emphasized
the importance of unity in advancing the party's goals,
highlighting that the party was at a “critical juncture."
Among Huang's immediate priorities is appointing
capable leaders to oversee the party's local offices, a
crucial step in preparing for the 2026 local government
elections. These elections will serve as a litmus test for
the TPP's strategies heading into the 2028 presidential
and legislative races. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Opposition party rejects claims of
contact with Chinese officials

(ce) Huang Kuo-chang, Chairman of the opposition
Taiwan People’s Party (TPP) has dismissed allegations
that former party chairman Ko Wen-je had direct
contact with senior Chinese officials, calling the claims
part of a “smear campaign.”

The accusations, reported by Mirror Media on February
9, allegedly revealed messages between Ko—who
stepped down last month amid corruption charges—
and his campaign finance chief, Lee Wen-tsung. Mirror
Media report claimed that Lee had communicated with
former Mainland Affairs Council deputy minister Chang
Hsien-yao, Lin Yi-shou, founder of prominent
conglomerate E-United Group, and Song Tao, Director
of China’s Taiwan Affairs Office. It also suggested that
Chinese officials were supportive of Ko's candidacy and
that Ko had instructed Lee to delete the messages due
to their sensitive nature.

Huang dismissed the report as “trash,” stating there
was no need for a formal response and suggesting it
was an attempt to unfairly link Ko to pro-China
sentiments. TPP Legislator Chen Gau-tzu, a known
advocate for Taiwanese independence, also defended
Ko, pointing out that if he were pro-China, he would
not have invited her to join the party or given her a
prominent role.

When asked about Taiwan’s approach to
communicating with China, Huang reiterated that the
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TPP’s mission is to protect Taiwan’'s democracy and
way of life. He noted that communication should focus
on public benefit, not conflict. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Former deputy minister indicted
for Chinese election meddling

(ce) Former Mainland Affairs Council Deputy Minister
Chang Hsien-yao was indicted on February 13 for
allegedly assisting China in meddling with Taiwan's
presidential election last year.

The indictment follows over 200 arrests in January
2024 related to Chinese interference in the presidential
and legislative elections, with 117 cases violating the
Anti-Infiltration Act and involving 287 individuals,
including local politicians and officials who had visited
China.

Prosecutors allege that in June 2023, Chang - currently
the deputy director of the Central Policy Committee of
the main opposition party, the Kuomintang (KMT) -
was directed by Chinese government-linked sources to
support Terry Gou, the billionaire founder of Foxconn
and a potential KMT presidential candidate at the time.
[Taipei Times]

Despite the KMT's eventual selection of New Taipei City
Mayor Hou Yu-ih as the party’s presidential candidate,
Chinese infiltrators are believed to have sought to
replace Hou with Gou. Chang reportedly believed that
a joint ticket between Gou and former TPP Chair Ko
Wen-je could defeat the ruling party, and organized
events to boost Gou's campaign.

In addition, Chang's September 2023 trip to Beijing,
where he met with Chinese Communist Party officials
to confirm plans for Gou's run, was highlighted by
prosecutors.

Indicted for violating Article 4 of the Anti-Infiltration
Act, which carries a maximum five-year sentence, and
Article 43 of the Presidential and Vice Presidential
Election and Recall Act, Chang is accused of
orchestrating media efforts to promote Gou based on
instructions from Chinese infiltrators. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: KMT plans for nuclear power
extension

(ce) Taiwan's main opposition party, the Kuomnintang
(KMT), is pushing for amendments to the Nuclear
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Reactor Facilities Regulation Act to extend the lifespan
of nuclear power plants, citing a poll showing over 70
percent public support. The KMT argues the ruling
Democratic Progressive Party's (PPP's) "nuclear-free"
policy harms energy security, claiming it will lead to
higher electricity prices and losses for Taipower,
Taiwan's state-owned electric utility company
responsible for the generation, transmission, and
distribution of electricity. Currently, only one reactor
operates, generating just 3 percent of Taiwan's power
and slated for decommissioning in May.

KMT lawmakers emphasized strong support for
nuclear extension in tech-heavy regions, warning of
potential power shortages for the Al industry. Their
proposed legal changes target key energy and
environmental acts. They also called for an
independent energy policy review committee, citing
concerns about the current oversight structure. The
KMT criticized the DPP's reliance on thermal power,
arguing it worsens air pollution, and urged bipartisan
cooperation.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs stressed the need for
dialogue but emphasized nuclear safety is non-
negotiable. They highlighted the need for safety
assessments for any life extension of the plants,
originally designed for 40 years of operation. The
ministry defended the Energy Administration's
independence and welcomed collaboration on carbon
reduction, suggesting that thermal plants in KMT-led
areas should also contribute. [Focus Taiwan]

Taiwan: Free trade zones surge in 2023

(ce) Taiwan's free trade zones experienced a period of
remarkable growth in 2023, achieving a record NTD 3
trillion (USD 92.3 billion) in trade value, a dramatic 50
percent increase year-over-year. This surge was
primarily driven by the strong performance of the Al
and semiconductor industries, highlighting the
increasing importance of these strategically positioned
zones to Taiwan's economy.

These designated areas within international seaports
and airports offer businesses a streamlined
operational environment, characterized by simplified
customs procedures and relaxed import/export
regulations. The Ministry of Transportation and
Communications is actively developing six key free
trade zones across Taiwan, strategically located in
major ports like Taipei and Kaohsiung, as well as at
Taoyuan International Airport.
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Several factors contributed to this growth. Air cargo
plays a dominant role, accounting for a substantial 80
percent of the total trade value passing through these
zones. Taoyuan International Airport's free trade zone
emerged as a clear leader, registering an 80 percent
surge in trade value, reaching NTD 2.4 trillion (USD
74.5 billion), and a nearly 30 percent increase in cargo
volume, totaling 3.4 million tons.

While Taoyuan led the charge, seaport free trade zones
also contributed to the overall positive results,
achieving a combined trade value of NTD 635.6 billion,
a 6 percent increase from 2022. Cargo volume at these
ports likewise saw significant growth, exceeding 30
percent and reaching 6.31 million tons. The 2023
performance underscores the vital role these free
trade zones play in Taiwan's economic success and
their potential for continued expansion, particularly
within the high-tech sector.

To capitalize on this momentum, the Ministry has
allocated NTD 3.25 billion (USD 101.6 million) to
expand factory facilities within Taoyuan's free trade
zone. This investment is projected to generate an
additional NTD 300 billion (USD 9.46 billion) in trade
value and create 600 new jobs.

Looking ahead, the Ministry highlighted advancements
like the automated Kaohsiung Port's seventh container
terminal, incorporating 5G communication and
remote-control systems, and the upcoming smart
vehicle park at Taipei Port, which is expected to
generate NTD 127 billion (USD 4.1 billion) in output
upon its year-end opening. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Lai pledges increased defense
spending amid US trade threats

(ce) President Lai Ching-te announced plans to
significantly increase Taiwan's defense spending to at
least 3 percent of GDP, citing renewed US threats of
tariffs on Taiwanese semiconductors and escalating
tensions with China.

Following his first national security meeting of the year,
Lai emphasized the urgent need to bolster Taiwan's
self-defense capabilities and enhance civil protection in
the face of growing military pressure from China. He
outlined plans to propose a special budget to achieve
this ambitious goal, stating that Taiwan must
safeguard its sovereignty and enhance its military
preparedness to deter aggression.
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Lai reiterated Taiwan's commitment to self-defense
and regional stability while asserting that the country
remains a "player," not a "pawn," in global geopolitics.
His remarks followed a statement from US President
Donald Trump, who once again blamed Taiwan's
semiconductor industry for taking business from the
US and vowed that tariffs would address trade
imbalances. Taiwan ranks among the top 10 countries
contributing to the US trade deficit.

Lai's push for higher defense spending aligns with
Trump's prior demands for Taiwan to significantly raise
its defense budget in exchange for protection from
China. Under former President Tsai Ing-wen, defense
spending grew from NTD 365.8 billion (USD 11 billion)
in 2016 to NTD 606.8 billion (USD 18 billion) in 2024,
though it still fell short of the 3 percent GDP target.

The new defense budget proposal, requiring legislative
approval, earmarks NTD 647 billion (USD 20 billion) for
defense, or 2.45 percent of GDP. However, the
opposition-led legislature has already cut NTD 8.4
billion (USD 256 million) and frozen NTD 89.9 billion
(USD 2.7 billion) with final budget decisions pending.

This move comes amid rising tensions with China,
which has increased military activity near Taiwan. Over
the past eight years, the US has approved over USD
26.2 billion in arms sales to Taiwan, highlighting the
island’s growing strategic significance. However, the
proposed defense spending increase faces challenges
in the legislature, where opposition parties have made
substantial cuts and freezes to the defense budget.
[Taipei Times]

Taiwan: Army denies troop withdrawal
from Kinmen and Matsu

(ce) The Taiwanese Army has rejected reports claiming
a major troop withdrawal from the strategically
significant outlying islands of Kinmen and Matsu. A
recent China Times article suggested that the 101st
Amphibious Reconnaissance Battalion was being
relocated to Penghu, with only a small security detail
and reserve unit left on Kinmen. The report also
claimed the move was coordinated with the US
military. [iMedia]

In response, the Army Command Headquarters has
refuted these allegations, stating that troop
deployments were made based on threat assessments
and operational needs to strengthen defense
capabilities, further labelling the China Times report as
inaccurate.
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While a military official acknowledged that
redeployment options for the Amphibious
Reconnaissance Battalion have been under review, no
changes were confirmed. This comes after the
announcement in March that US Green Berets are
stationed on Kinmen as permanent observers, training
alongside the Taiwanese battalion. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Kamikaze drone development to
be accelerated

(ce) The National Chung Shan Institute of Science and
Technology (NCSIST), Taiwan's a state-owned defense
research and development institute under the Ministry
of National Defense (MND), has invited private
manufacturers to participate in joint sea trials of its
Kuai Chi unmanned surface vehicle (USV) prototype.

The be held in June, this trial aims to enhance the
development of kamikaze USVs for the Taiwanese
military. NCSIST, tasked with developing these drones,
plans to evaluate nine key metrics during the trials,
including remote control capabilities, payload capacity,
and maritime performance.

By collaborating with private industry, NCSIST seeks to
integrate the best available technologies and deliver a
high-performance attack USV. Sources emphasize the
transparency and openness of the Kuai Chi project,
encouraging the participation of private sector
expertise.

The Kuai Chi project, budgeted at approximately NTD
810 million (USD 24.9 million), aims to complete
combat evaluations by the end of 2025 and initiate
mass production in 2026. The Army is considering a
substantial purchase of over 200 USVs to bolster its
maritime strike capabilities. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Easing military recruitment
restrictions

(ce) In an effort to boost recruitment amid declining
volunteer numbers, the Ministry of National Defense
has relaxed its height and tattoo restrictions,
announcing the removal of the maximum height limit
and a lowering of the minimum height requirement for
male recruits. Furthermore, the ministry has eased
tattoo restrictions for various branches, allowing
tattoos in most areas except for visible locations like
the face, neck, and palms.
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These changes come as the ministry grapples with a
decline in volunteer soldiers, attributed largely to
Taiwan's low birthrate. As of June 2024, the number of
volunteer soldiers fell from 164,884 to 152,885.
[Taiwan News]

Taiwan: Han Kuang drills expanded with
over 10-day live-fire exercises

(ce) The Ministry of National Defense announced on
February 12 that the live-fire phase of the annual Han
Kuang military exercises will be extended to 10 days
this year. This significant increase reflects Taiwan's
determination to strengthen its defense capabilities in
the face of growing military pressure from China.

Senior military officials emphasized that the extended
drills aim to enhance Taiwan's ability to counter
Chinese threats, including gray-zone tactics. An entire
reserve brigade is expected to be mobilized for the
exercises, which will place a greater emphasis on
critical aspects such as logistics resupply,
communication restoration, and crucial military-civilian
cooperation.

China significantly increased its military activities
around Taiwan last year, conducting three major live-
fire exercises and dispatching over 3,000 military
aircraft into Taiwan's Air Defense Identification Zone.

In response, the defense ministry extended the live-fire
phase of Han Kuang 40 to eight days last year,
eliminating pre-scripted scenarios and emphasizing
real-time, real-equipment training. The drills also
incorporated nighttime operations to enhance combat
readiness. [Taiwan News 1]

Meanwhile, the Army recently honed its combat
capabilities and readiness with exercises in chemical
warfare and helicopter maintenance.

The 39th Chemical Warfare Group carried out a live-
fire drill on a southern Taiwan beach, where soldiers
effectively deployed smoke generators to create a
dense smokescreen. The exercise focused on critical
skills such as wind assessment, communication setup,
and reconnaissance, simulating real-world battlefield
conditions.

In a separate drill, ground personnel conducted a field
repair operation on a Kiowa helicopter, demonstrating
their ability to establish a field maintenance station
and resolve communication malfunctions during a
simulated reconnaissance mission. [Taiwan News 2]
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Taiwan: Brave Eagle jets grounded
following crash incident

(ce) A T-BE5A Brave Eagle jet trainer crashed off the
coast of Taitung on the morning of 15 February during
a routine training exercise. The pilot, Major-in-Training
Lin Wei, successfully ejected and was rescued after
both engines of the aircraft failed.

Lin, who had 183 flight hours in the Brave Eagle and a
total of 1,184 flight hours, was treated for mild
hypothermia following his rescue and is currently
under observation. This marks the first accident
involving the Brave Eagle jet since the Air Force began
receiving deliveries from AIDC in 2021.

The Air Force has grounded the entire fleet of Brave
Eagle jets pending a thorough investigation into the
cause of the crash. AIDC has delivered 41 of the 66
Brave Eagles ordered, with the remaining aircraft
scheduled for delivery by the end of 2026. [Focus
Taiwan]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
South Asia

Bangladesh: Yunus-led reform
commission begins dialogue as election
timeline emerges

(Im) angladesh's interim government, under Chief
Adviser Muhammad Yunus, has launched the seven-
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member National Consensus Commission to
spearhead key political, constitutional, and electoral
reforms ahead of the national elections.

The commission, which began its political dialogue on
February 16, includes heads of six major reform bodies
covering constitutional, judicial, electoral, and anti-
corruption changes. Yunus, chairing the commission,
emphasized the necessity of reforms to prevent the
concentration of power, which led to the autocratic
rule of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina's
administration. The commission will continue its
dialogues, aiming to shape a national reform charter
that will guide the next elected government in
implementing both short-term and long-term changes.
[Dhaka Tribune 1]

During its first meeting, the commission engaged with
key political players, including the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP), Jamaat-e-Islami, the
Bangladesh Jatiya Party (BJP), the National Democratic
Movement (NDM), and other smaller parties. However,
divisions surfaced regarding the timing of the
elections. While some parties, like the BNP, demanded
immediate elections or elections after a "minimum
reform" program, others, including Jamaat-e-Islami,
insisted reforms must precede the elections. Some
political factions argued that reforms and preparations
for elections could proceed simultaneously with trials
for mass killings from the 2024 uprising. [The Daily Star
1] [The Daily Star 2]

Yunus indicated that the national elections would be
scheduled for December 2025, following the
completion of reforms. He highlighted the severe
economic damage caused by the previous
government, citing USD 16 billion in bank thefts and
USD 17 billion smuggled abroad annually, which the
interim government is working to recover. Yunus also
outlined the international support for his reform
agenda and noted the UN's report on human rights
abuses under the Hasina administration as a basis for
reform. [The Daily Star 3]

The meeting also saw sharp ideological divisions.
Islamist party representatives opposed constitutional
amendments that could alter Islam’s status as the state
religion or introduce pluralism as a fundamental
principle. Some parties, including the BNP, Jamaat-e-
Islami, and Jatiya Nagorik Committee, called for the
banning of the Awami League (AL) of ousted Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina. Hasnat Abdullah, convener of
Students Against Discrimination, a key player in last
year's mass uprising that resulted in Hasina's ouster,
demanded the cancellation of AL's registration, arguing
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that the party was responsible for past electoral fraud
and political violence. [The Daily Star 4]

Alongside these discussions, political parties are
grappling with the interim government’s transparency
initiative, which requires them to publish their
positions on key reforms online. The initiative, which
aims to increase public engagement, has raised
concerns over potential backlash for parties that
oppose popular proposals. Some leaders worry the
initiative could expose them to public criticism,
particularly on issues like the prime minister's term
limits and youth nomination quotas. [The Daily Star 5]

Bangladesh: Reform commission proposes
independent authority and new
delimitation law

(Im) The Electoral Reform Commission has proposed a
new delimitation law to ensure impartiality and fair
representation in redrawing parliamentary
constituencies. It recommends establishing an
independent authority to prevent political interference,
arguing that past demarcations have led to significant
population imbalances and legal disputes.

Currently, the Election Commission (EC) handles
delimitation, but its recent decisions—particularly in
2008 and 2024—have faced widespread objections,
with 240 complaints filed against 40 constituencies
following the Sheikh Hasina-led government's fall.
Critics, including Transparency International
Bangladesh (TIB), highlight that past re-demarcations
caused political controversy and administrative
challenges.

The proposed law suggests a 10 percent population
variation limit for small districts and 15 percent for
Dhaka and Chattogram, aligning with international
best practices. However, Chief Election Commissioner
AMM Nasir Uddin opposes transferring delimitation
powers, insisting that it is the EC's constitutional
mandate and warning that an independent body could
delay elections.

Reform Commission member Abdul Alim defended the
proposal, citing India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, the UK, and
Canada, where independent commissions manage
constituency boundaries. The report emphasizes three
key principles: impartiality, equal voting strength, and
true representation.

The National Consensus Commission, overseeing
broader electoral reforms, is expected to review the
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proposal before finalizing an election timeline, with
ongoing debates between the EC, the interim
government, and political parties. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Government intensifies
security crackdown amid human rights
concerns

(Im) The interim government of Bangladesh has
escalated Operation Devil Hunt, a nationwide security
crackdown launched on February 8 following violent
protests and allegations of widespread abuses under
the ousted Awami League (AL) government. The
operation, aimed at restoring law and order after
student protests and clashes with AL supporters in
Gazipur, has resulted in 4,790 arrests as of February
17, with law enforcement seizing illegal firearms and
explosives. An additional 751 individuals accused or
wanted in previous cases were also detained.

The crackdown has increasingly targeted AL and
Chhatra League members, with reports indicating that
many of those arrested were implicated in cases filed
after the fall of the Sheikh Hasina-led government on
August 5, 2024. [The Daily Star]

Home Affairs Adviser Lt Gen (Retd) Md Jahangir Alam
Chowdhury acknowledged that firearm recoveries
have not yet met expectations but assured that
seizures would increase. He stated that the operation
would continue indefinitely, emphasizing, "As long as
the devils exist, the operation will continue." [Dhaka
Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune 2]

As the security crackdown intensifies, Human Rights
Watch (HRW) has urged the interim government to
ensure that law enforcement remains impartial and
respects international human rights standards. HRW
acknowledged that Muhammad Yunus's administration
has pledged security sector reform, but emphasized
that political opponents, even those affiliated with the
former government, have a right to peaceful protest
and warned against inflaming tensions through
rhetoric that labels opponents as “devils.”

HRW has recommended that Bangladesh seek
international oversight and technical assistance by
proposing a resolution at the upcoming UN Human
Rights Council session in March. The resolution should
acknowledge past repression under Hasina while also
ensuring that the new government upholds human
rights and due process. [Dhaka Tribune 3]
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Bangladesh: BNP-Jamaat alliance
fractures over election timing, reforms,
and political influence

(Im) The long-standing alliance between the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) and Jamaat-e-
Islami, Bangladesh’s largest Islamist political party, is
breaking apart as both parties clash over the timing of
national elections, governance reforms, and political
dominance. The disagreement has heightened
tensions between the two parties, exposing strategic
and ideological differences that could reshape
Bangladesh's political landscape.

The core disagreement lies in Jamaat's demand to
delay the national election until reforms are
completed, while BNP seeks an early vote to restore
governance and political stability. Additionally, Jamaat
has proposed holding local government elections
before national polls, a move BNP strongly opposes,
warning that such a step could further destabilize the
country.

Another major point of contention is the proposed
proportional representation system, which Jamaat
supports as a way to increase the influence of smaller
parties in Parliament. However, BNP strongly opposes
the idea, with Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam
Alamgir stating that the Bangladeshi electorate is not
accustomed to proportional representation and that
the country should maintain its first-past-the-post
(FPTP) electoral system. The Electoral Reform
Commission’s proposal for a bicameral legislature, with
an upper house elected through proportional
representation, has further widened the rift among
political parties.

BNP’s senior leader Mirza Abbas recently accused
Jamaat of using contradictory statements to confuse
the interim government, warning that delaying
elections could lead to political instability. He also
criticized the party's past decisions, particularly in
2008, when Jamaat boycotted elections held after a
two-year state of emergency, which resulted in a
landslide victory for the Awami League (AL) under
Sheikh Hasina. Abbas claims that this decision
contributed to BNP's political setbacks and paved the
way for the execution of several Jamaat leaders
convicted by the International Crimes Tribunal for war
crimes committed during Bangladesh’s 1971 Liberation
War. [The Daily Star 1]

BNP Senior Joint Secretary General Ruhul Kabir Rizvi
has also criticized Jamaat, questioning its legitimacy
and accusing it of benefiting from BNP's political
generosity while failing to acknowledge its role in past
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political violence. These remarks suggest a deeper shift
in BNP's approach toward Jamaat, as the party
increasingly distances itself from its former ally. [Dhaka
Tribune 1]

This growing BNP-Jamaat divide follows the August
2024 ouster of Sheikh Hasina, which led to Jamaat's re-
entry into mainstream politics after years of
restrictions. Originally banned in 1972 for opposing
Bangladesh’s independence, Jamaat's registration was
revoked in 2013 under Hasina's government, which
prosecuted its leaders for war crimes. However,
following Hasina’s removal from power in 2024, the
interim government of Muhammad Yunus lifted
Jamaat's ban, citing a lack of evidence linking it to
terrorist activities.

Since its reinstatement, Jamaat has actively sought to
expand its influence, presenting proposals for
governance reforms and seeking a stronger role in
shaping the country’s political future. However, BNP's
leadership remains wary of Jamaat's growing ambitions
and has been distancing itself from its former ally. [The
Daily Star 2]

Adding to the tensions, Jamaat is currently
unregistered with the Election Commission (EC) and is
awaiting a court ruling on its appeal to regain official
party status. Despite this, a Jamaat delegation recently
met with the EC to press for recognition, signaling the
party’s determination to re-enter electoral politics.
[Dhaka Tribune 2]

The BNP-Jamaat alliance, which was once a formidable
political force, has been deteriorating for years. After
forming a four-party alliance in 1999, BNP and Jamaat
secured a landslide victory in the 2001 election, with
Jamaat securing cabinet positions. However, after a
poor performance in 2008 and growing criticism of its
ties to Jamaat, BNP began distancing itself from the
Islamist party. The 20-party alliance that included
Jamaat was officially dissolved in December 2022, with
BNP advising its allies not to use the alliance's name.

Bangladesh: New political party and
student organisation to be launched
amidst internal tensions

(Im) Activists from Bangladesh’s so-called July 2024
uprising, a mass protest movement which culminated
in the ouster of then-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina last
August, are preparing to launch a new centrist political
party, expected to debut in late February. The party
will focus on youth aspirations, economic
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development, healthcare, education, gender equality,
and religious tolerance. Alongside the political party, a
new student organisation will also be announced,
ideologically aligned with the party but independentin
its structure and operations.

The Jatiya Nagorik Committee and Students Against
Discrimination, two major platforms behind the
uprising, have spent months preparing for the launch
by forming grassroots committees and drafting the
party's charter. The charter draws from historical
movements such as the 1947 Partition of British India,
the 1971 Bangladesh Liberation War, and the 2024 July
uprising and has been developed with input from
constitutional experts and political analysts. A
nationwide campaign, "Your Vision for a New
Bangladesh," has gathered over 200,000 responses on
policy priorities, party names, and symbols. Proposed
names include People’s Revolution Party, Democratic
People's Party, July Spirit Party, and Civic Democratic
Party.

However, the formation of a new political party is
facing internal disputes, particularly regarding the
member secretary position, the second-highest role in
the party. While Nahid Islam, an adviser to the interim
government and a key figure in the student protests, is
expected to be the convener, leadership tensions have
emerged due to divisions among student factions.

The student leadership is currently split into four
factions. One faction consists of leaders from
Gonotantrik Chhatra Shakti, a student organization
aligned with left-wing politics. Another includes former
leaders of Islami Chhatra Shibir, the student wing of
Jamaat-e-Islami, which is known for its Islamist
ideology and opposition to Bangladesh's
independence. The remaining two factions are made
up of left-wing student groups, including activists from
Gono Odikar Parishad, a political organization
advocating for democratic rights and civil liberties, and
AB Party, a leftist political party focused on social
justice and workers' rights. These factions remain
divided on key issues, and despite ongoing efforts to
resolve the conflicts, tensions persist. [Dhaka Tribune]

The new student organisation, which will operate with
an age limit of 27 to 28 years and a membership
duration cap of seven years, will have a convening
committee of 171 to 201 members, with a dedicated
Dhaka University unit. Leaders like Abu Baker
Majumdar and Abdul Kader are expected to take on
prominent roles. While the organisation will align with
the political party’s values, it will maintain its
independence and autonomy. [The Daily Star 1]
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The party has made it clear that individuals involved in
the Awami League's violent crackdowns on protesters
will not be allowed to join, but members from the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), Jamaat-e-Islami,
and leftist groups are welcome. Some leaders are
expected to contest the next national elections, and
Nahid Islam is preparing to resign from his
government role in the coming days to take on his new
position. However, with internal divisions still
unresolved, concerns remain about the party's ability
to present a united front. [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily
Star 3]

Bangladesh: Deputy Commissioners’
Conference sees push for expanded
powers amid governance debates

(Im) The annual Deputy Commissioners (DC)
Conference began on February 16 in Dhaka,
inaugurated by Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus at his
office. The three-day event, held at Osmani Memorial
Auditorium, includes 30 working sessions with various
ministries and four special sessions, including a
discussion with the chief justice and the Election
Commission. DCs from all 64 districts and divisional
commissioners from eight divisions have submitted
354 proposals, addressing administrative reforms, law
enforcement control, and public service
improvements.

Deputy Commissioners (DCs) serve as the chief
administrative officers of districts in Bangladesh. They
oversee local governance, coordinate development
programs, maintain law and order, and implement
government policies at the district level. They also
supervise Upazila Nirbahi Officers (UNOs), who
manage administrative affairs at the sub-district
(upazila) level.

A key highlight of the conference has been the push by
DCs to curtail the powers of elected local
representatives and expand their own authority.
Several proposals suggest transferring key
administrative responsibilities from upazila parishad
chairpersons to UNOs, particularly in family planning
and disaster management committees. Other
proposals advocate for increased financial benefits for
government officials, including higher allowances,
subsidized housing, and improved education stipends
for their children.

Additionally, DCs have renewed demands for greater
control over police officials, specifically
superintendents of police (SPs) and officers-in-charge
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(OCs), by placing their Annual Confidential Reports
(ACRs) under the authority of DCs and UNOs. Until
1977, DCs had oversight over SPs, but this power was
removed under subsequent governments. Some
officials argue that restoring this authority would
improve law and order, enhance police accountability,
and curb corruption. Others claim that, during the
Awami League (AL) government, DCs were unfairly
blamed for electoral misconduct, while it was the
police who executed vote rigging at the behest of
political leaders.

There has also been debate over the role of law
enforcement during last year's mass uprising, where
many deaths occurred in metropolitan areas where
police did not require magistrate approval to use force.
Some DCs believe the new government, which
emerged from the uprising, may review this issue
carefully.

Beyond administrative control, DCs have proposed
public welfare measures, including regulating school
fees, introducing a ration system for field
administration employees, and expanding mobile
court operations. Several DCs have suggested
formulating policies for e-rickshaws (easy bikes),
improving disaster relief management, and enhancing
tourism development.

Meanwhile, Cabinet Secretary Sheikh Abdur Roshid
confirmed that this year's proposals focus on public
service improvements, infrastructure projects,
healthcare, and poverty alleviation. The Road
Transport and Highways Division received the most
proposals, with 28 requests related to road
construction and transportation policy changes. [The
Daily Star 1] [The Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: Jamaat-e-Islami demands
immediate release of senior leader

(Im) Thousands of supporters of Jamaat-e-Islami,
Bangladesh’s largest Islamist political party, recently
staged a protest in Gazipur, demanding the
reinstatement of the party's registration and the
release of its Assistant Secretary General ATM Azharul
Islam. The party was also set to hold a nationwide rally
on February 18. [Dhaka Tribune] [The Daily Star 1]

The demonstrations followed a statement by Jamaat
Ameer Shafigur Rahman, who claimed that Azharul,
sentenced to death by the International Crimes
Tribunal (ICT) for crimes against humanity during the
1971 Liberation War, was a victim of political
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persecution by the Awami League government.
Rahman also argued that Azharul's conviction was
based on fabricated statements. [The Daily Star 2]

In 2013, the Election Commission of Bangladesh
banned Jamaat from participating in elections after the
party was deregistered. This action followed the
establishment of the ICT by Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina's Awami League administration, which
convicted several senior Jamaat officials, including
Azharul Islam, for war crimes committed during the
1971 independence war.

Bangladesh: Supreme Court to hear plea
on Khaleda Zia’'s acquittal in Zia
Charitable Trust graft case

(Im) The Appellate Division of the Supreme Court was
set to hear a state appeal on February 16, challenging
the High Court's acquittal of BNP Chairperson Khaleda
Zia and two others in the Zia Charitable Trust graft
case. At the time of writing on February 18, no update
on the outcome of the hearing was announced.

The Zia Charitable Trust graft case was filed in 2011 by
the Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC), alleging that
Khaleda Zia misused her power as Prime Minister
(1991-1996, 2001-2006) to illegally collect funds for the
Zia Charitable Trust. Prosecutors claimed that BDT 31.5
million (USD 258,000) was misappropriated from
donations meant for the trust. In 2018, a Dhaka court
sentenced Khaleda Zia to seven years in prison in this
case, a verdict later upheld by the High Court.
However, in November last year, in the wake of the
ouster of Khaleda'’s archrival, then-Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina, the High Court overturned their
convictions, ruling in favor of appeals filed by Khaleda
Zia, Ziaul Islam, and Monirul Islam Khan, who had been
convicted and sentenced by a lower court. The court
found no direct evidence of Khaleda Zia embezzling
funds and noted inconsistencies in the First
Information Report (FIR) and charge sheet.

The state's appeal has now reached the Supreme
Court’s regular bench, where it is listed as item number
five for the February 16 hearing. Additional Attorney
General Aneek Rushd Haque confirmed the
development, stating that the state is contesting the
High Court’s decision. [The Daily Star]
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Bangladesh: BNP files complaint with ICT
over killings of its leaders and activists

(Im) The Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) has filed a
complaint with the International Crimes Tribunal (ICT),
alleging that 848 of its leaders and activists were killed
during the tenure of the Awami League government.
BNP claims that these killings, which occurred between
July 1 and August 5, 2024, were part of an effort to
suppress political opposition.

The complaint names former Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina as the primary accused, alongside former
Home Minister Asaduzzaman Khan, former Law
Minister Anisul Haq, former Inspector General of Police
Abdullah Al Mamun, and the former Director General
of the Rapid Action Battalion (RAB). BNP has also filed
84 cases with supporting evidence, including First
Information Reports (FIRs), newspaper clippings, and
video footage.

This is the second such complaint BNP has filed in
recent months. On January 9, BNP lodged two similar
cases with the ICT, accusing the Awami League
government of orchestrating the killings of 2,276
activists in crossfire incidents and 153 enforced
disappearances across Bangladesh from 2008 to
August 5, 2024. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Attorney General claims 2009
BDR massacre was part of international
conspiracy

(Im) Bangladesh’s Attorney General Md Asaduzzaman
has claimed that the 2009 BDR massacre at Pilkhana
was part of an international conspiracy to keep the
Awami League (AL) of then-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in power. Speaking at a shadow parliament
event organized by Debate for Democracy in Dhaka, he
stated that the attack was not a mutiny but a planned
mass killing aimed at weakening the Bangladesh Army.
[The Daily Star]

The BDR massacre, also known as the Pilkhana Mutiny,
occurred on February 25-26, 2009, when members of
the Bangladesh Rifles (BDR), a paramilitary force
responsible for border security, revolted against their
commanding officers at the Pilkhana headquarters in
Dhaka. The mutiny, reportedly sparked by long-
standing grievances over low pay and poor working
conditions, resulted in the brutal killing of 74 people,
including 57 army officers, widespread looting, and the
takeover of the BDR compound. The government
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suppressed the rebellion within two days, leading to
mass arrests, trials, and the disbandment of the BDR,
which was later renamed the Border Guard
Bangladesh (BGB).

Thousands of BDR personnel were convicted in one of
Bangladesh’s largest criminal trials, with many
sentenced to life imprisonment and others receiving
the death penalty. However, families of the dismissed
personnel argue that innocent soldiers were
wrongfully implicated, fueling ongoing demands for
justice, compensation, and reinstatement.

In his remarks, Asaduzzaman described the death of
the 57 army officers as an assault on Bangladesh'’s
sovereignty. He alleged that activists from AL's student
and youth wings, Chhatra League and Jubo League,
disguised in BDR uniforms, were involved in the
killings.

Hasan Ahmed Chowdhury Kiron, chairman of Debate
for Democracy, echoed these claims, noting that the
attack took place just two months after Sheikh Hasina's
government took office for a second term. He
suggested that the attack was meant to weaken the
military and prevent any strong paramilitary force like
the BDR from existing. [The Daily Star]

The attorney general's remarks come at a time when
family members of dismissed BDR personnel are
protesting in Dhaka, demanding the release of those
they claim were wrongfully imprisoned and calling for
compensation and reinstatement for sacked soldiers.
Under the banner "Justice for BDR," the demonstrators
argue that many of the dismissed personnel were
innocent victims of the government's response to the
mutiny. [AIR No. 6, February/2025, 2]

Bangladesh: 14 universities renamed ‘to
reduce confusion’

(Im) Bangladesh’s interim government has issued an
ordinance renaming 14 public universities previously
named after the family of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, the
country’'s founding president and father of ousted
Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. The government cited
confusion caused by similar names as the official
reason for renaming the universities. With Parliament
dissolved, the President exercised constitutional
authority under Article 93(1) to enact the changes.
[Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh: Police crack down on
escalating teacher recruitment protests

(Im) Protests demanding the reinstatement of 6,531
assistant teacher appointments in government primary
schools have intensified, with demonstrators vowing to
continue their movement until the decision is
overturned. The High Court had previously annulled
the recruitment of third-phase candidates from Dhaka
and Chittagong, citing a need for merit-based
selection. However, the protesters argue that the
ruling is unjust and are urging the government to
appeal the decision. [Dhaka Tribune 1] [Dhaka Tribune
2]

For over a week, demonstrators have staged a sit-in at
Shahbagh, rejecting government assurances and
demanding a concrete resolution. Tensions escalated
on February 15 when police used water cannons,
batons, tear gas, and sound grenades to disperse
protesters near Shikkha Bhaban. Many demonstrators
were injured, but despite the crackdown, they
regrouped near the High Court and continued their
protest. Witnesses reported that police baton-charged
male protesters and used water cannons against
female demonstrators.[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Surge in attacks on
journalists raises press freedom concerns

(Im) The safety of journalists in Bangladesh has
become a serious concern, with a significant rise in
attacks on media professionals since February 2025,
according to Reporters Without Borders (RSF). The
organization has documented numerous cases of
physical assaults, threats, and newsroom invasions by
both police officers and political activists. RSF has
condemned the escalating violence and urged the
interim government to take immediate action to
protect journalists and prosecute those responsible.

This surge in violence comes amid growing fears over
media freedom in Bangladesh, particularly following
the July-August 2024 uprising, which led to the ousting
of former Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina. During this
period, several media outlets were accused of
supporting the government’s narrative, labeling
student protesters as terrorists, a stance that RSF and
press freedom advocates say contributed to
legitimizing state repression. [The Daily Star 1]
[Reporters Without Borders]
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The Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) has also
highlighted similar concerns, detailing a recent series
of attacks and threats against journalists, particularly
following last year's mass uprising. [The Daily Star 2]

RSF and CPJ's reports point to a pattern of violence
against journalists and highlight growing fears that
proposed laws, such as the Cyber Protection
Ordinance 2025 and the Personal Data Protection
Ordinance 2025, could further undermine press
freedom in the country. These laws are seen as tools
for the government to exercise greater control over
the media and target journalists who challenge the
status quo.

Independent journalist groups and advocacy
organizations are now calling for comprehensive
reforms to protect media freedom, including the
creation of an independent constitutional commission
to oversee press activities, protection from
government censorship, and amendments to laws that
threaten journalists’ rights.

Shafiqul Alam, the Chief Adviser's Press Secretary,
recently acknowledged that many media outlets had
supported authoritarianism during Hasina's era, while
commending journalists who resisted pressure.
However, he criticized those who distorted narratives
to justify political violence, highlighting the ongoing
challenges for independent journalism in Bangladesh.
[The Daily Star 3]

Bangladesh: Metro rail employees
threaten shutdown

(Im) Permanent employees of the Dhaka Mass Transit
Company Limited (DMTCL) have issued a warning that
metro rail services will be suspended starting February
21 unless their demand for finalizing job regulations is
met. The employees set a deadline for February 20 to
resolve the issue, emphasizing that without a
comprehensive job policy, metro rail operations would
be at risk. They stated that the DMTCL authorities
would be responsible for any disruption affecting
Dhaka commuters.

The controversy centers around the delay in
implementing job regulations, despite a directive from
Road Transport Adviser Muhammad Fouzul Kabir Khan
in September 2024 to formulate complete regulations.
The DMTCL's 60th board meeting had set a 60-day
deadline to finalize the rules, but five months later, the
regulations remain incomplete, prompting concerns
about operational stability and employee resignations.
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The delay has already resulted in over 200 resignations
from locally and internationally trained staff, raising
further concerns about the metro rail's operations and
maintenance. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Garment workers protest
wage delays in Chattogram and Ashulia

(Im) Garment workers in Bangladesh have launched
protests in multiple industrial zones over unpaid
wages, highlighting ongoing financial struggles in the
sector. In Chattogram, workers of JMS Garments (BD)
Ltd at the Chattogram Export Processing Zone (CEPZ)
staged demonstrations, blocking the main entry gate
for nearly five hours. Meanwhile, in Savar's Ashulia,
hundreds of workers from Ssain Apparels Limited
blocked the Bishmail-Jirabo road, halting traffic
movement for hours.

At CEPZ, JMS Garments workers erupted in protest
after discovering that their January wages had not
been deposited, despite earlier assurances from
management. Only 400 out of 2,300 workers received
partial payments in cash, with factory officials citing
financial constraints. Following negotiations, workers
ended their blockade after receiving assurances that
full payment would be made by February 20. JMS
Garments (BD) Ltd is a manufacturer specializing in
knitwear and woven garments for international
markets. [The Daily Star 1]

In Ashulia, Ssain Apparels Limited workers have been
protesting since February 9 over unpaid wages, after
being promised January salaries in early February. In
response to the unrest, the factory management
declared consecutive general holidays from February
10 to 20, further aggravating workers. On February 17,
they resumed protests, demanding their dues and the
reopening of the factory. The factory has reportedly
faced financial troubles since August 2024, struggling
to pay wages and facing disruptions in shipments.

Factory authorities in Ashulia claim that banking
restrictions have prevented them from securing funds,
worsening their financial crisis. The Bangladesh
Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association
(BGMEA) has been informed, but workers have refused
to leave the protest site without assurances from
either the owner or the BGMEA. Local industrial police
are attempting to mediate, but factory officials say the
owner is currently abroad and unavailable for
negotiations. [The Daily Star 2]
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Bangladesh: Imports rebound as exports
and remittances rise

(Im) Bangladesh's imports have returned to growth
after two years of decline, driven by rising demand for
consumer goods and industrial raw materials to
support the country's growing exports. In the first half
of fiscal year 2024-25, imports rose by 3.53 percent
year-on-year to USD 32 billion, recovering from a 20
percent drop during the same period the previous
year. This growth was especially marked by a 30
percent increase in imports in December 2024.

Economist Ahmed Shaheen noted that the rebound in
imports was supported by improvements in exports
and remittances. After a foreign exchange crisis in
2022, which led to a significant drop in imports,
Bangladesh had imposed restrictions on non-essential
imports and banks became cautious about opening
letters of credit (LCs). However, with exports and
remittances improving, banks have become more
willing to open LCs, leading to increased imports of
industrial raw materials.

Exports have shown a nearly 12 percent year-on-year
growth in the July-January period of FY25. The
increased demand for food grains and consumables,
particularly in preparation for Ramadan, also
contributed to higher import volumes. Despite the
positive rebound, a decline in the import of capital
machinery was noted, which raised concerns about
sluggish investment.

Economist Md Deen Islam pointed out that the growth
in imports signals improving business confidence and
economic conditions, suggesting a recovery in
domestic demand, industrial production, and external
trade. However, he emphasized that the recovery
should be supported by strong reserve management
and financial sector stability to ensure sustainable
economic growth. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Yunus, Musk discuss bringing
Starlink satellite internet to underserved
communities

(Im) Bangladesh's interim leader, Chief Adviser
Muhammad Yunus, recently held discussions with Elon
Musk to explore the introduction of Starlink satellite
internet services in Bangladesh, emphasizing its
potential to bridge the digital divide and drive
economic development. The virtual meeting focused
on how Starlink’s high-speed, low-cost connectivity
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could benefit rural communities, enterprising youth,
and vulnerable women, strengthening education,
healthcare, and entrepreneurship in underserved
areas.

Yunus invited Musk to visit Bangladesh for the
potential launch of Starlink services, a proposal to
which Musk responded positively, saying, "l look
forward to it." Both sides agreed to accelerate the
initiative, with Bangladesh's High Representative for
the Rohingya Crisis Khalilur Rahman, SpaceX Vice
President Lauren Dreyer, and Global Engagement
Adviser Richard Griffiths designated to oversee further
progress. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Government to recruit 5,000
doctors to address healthcare shortages

(Im) The Bangladeshi interim government has initiated
a recruitment drive to hire 5,000 doctors to address
shortages in healthcare facilities, particularly at entry-
level positions and in specialized hospitals. Professor
Sayedur Rahman, special assistant to the chief adviser
and equivalent to the state health minister, announced
the initiative during a press briefing following the
second session of the Deputy Commissioners'
Conference in Dhaka. He emphasized that the
recruitment process has already begun, aiming to
improve healthcare services at union levels and
medical colleges.

Health Adviser Nurjahan Begum, who was also
present, acknowledged concerns raised by district
commissioners, including manpower shortages,
overcrowding in hospitals, and the need to regulate
unauthorized medical facilities. She highlighted the
government's efforts to address these issues while also
focusing on public health challenges such as
hypertension, diabetes, and the rising use of e-
cigarettes among children.

Professor Sayedur urged collaboration between district
commissioners and law enforcement agencies to
ensure better healthcare regulation. He reaffirmed
that filling vacant medical positions remains a top
priority, with recruitments being conducted both
locally and through the Public Service Commission
where necessary.[The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Fishing ban lifted in Naf River
after eight years
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(Im) The Bangladesh interim government has lifted an
eight-year ban on fishing in the Naf River, which was
initially imposed to curb drug trafficking and Rohingya
infiltration. The decision, based on a High Court
directive, allows fishing in the Bangladesh section of
the river from 8 AM to 4 PM under strict conditions for
the next three months. Authorities will review the
decision after three months based on the border
situation.

Local fishermen, who struggled for years due to the
ban imposed in 2017 following Myanmar's military
crackdown on Rohingya communities, expressed relief
and gratitude. Many see the reopening as a crucial
lifeline, especially with Eid approaching. The Naf River,
which runs along the Bangladesh-Myanmar border in
Teknaf, Cox's Bazar, has long been a vital fishing
ground for local communities. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh: Four SPs withdrawn by police
headquarters

(Im) The Police Headquarters of Bangladesh withdrew
the Superintendents of Police (SPs) from four of the
country's 64 districts on February 17. The officers were
instructed to report to the Police Headquarters by the
following day. The official orders did not provide any
reasons for the withdrawals. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: Six months after Narsingdi
prison break, 184 fugitives still at large

(Im) Six months after 184 prisoners escaped from
Narsingdi District Jail, law enforcement agencies have
yet to capture all fugitives or recover the full cache of
stolen weapons and ammunition, raising security
concerns across the district.

On July 19, 2024, during ongoing protests against the
quota system in government jobs, a group of attackers
stormed the prison, breaching security barriers and
setting the facility on fire. Amid the chaos, 826 inmates
escaped, while the assailants looted 85 firearms and
over 7,000 rounds of ammunition.

Authorities launched immediate operations, capturing
many of the fugitives and recovering 56 of the stolen
weapons, but 29 firearms and more than 5,000 rounds
of ammunition remain missing. Security forces
continue to search for the remaining 184 escapees,
who have evaded capture despite ongoing efforts.
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The jailbreak has exacerbated law-and-order issues in
Narsingdi, with reports of violent crimes linked to the
stolen weapons. The district has seen a rise in gun-
related violence, leaving residents and business
owners fearful. [The Daily Star]

Bangladesh: At least 25 rubber plantation
workers abducted in Bandarban

(Im) On February 17, 25 workers who were abducted
from multiple rubber plantations in Bandarban were
released after a ransom of BDT 1 million (USD 8,200)
was paid. The workers, including residents of Cox's
Bazar and Bandarban, were reportedly physically
assaulted during their captivity before being freed.
They received medical treatment at Eidgah Hospital
following their release.

This incident comes after similar cases of abduction
and ransom in January and February, where victims
were also freed after ransom payments. [The Daily Star
1] [The Daily Star 2]

Bhutan: Civil service attrition drops by 12
percent, but brain drain persists

(Im) The Royal Civil Service Commission (RCSC)
reported a 12 percent decline in civil service attrition in
2024, with 1,860 civil servants exiting between January
and December. This marks a significant drop from the
18.3 percent attrition rate recorded in 2023. However,
despite the overall decline, Bhutan continues to face a
brain drain, as many experienced professionals leave
for better opportunities abroad.

Of the total exits, 1,400 civil servants resigned
voluntarily, 260 ended their contracts, and 73 retired
upon reaching superannuation. The executive and
specialist category saw the lowest attrition rate of 0.6
percent, while the professional and management
category accounted for the majority of exits at 55.9
percent. The Ministry of Education and Skill
Development experienced the highest number of
resignations, with 920 employees leaving, followed by
the National Medical Service, which lost 341 staff
members.

To address staffing shortages, the RCSC ramped up
recruitment efforts, hiring 3,645 new civil servants in
2024, increasing the total civil service workforce to
29,723. However, despite these efforts, the pattern of
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voluntary resignations suggests that experienced
professionals are among the most likely to leave.

Economic challenges remain a key factor driving
attrition, with many former civil servants citing rising
living costs, poor financial security, and a lack of career
advancement as reasons for leaving. Some who have
migrated to Australia pointed to Bhutan's inflation and
limited financial prospects as primary motivations,
while others expressed frustration over nepotism and
limited career mobility within the system.

A study by the Centre for Bhutan and GNH Studies
(CBS) found that inadequate compensation, lack of
career growth, and poor feedback mechanisms
contribute to the exodus. While the overall attrition
rate is not yet at a crisis level, the continuous turnover
disrupts service delivery and affects organizational
performance, raising concerns about Bhutan'’s ability
to retain skilled professionals in the long run. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: Finance ministry revises
hospitality and entertainment budget to
curb misuse

(Im) The Ministry of Finance has introduced new
guidelines for hospitality and entertainment budgets
for public officials, effective February 3, following
recommendations from the Royal Audit Authority
(RAA). The revision aims to improve financial
accountability and curb excessive spending.

Under the updated "Guideline for Hospitality and
Entertainment Budget 2025", the Prime Minister is
entitled to actual expenses incurred, while other top
officials—including the Speaker of the National
Assembly, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, and
cabinet ministers—will receive BTN 1.5 million (USD
18,000) annually. Heads of constitutional bodies and
senior government officials will be allotted BTN
160,000 (USD 1,920), while ambassadors and
diplomatic representatives will receive between BTN
720,000 (USD 8,640) and BTN 7.8 million (USD 93,600)
based on their postings.

Other allowances include BTN 150,000 (USD 1,800) for
dzongdags and Gyalsung Academy officials, BTN
80,000 (USD 960) for high-ranking judicial and
administrative officials, BTN 30,000 (USD 360) for
dzongkhag and drungkhag judges, and BTN 20,000
(USD 240) for gups.

The new guidelines set stricter spending rules, limiting
alcohol expenses to locally produced varieties and
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ensuring their cost does not exceed meal expenses.
Hospitality budgets can be used for official events,
offerings at national or dzongkhag-level religious
ceremonies, and tips—though the latter is restricted to
cabinet ministers and equivalent positions. Any
additional funds for hospitality expenses must receive
Cabinet approval.

The reforms follow an RAA audit report for 2023-24,
which highlighted overspending and mismanagement
of hospitality budgets across 10 ministries, the
Supreme Court, the National Council, the National
Assembly, and the Cabinet Secretariat. In the past
three years, Nu 91 million (USD 1.1 million) was spent
on hospitality and entertainment, often without proper
documentation. The audit found that ministers and
senior officials frequently exceeded their spending
limits, with discretionary grants improperly charged to
hospitality accounts. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: CSOs clarify USD 3.6 million grant
amid initial confusion

(Im) The Cabinet Secretariat's announcement of a BTN
300 million (USD 3.6 million) grant for Civil Society
Organizations (CSOs) has generated both enthusiasm
and confusion within the CSO community. The grant,
funded by the Government of India under the 13th
Five-Year Plan’s Project Tied Assistance, aims to
support CSOs working in the social sector over the
next four years. However, the initial announcement
lacked clarity regarding the application process and
eligibility criteria, leading to concerns among CSOs,
particularly as only 23 out of the country’s 54
registered CSOs were invited to the Round Table
Meeting (RTM) in December.

To address these concerns, the Civil Society
Organizations Authority (CSOA) issued a reminder on
January 9, urging CSOs to begin submitting proposals.
Further clarification was provided during the annual
CSO Summit, held from February 6 to 7, where the
Office of Cabinet Affairs and Strategic Coordination
(OCASC) updated CSOs on the status of the grant via a
virtual meeting.

CSOA officials reported that 12 proposals had been
submitted, amounting to BTN 326 million (USD 3.9
million)—exceeding the total allocated grant. Two of
these proposals have already been forwarded to the
Cabinet for approval. Responding to concerns about
the selection process, Cabinet officials clarified that
funding decisions would be made based on the merit
of proposals rather than on a first-come, first-served
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basis. They also confirmed that all CSOs are eligible to
apply, provided they meet the required criteria.
[Kuensel]

Bhutan: Government to strengthen
central schools, no new constructions
planned

(Im) The Bhutanese Ministry of Education and Skill
Development has announced that, as part of its
ongoing education reform strategy, it will focus on
strengthening existing central schools rather than
constructing new ones. Education Minister Yeezang De
Thapa confirmed that the government intends to
upgrade and improve the current 63 central schools
through a structured reform plan. This initiative, which
involves a cluster approach, integrates Early Childhood
Care and Development (ECCD) programs up to Class XII
and gives schools more autonomy over their resources
and infrastructure.

In line with the government's commitments in the 13th
Five-Year Plan, the first year of reforms will focus on
enhancing 20 central schools, with one in each of the
country's dzongkhags (districts). The following years
will see the strengthening of additional schools, with
19 schools in the second year, and 12 each in the third
and fourth years. The government has allocated BTN
14 billion (USD 168 million) to support this initiative,
which aligns with the People’s Democratic Party's (PDP)
2023 election promise to enhance the facilities at
central schools. However, concerns have emerged
regarding the potential limitations in funding for non-
central schools, which rely on dzongkhag and gewog
(group of villages) budgets. [Kuensel 1]

Meanwhile, the opposition Bhutan Tendrel Party (BTP)
has voiced strong criticism over the government's
decision to reinstate the Class X cut-off point, a policy
that has sparked debate. The BTP argues that this
decision was made hastily without sufficient evidence
and fails to consider broader educational factors such
as vocational training opportunities, dropout rates,
and the social impact of policy changes. The opposition
has called for a suspension of the policy and a
comprehensive review that includes a socio-economic
impact assessment and consultations with relevant
stakeholders.

BTP has also criticized the government's policymaking
approach, citing examples such as the removal of
pedestrian fees at the Phuentsholing Pedestrian
Terminal, which led to revenue loss and infrastructure
challenges. They argue that education policies should
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be based on long-term goals, not short-term
administrative convenience. The BTP, echoing
concerns from the previous Druk Nyamrup Tshogpa
(DNT) government, warns against using education
policy for political gains, emphasizing the importance
of stability in educational reforms to maintain public
trust. [Kuensel 2]

Bhutan: National consultation advances
agroecological roadmap for sustainable
food systems

(Im) Bhutan has concluded a national-level
consultation on its agroecological roadmap, a key step
toward enhancing sustainable food systems and
addressing agricultural challenges. Led by the
Tarayana Foundation with support from the Ministry of
Agriculture and Livestock (MoAL), the initiative is part
of the Himalayan Agroecological Initiative (HAI) and will
be finalized by March before being presented at an
international conference in India later this year.

The roadmap will be implemented in three phases. The
short-term phase, running until 2029, will establish
governance mechanisms, implement policy reforms,
and pilot sustainable farming models. The mid-term
phase, extending until 2034, will scale up successful
interventions and strengthen research and
development. The long-term phase, set to run until
2040, aims to fully integrate agroecological principles
into all agricultural and food policies.

The plan prioritizes land and water management
through agroforestry, organic farming, and improved
irrigation, including drip irrigation and rainwater
harvesting. It also emphasizes sustainable diets and
nutrition by strengthening farmer linkages with
government institutions, schools, hospitals, and
Gyalsung Academies. Climate-resilient agriculture
remains a key focus, with efforts to introduce drought-
resistant seeds, promote greenhouse technology, and
utilize digital tools for weather forecasting, pest
surveillance, and market insights. Supported by the
World Future Council and IFOAM Organics
International, and funded by the German Federal
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development
and the International Fund for Agricultural
Development, the initiative has received EUR 50,000
for implementation.

Bhutan’s food security remains a challenge, with the
government targeting a 30 percent increase in rice
production and a 62 percent rise in vegetable output
by 2029. However, fallow land, irrigation issues, and
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climate vulnerabilities continue to obstruct progress.
Limited market access, processing infrastructure, and
reliance on imports further weaken the agricultural
sector. [Kuensel]

Bhutan: 237 MW hydropower project
planned in Jongthang to boost energy
security

(Im) Bhutan will develop a 237-megawatt (MW)
hydropower project in Jongthang, Trongsa, as part of
the Renewable Energy Development Roadmap (REDR)
2024, according to Energy and Natural Resources
Minister Gem Tshering. The project is among 15
planned hydropower developments, but its
commissioning by 2034 depends on a feasibility study
and financing availability.

The REDR aims to address Bhutan's rising energy
demand, reduce dependence on electricity imports,
and enhance energy security by 2034 and beyond. The
country plans to add 15,000 MW of hydropower and
5,000 MW of solar energy by 2040 to transition toward
renewable energy, aligning with its commitments at
COP28 on phasing out fossil fuels.

Bhutan's domestic electricity consumption surpassed
exports for the first time in 2023, signaling a major
shift in its energy landscape. Of the 11,157 gigawatt-
hours (GWh) of hydroelectricity supplied, 622 GWh
were imported, 5,895 GWh were consumed
domestically, and 5,143 GWh were exported. The
industrial sector accounted for 93.84 percent of
domestic consumption, with households relying more
on fossil fuels and fuelwood.

With energy demand projected to increase by over 400
percent by 2030, the government's 13th Five-Year Plan
prioritizes hydropower expansion, including 10 large
hydropower projects. If completed as planned, Bhutan
could generate over 10,000 MW of electricity, which
would be enough to power nearly 10 million
households. By comparison, Bhutan's current total
installed hydropower capacity is around 2,336 MW,
meaning the proposed projects would increase the
country's generation capacity more than fourfold,
reinforcing its role as a regional energy provider while
ensuring domestic supply stability.[Kuensel]

India: Opposition Congress reshuffles key
state-level leadership amid organizational
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revamp

(Im) The Indian National Congress (INC), India’s main
opposition party on the federal level, has undertaken a
major organizational reshuffle, appointing new general
secretaries for two states and in-charges for nine
others, replacing six key leaders. This move follows the
party's announcement in December 2024 that 2025
would be a year dedicated to strengthening its internal
structure.

Among the outgoing leaders is Dipak Babaria, who
previously led Haryana when the INC lost the state’s
Assembly elections last year. Others removed from
their positions include Mohan Prakash (Bihar),
Bharatsinh Madhavsinh Solanki (Jammu & Kashmir),
Rajeev Shukla (Himachal Pradesh, Chandigarh), Ajoy
Kumar (Odisha, Tamil Nadu, and Puducherry), and
Devender Yadav (Punjab).

Former Chhattisgarh Chief Minister Bhupesh Baghel
has been appointed the general secretary for Punjab,
while Rajya Sabha (Parliament’s upper house) member
Syed Naseer Hussain will oversee Jammu and Kashmir,
as well as Ladakh. Rajani Patil, who previously
managed Jammu and Kashmir, has been reassigned to
Himachal Pradesh and Chandigarh. Former Rajya
Sabha member B.K. Hariprasad will take charge of
Haryana.

Girish Chodankar, previously responsible for
northeastern states, has been given control of Tamil
Nadu and Puducherry. Former Uttar Pradesh Congress
chief Ajay Kumar Lallu, who had been sidelined after
the party's 2022 defeat, now leads Odisha. K. Raju,
formerly a national coordinator for marginalized
communities, will oversee Jharkhand, while former MP
Meenakshi Natarajan has been appointed in charge of
Telangana.

Saptagiri Sankar Ulaka, an INC MP from Odisha, will
now manage Tripura, Sikkim, Manipur, and Nagaland.
Krishna Allavaru, the national in-charge of the Indian
Youth Congress, has been tasked with overseeing
Bihar, where elections are due later this year.

The reshuffle follows recent leadership changes in
Odisha and Maharashtra, as Congress attempts to
bolster its electoral prospects and internal cohesion.
[The Indian Express]

India: Supreme Court criticizes handouts,
warns of economic consequences
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(wyn) India’s Supreme Court has raised concerns over
the widespread practice of election-related handouts,
warning that it is creating a “class of parasites” who are
unwilling to work due to reliance on freebies. Justice
B.R. Gavai made the remarks during a hearing on a
public interest litigation regarding shelter for the
homeless.

Handouts, including cash transfers, free electricity,
water, grain, and loan waivers, have become common
in Indian elections, despite warnings from Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and the Reserve Bank of India
about their long-term fiscal impact. Modi's Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) recently won the Delhi elections after
pledging financial assistance to poor women, the
elderly, and students preparing for competitive exams.

The Supreme Court questioned whether these
handouts integrate people into mainstream society or
discourage them from working. More than a third of
India’s 36 states and union territories currently run
welfare schemes, and with multiple state elections
approaching, political analysts expect such promises to
increase.

Opposition parties have also campaigned on similar
pledges, with the Aam Aadmi Party offering stipends
for Hindu priests and the main Indian National
Congress proposing cash transfers for women. While
these policies remain popular, concerns over their
sustainability and economic consequences continue to
grow. [Reuters]

India: Central government imposes direct
rule in Manipur amid prolonged ethnic
violence

(wyn) The Indian federal government has imposed
direct rule on the northeastern state of Manipur
following the resignation of Chief Minister N. Biren
Singh. This move comes amid ongoing ethnic violence
between the majority Meitei and minority Kuki
communities, which has claimed at least 250 lives and
displaced thousands since 2023.

The unrest began after a court suggested extending
economic benefits and job quotas, previously granted
to the Kuki community, to the Meitei population. This
triggered widespread clashes and deepened divisions
between the two groups. The violence has been
further exacerbated by allegations that an influx of
refugees from Myanmar, which borders Manipur,
contributed to the instability.
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With President Droupadi Murmu's approval, the Indian
government invoked "President’s Rule," allowing the
federally appointed governor, Ajay Kumar Bhalla, to
take direct control of the state. Singh, a member of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), stepped down under pressure from both
opposition parties and former allies. However, he was
asked to remain in office until new administrative
arrangements were finalized.

Manipur's National People’s Party, which had
withdrawn from the ruling coalition in November 2024,
citing Singh's inability to resolve the crisis, has
reportedly rejoined the BJP-led government.
Meanwhile, Modi’'s administration maintains that the
situation will stabilize in 2025, though tensions remain
high in the region, where both communities continue
to struggle over resources and political representation.
[Reuters]

Amnesty International has strongly criticized both the
state and central governments for failing to curb
violence, prosecute perpetrators, and address the
humanitarian crisis. The organization warned that
continued impunity could lead to further atrocities and
called for urgent measures to restore law and order,
ensure accountability, and implement reconciliation
efforts. [JURIST]

India: Controversy erupts over USD 21
million USAID fund cancellation for voter
turnout

(Im) The recent revelation that the newly-established
United States Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE), headed by tech billionaire Elon Musk, has
canceled USD 21 million allocated for "voter turnout"
efforts in India has sparked a wave of political
reactions in India. The funds, part of a broader
initiative involving USD 486 million aimed at
strengthening elections and political processes
globally, have raised concerns over foreign
interference in India’s electoral process.

Sanjeev Sanyal, an economic adviser to Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, labeled the USAID initiative as “the
biggest scam in human history” and questioned the
use of the USD 21 million for voter turnout. He
expressed frustration over the lack of transparency
regarding who received the funds, particularly
highlighting the political implications and potential
foreign influence on Indian democracy.
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In addition to the voter turnout funding controversy,
Sanyal also criticized USAID’s role in shaping India’s
National Family Health Survey (NFHS), particularly
accusing the agency of influencing health data
collection and skewing narratives related to gender
violence. Sanyal argued that the government had only
recently recognized the issue and taken action to limit
foreign influence on such critical national surveys. [The
Times of India]

Meanwhile, ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
spokesperson Amit Malviya further fueled the
controversy by linking the funding to billionaire
investor George Soros, accusing him of attempting to
manipulate India’s elections.

The main opposition Indian National Congress (INC),
however, countered these accusations, with leader
Pawan Khera mocking the BJP's narrative, noting that
during the INC-led government, the USAID funding and
its potential influence on elections had not been
questioned.

Meanwhile, former Chief Election Commissioner S.Y.
Quraishi rejected the allegations, stating that the
funding had no impact on the Election Commission’s
operations. He dismissed claims regarding an MoU
signed in 2012 for funding initiatives aimed at
increasing voter turnout. [SWARAJYA] [NDTV]

India: Government to introduce new bill
to overhaul decades-old income tax law

(wyn) The Indian government has introduced a new
income tax bill in Parliament, aiming to modernize the
country’s tax system by replacing the six-decade-old
Income-tax Act, 1961. The proposed legislation seeks
to simplify tax compliance, reduce litigation, and
introduce clearer language while also granting tax
authorities broad powers to access taxpayers’ digital
records.

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced the
tax law reform in July 2024 as part of an effort to
address the growing backlog of tax disputes, which

had surged to INR 13.4 trillion (USD 154.25 billion) as of
March 2024. The new bill reduces the tax law's length
from over 800 pages to 622 pages by eliminating
outdated provisions and restructuring tax rates into a
more streamlined, tabulated format. The goal is to
enhance voluntary compliance, reduce ambiguity, and
prevent excessive litigation. [Reuters 1]
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However, the bill also includes controversial provisions
granting tax officials greater access to taxpayers' digital
records. Under the proposed Income Tax Bill, 2025,
individuals subject to tax searches would be required
to provide access to their "virtual digital space," which
includes email servers, cloud storage, online
investment accounts, digital transactions, and social
media activity. If access is denied, authorities would be
permitted to override security systems. While this
measure is intended to enhance tax enforcement and
curb evasion, legal experts warn it could lead to privacy
violations and potential misuse due to a lack of clear
safeguards.

This is not the Modi administration’s first attempt at
tax reform. A similar effort in 2017 involved a panel of
experts reviewing the system, but their
recommendations were never implemented. The new
bill represents a renewed push for modernization but
has sparked debate over the balance between tax
enforcement and digital privacy. The legislation will
now be reviewed by a parliamentary select committee,
where lawmakers are expected to debate the need for
stronger protections against taxpayer harassment and
unnecessary scrutiny of personal data. [Reuters 2]

India: Supreme Court hears challenge to
credit firms collecting data without user
consent

(Im) The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has defended
credit rating companies' collection of financial data
without users' consent, arguing that the practice is
legally sanctioned under the Credit Information
Companies (Regulation) Act, 2005. In a counter-
affidavit submitted to the Supreme Court, the RBI
stated that the law empowers Credit Information
Companies (CICs) to gather and store borrowers' credit
information to help lenders assess risk and prevent
new non-performing assets (NPAs) in the banking
sector.

The case was filed by a Bengaluru-based entrepreneur,
who alleged that CICs collect financial data through
"forced consent" and sell it to lenders, violating
citizens' right to privacy. He further accused the central
government and RBI of forming an “unholy and
unethical alliance” with credit agencies. The Supreme
Court had issued a notice on the plea in May 2024 and
is set to hear the matter on February 17.

The RBI defended CIC operations, stating that consent
from borrowers is no longer required under the law. It
highlighted that the four registered CICs—TransUnion
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CIBIL, Experian, Equifax, and CRIF High Mark—are
bound by regulations to protect data and cannot share
it beyond authorized lenders. While concerns have
been raised about data misuse, the central bank
pointed to security safeguards and penalties of up to
INR 10 million (USD 120,000) for violations.

The petition also claimed that CICs retain credit data
beyond the mandated seven years, infringing on
privacy rights. The RBI countered that the seven-year
period is only a minimum requirement and that there
is no legal upper limit for data retention. It dismissed
concerns about financial discrimination based on
credit scores, stating that it does not impose minimum
credit score requirements for loan approvals and has
penalized CICs in the past for regulatory breaches. [The
Indian Express]

India: Court ruling on marital rape
exemption sparks outrage

(Im) A ruling by the Chhattisgarh High Court acquitting
a man convicted of raping his wife, who later died from
her injuries, has reignited demands for India to
criminalize marital rape. The judgment, delivered by
Justice Narendra Kumar Vyas, stated that non-
consensual sex between a husband and wife does not
constitute rape under Indian law, leading to
widespread condemnation from activists, legal experts,
and women's rights organizations.

The case dates back to 2017, when the victim accused
her husband of forced “unnatural sex” in a dying
declaration before succumbing to internal injuries.
While a lower court convicted the man in 2019,
sentencing him to ten years in prison, the High Court
overturned the verdict, citing India’s legal exemption
for marital rape.

India remains among more than 30 countries,
including Pakistan and Afghanistan, that do not
recognize marital rape as a crime. Despite multiple
petitions challenging the law, the Indian government
has consistently opposed criminalization, arguing that
it would be “excessively harsh” and could “disturb the
institution of marriage.”

The ruling has reignited calls to reform India’s colonial-
era rape laws, which continue to uphold the notion
that consent is implied in marriage. Activists argue that
the verdict highlights the urgent need to grant married
women the same legal protections against sexual
violence as unmarried women. Studies indicate that 32
percent of married women in India face domestic
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violence, yet cases often go unreported due to societal
stigma. [BBC]

India: Samsung workers' protest
intensifies in Tamil Nadu over
suspensions

(Im) Protests continue at Samsung's Sriperumbudur
plant in southern Tamil Nadu state, where workers are
demanding the reinstatement of three suspended
members of the Samsung India Workers Union (SIWU),
affiliated with the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU),
one of the major trade union organizations in India.

The workers have been staging a sit-in since February
5, with over 500 employees participating. The protests
escalated on February 18, as workers' families joined
the sit-in, highlighting the growing tensions between
the workers and management. The suspended
workers were involved in union activities, which
Samsung claims led to the suspensions due to
disruptions in management.

Despite multiple rounds of talks mediated by Tamil
Nadu's labour department, no resolution has been
reached, prompting CITU to plan additional protests,
including a lock-down protest on February 20 and
demonstrations at industrial hubs on February 21.
Samsung maintains that the strike is illegal, but also
states that most workers have continued to ensure
production remains uninterrupted.

The strike is the latest in a series of protests, including
a significant strike in September 2024 over wages,
working conditions, and union recognition. CITU has
planned further actions if the conciliation talks
scheduled for February 19 do not yield a resolution. If
the impasse continues, the union plans to escalate
protests outside Samsung showrooms and
government offices across the state. [The Hindu
Businessline] [The New Indian Express] [Financial
Express]

India: Hate speech incidents surged in
2024, targeting Muslims the most, says
report

(Im) A report by Washington-based research group
India Hate Lab has documented a 74 percent increase
in hate speech incidents in India in 2024, with Muslims
being targeted in 98.5 percent of cases. The report
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found that hate speech incidents peaked during India's
national elections, with Prime Minister Narendra Modi
and Home Minister Amit Shah among the most
frequent figures engaging in divisive rhetoric.

According to the study, 1,165 instances of hate speech
were recorded last year, with the majority taking place
in states governed by Modi's Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) or its allies. The highest number of incidents—269
—was reported in May 2024, during the peak of
election campaigning.

The report states that BJP-ruled states Uttar Pradesh,
Maharashtra, and Madhya Pradesh accounted for
nearly half of all incidents, and hate speech was most
frequently observed at political rallies, religious
processions, protest marches, and cultural events. The
ruling party was also the organizer of 340 such events
in 2024, a 580 percent increase from the previous year.

The study further highlights an increase in “dangerous
speech”, which includes calls for violence, armed
action, economic boycotts of Muslim businesses, and
the demolition of Muslim properties and places of
worship. While Christians were also targeted, the scale
of hate speech against them was significantly lower.

The BJP has dismissed the report as biased, with its
national spokesperson stating that India has a "strong
legal system" that ensures order and non-violence.
However, human rights organizations have long
criticized the Modi administration for fostering an
environment of discrimination and hostility toward
minorities, particularly since the BJP came to power in
2014. [BBC]

India: State-owned power company to
invest USD 62 billion in nuclear power
expansion

(Im) India’s state-run power company NTPC plans to
invest USD 62 billion in building 30GW of nuclear
power capacity over the next 20 years, tripling its initial
target. This ambitious expansion follows the Indian
government's move to open the nuclear power sector
to foreign and private investments. NTPC, which
already operates coal-fired plants, is in the process of
seeking land in multiple states to begin its nuclear
projects. The company is currently constructing two
2.6GW nuclear plants in Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan.

NTPC aims to lead India's nuclear energy expansion,
following the government's goal of achieving 100GW of
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nuclear capacity by 2047. While India’s nuclear power
sector is currently limited to 8GW, NTPC's expansion
could play a critical role in meeting the country’s
renewable energy objectives. The company is also in
discussions with international firms, including France's
EDF, and US companies like General Electric and Holtec
International, to explore the construction of small
modular reactors.

The push for nuclear expansion comes amid growing
interest from other Indian conglomerates such as Tata
Power, Vedanta, Reliance Industries, and Adani Power.
However, India faces challenges in land acquisition and
public resistance to nuclear projects. To address these
hurdles, NTPC is seeking approvals for land in several
states and exploring partnerships with foreign firms
for technology and investment in the nuclear sector.

This growth aligns with India's broader clean energy
goals, with the government pledging to set up 500GW
of non-fossil fuel electricity capacity by 2030. The
changes in law, including proposed amendments to
the Atomic Energy Act of 1962, will further encourage
private investments and partnerships in India’s nuclear
energy sector. [Business Standard]

India: Stock market faces steep decline,
with key indices plunging 3,000 points
amid Fll outflows

(Im) The Indian stock market is facing a significant
downturn, with the BSE Sensex, which tracks 30 of the
largest and most actively traded companies on the
Bombay Stock Exchange (BSE), dropping 3,000 points
over nine consecutive sessions, severely impacting
investor sentiment.

This decline has particularly affected smallcap and
microcap stocks, where retail investors have seen
substantial losses. The sell-off is largely attributed to
Foreign Institutional Investors (FIl) withdrawing
approximately INR 1 trillion (nearly USD 11.5 billion)
from Indian markets in 2025, a trend driven by global
investment challenges and high valuations in India’s
stock sectors.

Despite a 5 percent year-on-year growth in third-
quarter earnings for the Nifty50, another major index
tracking the top 50 companies listed on the National
Stock Exchange (NSE), concerns about overvaluation
and the potential for further earnings downgrades
continue to fuel market volatility. Experts indicate that
the downturn may persist, as most sectors and stocks
remain highly valued. Analysts from firms like Motilal
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Oswal and Emkay Global anticipate ongoing market
pressure, with some expecting further corrections
before a recovery starts in FY26.

However, some analysts see this period as an
opportunity for long-term investors to be patient and
adopt a gradual buying strategy, particularly in sectors
like discretionary consumption, healthcare, and
telecom. They also suggest that India’s economic
indicators, including a projected GDP growth rise from
6.4 percentin FY25 to 7.0 percent in FY26, could
eventually stabilize the market. [The Times of India]

India: Security concerns rise over Adani's
energy project near Pakistan border

(hjn) The Indian government relaxed national security
protocols along the Pakistan border to facilitate a
massive renewable energy park, ultimately benefiting
billionaire Gautam Adani. Official documents reveal
that the Adani Group was awarded the Khavda project,
the world's largest renewable energy plant, after
security regulations were amended to allow
construction just one kilometer from the India-Pakistan
border.

Previously, national defense protocols restricted large-
scale infrastructure projects within 10 kilometers of
the border due to security risks. However, in April
2023, the Gujarat government, controlled by the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), lobbied for these rules to
be relaxed. Senior military officials raised concerns
over the impact of solar panels on tank mobilization
and security surveillance but were overruled by
developers. By May 2023, the Modi government
formally relaxed border infrastructure regulations, not
only for the Pakistan border but also for areas
adjoining Bangladesh, China, Myanmar, and Nepal.

Military experts have criticized the decision, warning
that placing a key energy asset so close to a volatile
border compromises national security. Retired army
officers and serving officials have raised concerns
about how the military would respond in case of an
incursion, as past conflicts have occurred in the Rann
of Kutch region where the plant is being built.

The land for the project was initially allocated to the
state-run Solar Energy Corporation of India (SECI).
However, following the policy change, SECI was
reportedly pressured to surrender the land, and it was
subsequently awarded to the Adani Group. The
conglomerate had expressed interest in acquiring the
land weeks before SECI officially relinquished it,
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indicating it was informed about the beneficial changes
in advance.

Adani's Khavda project, spanning 445 square
kilometers, is expected to generate 30 gigawatts of
renewable energy—enough to power entire countries
such as Belgium or Switzerland. However, the project is
now entangled in allegations of corruption. In
November 2024, the U.S. government indicted Adani
and his executives for allegedly paying USD 265 million
in bribes to secure lucrative solar energy contracts.
France's TotalEnergies has since suspended its
investment in the project, while the Andhra Pradesh
state government is considering canceling its 7-
gigawatt power purchase deal with Adani.

The opposition has accused Prime Minister Narendra
Modi of favoring Adani, with Rahul Gandhi alleging that
the government is shielding the billionaire from
corruption investigations. While Adani denies
wrongdoing and claims full compliance with
government regulations, concerns persist over both
the national security risks and the financial dealings
surrounding the project. [The Guardian]

India: Crime branch investigating hoax
bomb threats at Ahmedabad airport

(wyn) The Crime Branch of Ahmedabad Police is
investigating two hoax bomb threats against IndiGo
Airlines flights at Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel International
Airport, one on November 11, 2024, and another on
February 10, 2025. Both threats were determined to be
hoaxes, but they caused significant disruption.
Authorities are exploring the possibility that the
threats could be the work of an insider, such as a
disgruntled airline employee. [Hindustan Times]

India: Chhattisgarh police say Naxalism in
Bastar nearing its end

(Im) The Inspector General of Police for Bastar Range,
Sundarraj P, has stated that the government's efforts
will bring an end to Naxalism in Chhattisgarh within a
few months. He emphasized that both the central and
state governments are committed to eliminating the
seven-decade-long insurgency, which has led to over
2,000 civilian deaths in the Bastar region.

Bastar Range, a key police jurisdiction in southern
Chhattisgarh, covers several districts affected by
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Maoist insurgency. Despite resistance from villagers
against new police camps, security forces claim that
Maoists have long exploited administrative gaps to
gain local support. According to Sundarraj, police bases
now serve as development centers, strengthening ties
between the government and the people by providing
essential services.

Regarding recent incidents, Sundarraj acknowledged
the loss of civilian lives, including a six-month-old girl
killed in crossfire in January 2024 and four children
injured in December. He assured that the government
is working to minimize such casualties while also
addressing security concerns, as 11 security personnel
have been killed this year.

He noted that improved cordon-and-search operations
have prevented senior Maoist leaders from escaping
through forested areas. Additionally, local cadres are
reportedly growing reluctant to risk their lives to
protect leaders, who mostly hail from Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, and Maharashtra. Sundarraj expressed
confidence that these factors would lead to the final
collapse of the insurgency in the coming months. [The
Indian Express]

India: Defence auditor arrested for
allegedly demanding bribe to clear USD
6.73 million payment

(Im) The Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) has
arrested a senior auditor from the Principal Controller
of Defence Accounts (PCDA), Ministry of Defence, along
with two others, for allegedly demanding a bribe of INR
1 million (USD 12,000) to clear payments for a drone
supplier firm.

The case was filed after a complaint from Raphe
mPhibr, a drone manufacturing company, which had
supplied logistics UAVs to the Indian Army in
September 2023. The firm had submitted invoices
totaling INR 559.6 million (USD 6.73 million) in
September and November, with payments already
credited. However, the auditor allegedly demanded the
bribe to ensure smooth processing of the invoices and
future payments. [The Indian Express]

Maldives: Petition seeks to exempt sitting
MPs from anti-defection rule amid legal
challenges
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(Im) A petition challenging the newly enacted anti-
defection rule has been submitted to the Supreme
Court by former Kendhoo MP and lawyer Ali Hussain.

The petition follows the controversial passage of the
amendment, which requires MPs to lose their seats if
they leave or are removed from the party they were
elected with, thus aiming to prevent MPs from
changing political parties. However, the amendment is
seen by some as an infringement on MPs' rights to
represent their constituents freely. As a result, the
petition seeks to declare the constitutional
amendment unconstitutional and calls for the
amendment not to apply to sitting MPs, asserting that
it unfairly targets those already in office.

Hussain's lawyer, Mahfooz Saeed, argued that the
retroactive application of the rule violates several
constitutional principles and undermines the
sovereignty of the people. He contended that MPs
were not informed that such a rule would apply when
they were elected and that it disrupts the
constitutional system, which is based on a presidential
model, not a parliamentary one. Mahfooz further
emphasized that the constitution can only be amended
by a law specifically passed for that purpose. [the
edition 1]

In response, the Attorney General's Office (AGO),
represented by Uza. Fathimath Haleem, raised a
procedural objection, asserting that the Supreme
Court lacks jurisdiction over the case. Haleem argued
that constitutional amendments, passed through a
special procedure, should be interpreted as part of the
constitution and not subject to judicial review. She
emphasized that constitutional amendments are not
the same as laws and that the Supreme Court should
only hear cases concerning the interpretation of the
constitution, not thematic issues related to the
amendments themselves. Haleem stated that no court
could hear cases regarding constitutional amendments
once properly enacted. [the edition 2]

Mahfooz, however, disagreed, stating that
amendments contradicting other parts of the
constitution should be subject to the Supreme Court's
review, and the court has the authority to declare such
amendments invalid. [the edition 1]

Maldives: Judiciary’s structural problems
discussed at opening ceremony of judicial
year
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(db) At the opening ceremony of the judicial year on
February 12, the President of the Judicial Service
Commission, Hussain Riza, addressed ongoing
structural problems within the Maldivian judiciary,
expressing optimism that President Mohamed Muizzu
would address these issues. Riza highlighted three
core concerns: an underdeveloped administrative
structure, lack of court space, and low wages and
career opportunities for judicial employees. These
challenges have led to high staff turnover and
hindered the judiciary's functioning.

Riza shared that following discussions with President
Muizzu, the president had responded positively,
particularly regarding the construction of a Superior
Courts Complex in Hulhumalé, which is slated to begin
in 2025. This move is expected to alleviate the long-
standing issue of insufficient court space, which has
persisted since 2011. Muizzu also assured Riza that
solutions would be implemented to address judicial
staff wages and housing issues, particularly for retired
judges and their staff. [the edition 1] [the edition 2]

Chief Justice Ahmed Muthasim Adnan, also speaking at
the event, acknowledged the judiciary's numerous
challenges. He emphasized the importance of
cooperation from all branches of government,
independent institutions, and politicians to strengthen
the judiciary and uphold the rule of law. Adnan called
on the nation’s 182 judges to remain committed to
ensuring fair legal procedures and defending citizens'
rights, while also interpreting the law to guide both the
public and judges in lower courts. [the edition 3]

In related news, the Civil Court reported a significant
backlog of pending cases, with 4,759 cases unresolved
by the end of 2024. Two-thirds of these cases were
related to sentence enforcement. The court registered
5,142 cases in 2023, marking a nearly 13 percent
increase from the previous year. The court, along with
its Hulhumalé Division, resolved 5,432 cases in 2023, a
17.57 percent rise from 2022, indicating ongoing
pressure on the judiciary to clear its backlog while
addressing structural deficiencies. [the edition 4]

Maldives: Parliament to revert decision on
Ramadan break

(sl) he People's National Congress (PNC), which holds
the parliamentary majority, has decided to reverse its
earlier decision to have the parliament go into recess
during the upcoming month of Ramadan. Initially, the
General Purpose Committee of Parliament passed an
amendment to shorten the first parliamentary session
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and take a recess during Ramadan, a move that was
proposed by PNC MP Abdulla Rifau (Bochey) to
restructure the parliament's annual schedule. The
amendment was approved by the ruling party MPs,
who hold a supermajority in parliament, while
opposition party MDP opposed it.

PNC Parliamentary Group Leader Ibrahim Falah
explained that the decision to reverse the recess was
made following public concern and media coverage
that created discord. The initial proposal aimed to
adjust the parliamentary schedule by forgoing some
other holidays to ensure maximum productivity.
However, since the last ten days of Ramadan will be
public holidays, the parliament would have limited
working days, with sittings reduced to two hours
during Ramadan. Falah stated that the PNC no longer
wishes to go ahead with the recess after the public
response and intends to find a more balanced
approach to the parliamentary schedule. [the edition]

Maldives: Parliament approves Zahid as
EC President, Solah as Vice President

(Im) Parliament has approved Mohamed Zahid as
President and AbduRahman Solah Rasheed as Vice
President of the Elections Commission (EC). This
follows a recent amendment to the Elections
Commission Act, which allows the President to appoint
the President and Vice President of the EC with
parliamentary approval. Zahid and Solah were
nominated by the President and their appointments
were approved unanimously by MPs in today's vote.
Both individuals were appointed as EC members last
month.

Zahid previously served as Vice President of the
Human Rights Commission of Maldives, while Solah
held the position of Permanent Secretary at the
Ministry of Homeland Security and Technology before
resigning early last year. [the edition]

Maldives: Debate over government
spending as Public Accounts Committee
questions salary cuts

Discussions over government spending and fiscal
reform have intensified in Maldives, with members of
the Public Accounts Committee opposing salary cuts
for senior officials, state-owned enterprises limiting
Ramadan benefits, and former Finance Minister
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Ibrahim Ameer criticizing rising expenditure despite
promises of budget reductions.

As part of President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu's fiscal
reform plan, a 10 percent salary reduction was
proposed for political appointees, parliament
members, judges, and heads of independent
institutions for two years. However, several committee
members opposed the measure, citing rising living
costs and legal constraints on adjusting salaries.
Instead, they suggested merging state institutions to
reduce costs, such as combining the Maldives Media
Council and Maldives Broadcasting Commission, as
well as the National Integrity Commission and Human
Rights Commission. [the edition 1]

At the same time, the Privatization and Corporatization
Board (PCB) issued a directive stating that state-owned
enterprise (SOE) employees will receive only Ramadan
allowances of MVR 3,000 (USD 195), with no additional
gifts. The Ministry of Finance set February 20 as the
deadline for government employees to receive the
allowance, as Ramadan is expected to begin on March
1. [the edition 2]

Former Finance Minister Ibrahim Ameer criticized the
government for failing to implement its promised
expenditure cuts of MVR 7.7 billion (USD 500 million).
He argued that while measures such as subsidy
reductions, Aasandha healthcare reforms, pension
adjustments, and better management of SOEs were
included in the budget, none have been implemented.
Instead, he claimed that new promises were increasing
government costs without a clear financial plan,
warning that if this trend continues, a supplementary
budget of MVR 7.7 billion (USD 500 million) may be
required later this year. He further predicted that
national debt could reach MVR 200 billion (USD 13
billion) by the end of the government's five-year term.
[the edition 3]

Maldives: PCB president removed amid
unclear circumstances

(Im) President Dr. Mohamed Muizzu has dismissed
Privatization and Corporatization Board (PCB)
President Hamdhy Ageel from his position, though the
reason for his removal remains unclear. Ageel, who
was appointed to the role on November 22, 2023,
previously served as the Managing Director of Fuel
Supply Maldives (FSM) and the Maldives Road
Corporation.
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His dismissal follows the issuance of two circulars to
state-owned enterprises—one restricting additional
gifts beyond the Ramadan allowance to employees and
another calling for expenditure reductions. The PCB
oversees governance and financial management of
state-owned companies, playing a key role in ensuring
compliance with corporate regulations. [the edition]

Maldives: Two accused of spying in CSC
resign

(Im) Two employees of the Civil Service Commission
(CSQ) in the Maldives, who were under suspension due
to allegations of spying on commission staff, have
resigned voluntarily. The two are accused of installing
software that allowed them to monitor staff
communications and access personal passwords. The
software had been in use for two years before the
issue came to light in November 2024. Police are
currently investigating the matter. [the edition]

Maldives: Attorney General withdraws
High Court appeal, government to
disclose political staff details

(Im) The Attorney General's Office has retracted its
High Court appeal seeking to prevent the disclosure of
political appointees' details and salaries. The case
began when a request under the Right to Information
Act (RTI Act) was filed for information on all political
employees under the current administration. The
President’s Office initially refused to release the details,
leading to an appeal at the Information
Commissioner’s Office (ICOM), which ruled in favor of
disclosure.

Despite being given a five-day deadline, the President’s
Office withheld the information and filed an appeal at
the High Court earlier this month. However, Attorney
General Usham has now confirmed that the appeal has
been withdrawn, and the government will comply with
ICOM'’s decision.

The government had also challenged a separate ICOM
ruling requiring disclosure of details on 248 dismissed
political employees, arguing that revealing their
positions and ranks could compromise personal
privacy. While the President's Office cited a Supreme
Court ruling on personal information, some ministries
had previously released similar details under the RTI
Act. [the edition]
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Maldives: High Court dismisses appeal to
overturn ex-housing minister’s travel ban
amid corruption probe

(Im) The Maldivian High Court has dismissed an appeal
by former State Minister of Housing, Akram
Kamaaludheen, seeking to overturn a travel ban
imposed as part of an Anti-Corruption Commission
(ACC) investigation into land and flat allocations under
the Binveriyaa and Gedhoruveriyaa Housing Scheme.

The Criminal Court ordered Akram'’s passport to be
seized in December 2024 for one month, later
extending the ban without his participation in the
investigation. Akram'’s lawyer filed an appeal in the
High Court, but the court ruled that the matter should
instead be debated in a lower court.

Akram is one of several former housing officials under
investigation. The passports of former Senior Executive
Directors Mohamed Arif and Lirugam Waheed, along
with Director General Ahmed Vishan Naseem, have
also been confiscated.

The ACC's probe into the allocation of the first 4,000
Binveriyaa flats found that only 20 percent of
recipients met the eligibility criteria set by the previous
government. Following this, the ACC recommended a
full reassessment of all 20,000 applications submitted
in the first round of the scheme.

The case is now being prepared for submission to the
Prosecutor General's Office for prosecution, while the
current Housing Ministry reviews the list of
beneficiaries. [the edition]

Maldives: Supreme Court rules freezing of
Yacht Tours’ accounts unlawful

(Im) The Maldivian Supreme Court has ruled that the
freezing of accounts belonging to Yacht Tours, a
company owned by former Kaashidhoo MP Abdulla
Jabir, was unlawful.

The Maldives Inland Revenue Authority (MIRA) had
ordered the freeze, citing non-payment of lease and
penalties for Alidhu, Beenaafushi Resort, and Kandaali
Finolhu islands. Yacht Tours challenged the decision in
the Civil Court, but the court ruled in favor of MIRA.
The High Court upheld the verdict, leading the
company to appeal to the Supreme Court.
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In its ruling, the Supreme Court found that MIRA lacked
the legal authority to freeze the accounts without
explicit contractual provisions permitting such action.
The court emphasized that business agreements are
governed by mutual terms and that the state, despite
being a contracting party, does not have additional
legal privileges outside the contract. [the edition]

Maldives: Parliament orders audit of
SIFCO flat project amid concerns over
expenditure

(Im) The Maldivian Parliament has ordered a special
audit into the Sifainge Cooperative (SIFCO) housing
project, following concerns over financial
mismanagement and delays. The Public Accounts
Committee requested the Auditor General's Office to
review expenditures, outstanding bills, and payments
to contractors and subcontractors for the 300-flat
SIFCO Hiyaa project, which began in November 2014
but faced repeated delays before completion last year.
[the edition 1]

This decision follows alarming findings from an audit
report on the POLCO "Blues Housing" project, a police
welfare housing initiative that exposed missing
documents and suspected corruption. Auditor General
Hussain Niyaazi informed Parliament’s Public Finance
Committee that key bidding and evaluation documents
were unavailable due to a POLCO server issue, making
it unclear how contracts were awarded. Attempts to
retrieve documents from the Maldivian Gazette also
failed.

The POLCO audit revealed that the project, which
began in 2013, incurred MVR 1.6 billion (USD 103.9
million) in costs, with MVR 355 million (USD 23 million)
in financial losses. Initially awarded to Noomadi under
a contractor-financing model, the contract was
canceled in 2016, leading to a series of reassignments.
The project was later given to Island Expert, which
went bankrupt, and subsequently to Amin
Construction, which received multiple deadline
extensions beyond its original 2022 completion date.

The investigation into POLCO has raised concerns
about the involvement of senior officials in the
Maldives Police Service, particularly in connection to
the housing project. A report from the Parliament'’s
Public Accounts Committee has flagged Assistant and
Deputy Commissioners among those implicated in the
POLCO corruption. This has prompted questions about
whether these officials can remain in their positions
while the probe continues. The committee is
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particularly concerned over the handling of a housing
project that saw its costs rise from an initial MVR 580
million to MVR 1 billion. [the edition 2]

The SIFCO and POLCO audits are part of a broader
examination of government housing projects, with the
Anti-Corruption Commission (ACC) launching an urgent
investigation into the POLCO case. Investigators have
also found questionable contracts linked to family ties
with multiple companies involved in the projects. The
SIFCO audit aims to uncover similar irregularities, as
both housing projects fall under government oversight
and have faced criticism for financial mismanagement
and delays. [the edition 3]

Maldives: High Court upholds USD 2
million ruling in Centre Enterprises case

(Im) The High Court has upheld a Civil Court ruling
ordering the Maldivian government to pay USD 2
million (MVR 32.7 million) to Centre Enterprises for
goods supplied to the Department of Medical Services
under the Ministry of Health. The company had initially
sought an additional USD 3 million (MVR 51 million) in
penalties for non-payment, but the Civil Court rejected
this request, stating that the agreement did not include
a clause for fines related to delayed payments.

The government had appealed the Civil Court’s ruling,
arguing against the payment order. However, the High
Court ruled by a majority decision that there was no
valid reason to overturn the lower court’s judgment.
The Civil Court has now instructed the government to
settle the payment within one month.

The case stems from a long-standing dispute over
goods supplied to the Department of Medical Services
between 2006 and 2008. Centre Enterprises argued
that the state failed to make the agreed payments,
leading to the lawsuit. Despite the rejection of penalty
claims, the court’s decision reinforces the
government's obligation to settle outstanding
payments under agreed contracts. [the edition 1] [the
edition 2]

In separate but related updates, the Civil Court has
ruled that Fenaka Corporation, a state-owned utility
company responsible for providing electricity, water,
and sewerage services to islands across the Maldives,
must pay MVR 44 million (USD 2.86 million) to Clasiko
Limited within 14 months for unpaid goods. Clasiko
initially sought an additional MVR 6 million (USD
390,000) in damages, but both parties later agreed to
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waive the damages and settle the principal amount in
monthly installments.

Fenaka, which has been struggling with debt, has faced
multiple similar rulings in the past and is currently
working to clear its outstanding payments as per court
orders. Several companies have also filed lawsuits
against Fenaka over unpaid dues, with the state-owned
utility company opting for monthly settlements to
resolve these disputes. [the edition 3]

Maldives: Former finance minister
Shafeeq appointed CEO of MIDFZ

(Im) Dr. Mohamed Shafeeq, the first finance minister in
the current government, has been appointed as the
CEO of the Maldives Industrial Development Free Zone
(MIDFZ), which operates under the State Trading
Organization (STO). MIDFZ aims to enhance the
country's economic security and support value
addition, transshipment, and re-export business.

Following his resignation as finance minister on
September 30, 2024, due to cabinet changes, Shafeeq
joined the Board of Directors of the Housing
Development Finance Corporation (HDFC), where he
had previously served as Chief Financial Officer (CFO)
from 2021 to 2023. [the edition]

Maldives: Supreme Court upholds life
sentence for accused in 2010 murder case

(Im) The Supreme Court has upheld the life sentence of
Mariyam Nazaha for the 2010 murder of her ex-
husband. Convicted by the Criminal Courtin 2011 and
sentenced to 25 years in prison, her sentence was
affirmed by the High Court in 2014.

In the final ruling, three out of five Supreme Court
judges supported the lower court’s verdict, while two
judges dissented. The dissenting judges argued that
Nazaha should have been convicted of reckless
homicide rather than intentional murder, citing her
history of domestic abuse.

Nazaha's defense claimed self-defense, but Chief
Justice Ahmed Muthasim Adnan ruled that her actions
did not meet the criteria for self-defense under Islamic
law. While the defense also presented Battered
Woman Syndrome as a mitigating factor, the court
noted that no medical evidence had been submitted to
support the claim.
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Despite the dissenting opinion emphasizing the ex-
husband's history of abuse and questioning procedural
fairness, the majority ruled to uphold her conviction.
The court also confirmed that Nazaha was spared the
death penalty since the ex-husband's family did not
request it.

Nazaha's sentence was reduced by five years during
former President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih's
administration, leaving her with approximately five
years left to serve. [the edition]

Maldives: Police investigate child sexual
abuse case by two in positions of trust

(Im) Police in the Maldives are investigating a case of
sexual abuse involving two individuals in positions of
trust and care who allegedly sexually abused a minor.
The case was reported on January 20, involving a girl
under the age of 18 from an island located between
Noonu and Lhaviyani atolls. The abuse reportedly
occurred last year and two years prior. Although the
investigation is ongoing, no arrests have been made so
far. As per local law, authorities are withholding details
that could reveal the identities of the minor victims.
[the edition]

Maldives: Nigerian inmate dies in custody
at Maafushi Prison

A 35-year-old Nigerian man has passed away while
being held at Maafushi Prison pending trial. The
Maldives Correctional Service stated that the man
collapsed while playing with other inmates in the
prison yard. He was immediately taken to the prison’s
medical center and then transferred to Maafushi
Hospital within four minutes. Despite medical
intervention, he was pronounced dead later

The man was in custody on charges related to drug
possession, use, and trafficking in the Maldives.
Authorities confirmed that he was not receiving
treatment for any chronic illness at the time of his
death. [the edition]

Maldives: Concerns over lack of action in
sexual harassment case at Broadcasting
Commission
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(Im) Concerns are growing among employees at the
Broadcasting Commission of Maldives (BroadCom)
regarding the lack of progress in a sexual harassment
case involving Vice President Mohamed Fazeen. Fazeen
is accused of sexually harassing a female staff
member, and despite the case being raised, no
resolution has been reached. Both Fazeen and the
victim were summoned to the Parliament's Committee
on Independent Institutions, though the case remains
unresolved.

Typically, sexual harassment cases fall under the
Parliament's Committee on Human Rights and Gender,
but due to the involvement of a BroadCom official, the
Committee on Independent Institutions is handling the
matter. While the case remains stalled in parliament,
Fazeen continues to report to work, which has raised
further concerns among BroadCom staff.

Sources close to the case have reported that the victim
is no longer attending work, suffering psychological
distress as a result of the incident, and is currently
receiving treatment. Meanwhile, staff members are
troubled by the lack of action from BroadCom
President Sofa Shafeeq and other senior members,
who have remained silent on the issue. The
Broadcasting Commission has also not taken any
formal steps regarding the allegations, as the
BroadCom Act does not specify actions for cases like
this.

The case has now been lodged with the Police, and

investigations are ongoing. Fazeen, a former reporter
at Raajje TV, was appointed to BroadCom in 2021 and
elected as Vice President in January 2023. [the editon]

Maldives: Import duty reductions and
economic impact of China-Maldives FTA

(sl) Minister of Economic Development and Trade
Mohamed Saeed stated that there is no connection
between the reduction of import duties and the
implementation of the Free Trade Agreement (FTA)
between the Maldives and China. [the edition]

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.
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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,
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. [see AiR No.
1.January/2025, 1].

Speaking at the “Ahaa” Forum, he emphasized that
since the FTA came into effect in January 2025, import
duties have been reduced by only one percent. He also
pointed out that despite this small reduction,
companies importing goods worth MVR 1 billion (USD
65 million) from China will see significant profits.

According to the Ministry of Economic Development
and Trade, out of the MVR 1 billion (USD 65 million)
worth of goods imported between January 1 and
February 16, 2025, MVR 34 million (USD 2 million) fell
under the FTA. The duty benefit from this was only
MVR 2.2 million (USD 142.000), amounting to just 1.6
percent of total import revenues. Saeed further noted
that imports from China have increased by 40 percent
compared to last year and that the FTA is expected to
strengthen economic activity and business expansion.
[the edition]

However, according to the latest weekly fiscal updates
released by the Finance Ministry, government
revenues in the first five weeks of 2025 fell by almost
19 percent compared to the same period in 2024.
Notably, 64 percent of this decline came from losses in
import duty revenues. This year, the state collected
only MVR 138 million (USD 9 million) in import duties, a
sharp drop from MVR 385 million (USD 25 million) last
year. The decline in import duties came immediately
after the FTA took effect.

Corporate income tax declined by 23 percent, from
MVR 1,7 billion (USD 110 million) to MVR 1.3 billion
(USD 84 million). Non-tax revenues dropped by 42
percent, including losses in tourism land rent, quota
fees, and airport development fees. While revenue
declined, government spending also fell by 34 percent,
dropping from MVR 3 billion (USD 210 million) last year
to MVR 2 billion (USD 160 million) this year.
[SunOnline]

Maldives: Reserves rise 5 percent as
resorts deposit over USD 50 million in
January
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(Im) Minister of Tourism and Environment, Thoriq
Ibrahim, has confirmed that the government’s actions
to address the dollar black market are showing
positive effects. He noted that the price of dollars in
the black market is decreasing, thanks to new laws
requiring tourism businesses to exchange a set
amount of dollars at local banks each month. The
Minister also highlighted the President’s decision to
increase the dollar limit for those traveling to Mecca
for Umrah, signaling confidence that the dollar
shortage is being resolved. Travelers can now purchase
up to USD 500 at official exchange rates, with plans to
raise the limit to USD 1,000 per passenger by the first
quarter of next year. [the edition 1]

In line with these efforts, the Maldives Monetary
Authority (MMA) reported a five percent increase in
official reserves, reaching USD 708.1 million at the end
of January. This growth is attributed to higher foreign
exchange receipts, including the USD 50 million
deposited by tourism service providers into local
banks. Resorts and guesthouses, in compliance with
Foreign Exchange Regulations, have significantly
exceeded the MMA's initial expectations, with 90
percent of resorts adhering to the new deposit
requirements. These positive trends, along with a 12
percent increase in revenue from taxes and fees,
reflect a broader stabilization of the country’s currency
situation. [the edition 2]

Maldives: Parliament advances bill to
combat gang crime and organized crime

(db) The Maldivian Parliament has unanimously
approved a bill aimed at combating gang-related and
organized crimes, referring it to the Judiciary
Committee for further review. The Bill on Prevention of
Gang Crimes and Other Dangerous Crimes, introduced
by MP Musthafa Hussain of Machangolhi South on
behalf of the government, seeks to strengthen law
enforcement capabilities in identifying and prosecuting
criminal groups.

Under the proposed legislation, law enforcement
authorities will be required to establish a gang's
criminal activity and an individual’s affiliation based on
clear investigative evidence. This marks a departure
from the existing Gang Crime Prevention Act, which
only allows courts to designate individuals as gang
members following prosecution—an approach that has
so far resulted in no formal gang designations or
convictions.


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ek/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-eu/

The bill introduces several new measures to curb gang
influence, including prohibiting designated gangs and
their members from engaging in certain transactions,
registering clubs or associations, or holding
government jobs. The Police Commissioner will be
responsible for maintaining a list of gang names,
updating authorities every two months. Additionally,
the identities of gang members, including their
photographs, will be made public and shared with
international law enforcement agencies in countries
with diplomatic ties to the Maldives. The list will be
reviewed every six months to ensure accuracy.

Further provisions prohibit government employees
identified as gang members from holding public office,
seeking government jobs, or running for elected
positions. The bill also defines gang-related behaviors,
such as marking territory with graffiti, gathering
frequently in specific areas, self-identifying as gang
members, displaying gang-affiliated tattoos, and
receiving financial support from gang leaders.

A previous draft of the bill included a provision for a
special committee to oversee gang designations, but
this was removed following concerns about potential
political misuse. The revised version places the
responsibility solely on law enforcement agencies. [the
edition]

Maldives: STELCO partners with MNDF's
SIWEC for staff training

(Im) The State Electric Company (STELCO) has signed
an agreement with the Maldives National Defence
Force's (MNDF) Strategic and International Welfare
Company (SIWEC) to provide training for its employees
in areas such as first aid, fire awareness, security, and
rescue operations. Currently, 668 employees have
completed MNDF-led leadership training. Under the
new agreement, STELCO aims to have all employees
trained before the end of 2025. [the edition]

Nepal: Ruling coalition faces setbacks as
key parties oppose land ordinance

(Im) Nepal's ruling coalition, led by Prime Minister KP
Sharma Oli's Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML) and the Nepali Congress,
is facing significant challenges in passing the
controversial land ordinance. While the coalition has
reached a consensus to advance five other ordinances
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in Parliament, the land-related bill remains highly
contested, with key allies—the Loktantrik Samajbadi
Party (LSP) and the Janata Samajbadi Party Nepal (JSP-
Nepal)—firmly opposing it. [The Kathmandu Post 1]

The ordinance, which the government argues is
necessary for land management reforms, has been
widely criticized for favoring land mafias while failing to
address the needs of landless and marginalized
communities. LSP, led by Mahantha Thakur, rejected
the ordinance outright, stating that it would negatively
impact rural populations and marginalized groups,
including the Dom, Musahar, Chamar, Dusad, Santhyal,
Gangai, Rajbanshi, and Ranatharu communities.
Similarly, JSP-Nepal, led by Ashok Kumar Rai, has
opposed the bill, arguing that it serves the interests of
real estate developers rather than those of landless
individuals. A party study committee concluded that
the ordinance could exacerbate landlessness,
particularly among Dalits and other disadvantaged
groups. [The Kathmandu Post 2] [The Kathmandu Post
3]

Although the ruling coalition holds a comfortable
majority in the House of Representatives, its position in
the National Assembly is less secure. With only 28
potential votes out of the required 30 in the 59-
member upper house, the government is struggling to
secure the ordinance’s passage. The three seats held
by JSP-Nepal could be decisive, and negotiations are
underway to either secure their backing or ensure they
abstain from voting.

The legislative struggle has fueled criticism from the
opposition, which argues that a government unable to
pass its own ordinances lacks the legitimacy to govern.
Senior CPN (Unified Socialist) leader Jhala Nath Khanal
accused the ruling coalition of avoiding parliamentary
votes out of fear of defeat. While constitutional experts
assert that lacking a majority in the National Assembly
does not immediately threaten the government’s
survival, failure to pass the ordinance would be a
major setback for Oli's administration. If the bill is not
passed within 60 days, it will automatically become
ineffective, further weakening the government’s
legislative authority.

Despite internal opposition, the ruling coalition
remains committed to pushing forward its legislative
agenda. The government has already agreed to
advance five other ordinances related to governance
reforms, economic policy, investment, and fiscal
responsibility. However, with the land ordinance facing
strong resistance, Oli's administration is now under
pressure to either broker a last-minute deal with
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smaller parties or abandon the bill altogether. [The
Kathmandu Post 4]

Nepal: Prime Minister Oli defends policies,
budget allocations, and governance in
heated parliamentary session

(Im) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli faced a range of
questions from lawmakers during a tense
parliamentary session, addressing concerns over
infrastructure, economic slowdown, governance, and
budget allocation. The session saw heated exchanges
as opposition members criticized the government's
handling of national projects, while Oli defended his
administration’s progress.

CPN (Unified Socialist) leader Prakash Jwala challenged
Oli on the incomplete status of 165 strategic roads and
underdeveloped municipal hospitals, pointing out that
many of these projects remain stalled due to
budgetary constraints. He also questioned the lack of
urgency in completing the Nagdhunga Tunnel, which
had seen significant progress under the previous
administration. In response, Oli countered that many
of these projects were halted after his government was
dissolved, shifting blame onto subsequent
administrations. He assured that the tunnel would be
completed by November 2025, adding that work on
key highways, including the Karnali Highway and the
Rapti Lokmarga, was advancing with an allocated
budget of NPR 600 million (USD 4.44 million).

Water scarcity in the Madhesh region was another
major topic of discussion. CPN-UML lawmaker
Pratiksha Tiwari linked the crisis to deforestation in the
Chure hills, which has exacerbated environmental
degradation. Oli defended his government's
conservation efforts under the President’'s Chure
Conservation Programme, citing completed projects
such as 657 underground water recharge systems and
176 rainwater harvesting dams.

Economic concerns took center stage as Nepali
Congress lawmaker Pratima Gautam criticized delays
in large-scale development projects, arguing that
inefficiencies in funding allocation were causing
construction timelines to stretch over decades. Oli
defended his administration’s fiscal management,
asserting that NPR 22.43 billion (USD 163.98 million)
had already been disbursed to contractors in the
current fiscal year and that separate budget
earmarking for national projects was in place to
prevent future funding shortages.
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Former finance minister and CPN (Maoist Centre)
leader Barshaman Pun blamed rising living costs and
low capital expenditure for the country’s economic
slowdown. Oli, in turn, pointed out that Pun had held
the finance minister position just months earlier and
asserted that capital expenditure had actually
increased by 15 percent compared to the previous
year.

Ordinances and governance also sparked debate, with
opposition members questioning the government's
frequent use of executive orders. Oli defended the
practice, arguing that the constitution allows for
ordinances when necessary and pointed out that
opposition parties had used similar measures in the
past.

Regional development concerns were raised, including
delays at Narayani Hospital in Birgunj due to
contractor disputes. Oli explained that the matter was
pending in the Supreme Court but assured that
construction would resume once a verdict was
reached.

The issue of privatization also came under scrutiny,
with Oli clarifying that the government was not
privatizing public institutions for the sake of selling
assets but rather to improve their efficiency.

In one of the session’s most contentious moments,
lawmaker Prabhu Sah questioned Oli on the increasing
number of Nepali citizens renouncing their nationality
and the legal status of their ancestral properties. Sah
also challenged Oli's upcoming visit to India, noting
that no formal invitation had been issued. Oli reacted
angrily, dismissing the line of questioning as an
attempt to create controversy. “What benefit do you
gain by using such language in this esteemed house?”
he retorted, defending the legitimacy of his diplomatic
engagements. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Supreme Court begins long-delayed
hearing on controversial constitutional
appointments

(Im) The Supreme Court of Nepal has finally started
hearing writ petitions challenging the appointment of
52 chairpersons and members of constitutional
commissions made during a previous tenure of
incumbent Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli. The
appointments, made in December 2020 and May 2021,
bypassed the mandatory parliamentary hearing
process after the government amended the
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Constitutional Council (Functions, Duties, and
Procedures) Act through an ordinance.

The hearing, which had been delayed for four years,
began before a five-member constitutional bench led
by Chief Justice Prakash Man Singh Raut. The court has
scheduled continuous hearings starting March 5, with
petitioners arguing that the appointments violated
constitutional provisions. Some of the appointees have
already retired after serving four of their six-year
terms, raising concerns about delayed judicial
proceedings. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Contempt petition filed against
Prime Minister Oli over Giribandhu Tea
Estate case

(Im) The Supreme Court has received a contempt
petition against Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli and
Minister for Land Management Bala Ram Adhikari for
failing to implement a court ruling regarding the
Giribandhu Tea Estate land dispute. Advocate Om
Prakash Aryal, who filed the petition, accused the
government of obstructing a Supreme Court verdict
issued on February 7, 2024, which ordered the state to
reclaim land exceeding legal limits and classified as
unutilized or barren.

The Giribandhu Tea Estate case involves allegations of
land misappropriation, where land designated for tea
cultivation was allegedly misused for purposes not
permitted under the law. The Supreme Court had ruled
that land exceeding the prescribed ceiling should be
transferred to the government. Despite repeated
directives, this has not been implemented, and an
ordinance issued on January 15 appears to have been
designed to override the court’s decision.

Aryal argues that such actions undermine judicial
authority and violate constitutional norms. The
Supreme Court scheduled a hearing for February 16 to
determine further action. At the time of writing on
February 18, no update on the hearing was available.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: National Assembly approves Media
Council Bill despite concerns over
government control

(Im) The upper house of Nepal's Parliament, the
National Assembly, has passed the Media Council Bill
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2080, replacing the existing Press Council of Nepal with
the newly established Media Council Nepal. The bill,
which includes provisions for government oversight in
media regulation, has drawn criticism from media
professionals who argue that it undermines press
independence.

A key point of contention is the government’s authority
to appoint the council’s chairperson, a provision that
remains intact despite opposition. Critics, including
National Assembly member Rajendra Laxmi Gaire,
have expressed concerns that this could allow undue
government influence over the council's operations.
However, the majority of lawmakers supported
retaining the provision.

Minister for Communications and Information
Technology Prithvi Subba Gurung defended the bill,
asserting that it had undergone thorough discussions
before approval. Under the new structure, the Media
Council will consist of a chairperson and 11 members,
including representatives from the Ministry of
Communications and the Nepal Press Union. It will
oversee media ethics, provide policy
recommendations, and regulate media practices.

One controversial clause requires media owners to
disclose their sources of income and investments and
include disclaimers in news reports related to their
business interests. While earlier drafts of the bill
included penalties such as fines and prison sentences
for publishing content deemed offensive, those
provisions were removed before its passage.

Despite these changes, media professionals remain
concerned about the bill's implications for press
freedom, arguing that government involvement in
appointing the council's leadership could compromise
its independence. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Legal battle intensifies in Supreme
Cooperative fraud case

(Im) The legal dispute over the Supreme Cooperative
fraud case has escalated as both prosecutors and
defendants challenge recent district court rulings. The
District Government Attorney's Office has appealed to
the High Court, seeking to revoke bail for former Home
Minister and Gorkha Media Network Managing
Director Rabi Lamichhane, arguing that the available
evidence justifies his continued detention. Meanwhile,
former Deputy Inspector General Chhabilal Joshi has
filed an appeal challenging his judicial custody,
claiming bias in the ruling.
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The case involves allegations of large-scale financial
fraud, with Lamichhane and Joshi accused of
embezzling millions of Nepali rupees (NPR) through
cooperative funds. An audit report revealed that NPR
109.936 million (USD 812,526) was deposited into
various accounts linked to Gorkha Media Network,
with prosecutors claiming joint liability among
Lamichhane, Joshi, and businessman GB Rai.

The Supreme Cooperative case, initially registered in
April last year, seeks NPR 860 million (USD 6.36 million)
in damages and involves 28 defendants, 17 of whom
now face additional charges. Lamichhane has been
released on bail, while Joshi remains in custody. Both
have been previously implicated in other cooperative
fraud cases, with Lamichhane posting NPR 10 million
(USD 73,900) bail in this case and additional amounts
in other cooperative fraud cases, while Joshi remains
detained pending further investigation. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Proposed police law sparks
discontent over command and political
influence

(Im) A proposed amendment to the Nepal Police Act-
1955 has drawn criticism from police officials, who
argue that provisions in the bill could undermine the
force's autonomy and open the door to political
interference. The bill, registered in Parliament by the
Ministry of Home Affairs on January 28, assigns the
ministry the authority to mobilize, control, and
supervise the police. It also allows chief district officers
to directly issue orders to the police, a provision
officers say disrupts the chain of command.

Concerns have also emerged over the selection
process for the Inspector General (IG). The bill
proposes a recommendation committee led by the
home secretary, with members from the Prime
Minister's Office and a retired IG. Police organizations
and the Public Service Commission (PSC) argue that
the PSC should lead the selection process to prevent
political interference. The bill also suggests appointing
an |G before the incumbent retires, raising fears that it
could be used to manipulate leadership transitions.

The proposed tenure adjustments have also sparked
opposition. The bill sets the IG's term at three years
and Additional Inspector Generals (AlGs) at four years,
which police officers argue is inconsistent with
established regulations. It also revises service
durations and retirement ages across different ranks,
raising the age requirement for inspectors from 25 to
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27 years and setting varying retirement ages based on
rank. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Lumbini and Gandaki provinces
strengthen cooperation on tourism and
infrastructure

(Im) The chief ministers of Lumbini and Gandaki
provinces held an inter-provincial coordination
meeting last week, resulting in a 21-point joint
commitment aimed at boosting tourism and
infrastructure development.

Lumbini Chief Minister Chet Narayan Acharya and
Gandaki Chief Minister Surendra Raj Pandey, along
with provincial ministers and officials, agreed to
enhance connectivity, including expanding air services
from Nepalgunj and Bhairahawa to Jomsom and
improving major tourist routes such as the Lumbini-
Pokhara-Muktinath corridor. Plans were also outlined
to develop the Kaligandaki Corridor into an economic
hub linking mountainous regions with markets in the
plains.

The meeting focused on conserving Palpa’s historic
Ranimahal, increasing water flow to the site from the
Kaligandaki hydropower project, and integrating
tourism initiatives across both provinces, particularly
for religious, adventure, and health tourism. Further
commitments were made to improve public
transportation, road safety, and water projects to
ensure uniform services and pricing across both
regions. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Thousands of national identity
cards remain uncollected in Baglung

(Im) More than 15,000 National Identity Cards remain
uncollected at the District Administration Office in
Baglung, as many applicants have left the country.
While the office has prepared 28,885 cards, only
13,047 have been collected. Officials cite the
requirement for in-person biometric verification as a
major factor in the low collection rate.

The government has made the National Identity Card
mandatory for official transactions, replacing multiple
documents such as citizenship certificates, driving
licenses, voter IDs, and land ownership papers. The
card, which includes biometric data and personal
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details, is part of Nepal's move toward a centralized
digital identification system. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Student unions prepare for
nationwide Free Student Union elections

With the Free Student Union (FSU) elections set for
March 18, student unions across Nepal are ramping up
preparations. The Nepali Congress-affiliated Nepal
Students Union (NSU) has taken the lead, forming a
steering committee to coordinate election efforts.
Meanwhile, the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML)'s student wing, the All
Nepal National Free Students’ Union (ANNFSU), and
other student groups are also organizing
independently, with no official alliances planned.

The FSU, an elected student body within Nepal's
colleges, plays a significant role in campus governance,
advocating for student rights, academic reforms, and
campus development. Historically, FSUs have also
served as a training ground for future political leaders,
with Nepal's major political parties closely aligned with
student unions.

The elections, which will take place in 62 constituent
colleges and 1,040 affiliated institutions under
Tribhuvan University, will be conducted under a mixed
electoral system with a 28-year age limit for
candidates. The previous FSU election was held in 2023
after a seven-year gap. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Nepali Congress leader Rijal calls
for electoral system reform

(rs) Dr. Minendra Rijal, a leader of the Nepali Congress
- the single-largest party in Parliament’s lower house
and key member of the ruling coalition - recently
emphasized the need for electoral reforms in Nepal to
enhance inclusivity and stability. Speaking in Lalitpur,
he highlighted flaws in the system, noting that despite
winning 33 percent of the vote in 2017, the Nepali
Congress secured only 23 seats in the lower house. He
argued that coalition politics influences election
outcomes and stressed that no party has won more
than 38 percent of votes since 1959, which should not
justify political instability.

Dr. Rijal proposed allocating 60 out of 165
parliamentary seats under proportional representation
to ensure fairness. He clarified that Nepali Congress
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does not support a fully direct election system, instead
advocating for a balance between representation and
accountability. He also pointed out that a majority
alone does not guarantee political stability, calling for
greater responsibility among leaders.

Criticizing Nepal's unstable leadership, he highlighted
that since 2017, three prime ministers from two parties
have taken turns in office. He called for systemic
reforms to prevent such instability and establish
clearer political accountability. [Ratopati]

Nepal: Government establishes first
juvenile court after years of delays

(Im) The Nepali government has finally decided to
establish the country's first juvenile court in Bhaktapur,
following repeated Supreme Court orders. According
to a recent Cabinet decision published in the Nepal
Gazette, the court will begin operating on April 15 and
will have jurisdiction over cases involving minors from
Kathmandu, Lalitpur, Bhaktapur, and Kavrepalanchok
districts. Pending juvenile cases from these districts'
district courts will be transferred to the new court.

The need for a juvenile court was first recognized in
the Children’s Act of 1992, but no action was taken to
implement the provision. In 2004, advocate Santosh
Kumar Mahato filed a petition with the Supreme Court,
leading to a 2005 ruling directing the government to
establish the court. Despite this, successive
administrations failed to act, and juvenile cases
continued to be handled by juvenile benches in district
courts.

The Act Relating to Children-2018 reaffirmed the need
for dedicated juvenile courts. Following continued
inaction, advocate Ajay Shankar Jha filed another
petition, prompting the Supreme Court in September
2023 to order the government to establish juvenile
courts in districts with 100 or more child-related cases
for three consecutive years. The court criticized the
government’s lack of commitment, stating that the
delay reflected poor governance rather than a lack of
resources.

Despite this ruling, the administration of then-Prime
Minister Pushpa Kamal Dahal did not act on the
directive. More than a year later, the government has
now moved forward with establishing the court, which
will be staffed by judges selected for their
understanding of juvenile justice. [The Kathmandu
Post]
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Nepal: Human Rights Commission
investigates child labor case against
provincial lawmaker

(Im) The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC)
has launched an investigation into allegations of child
labor and exploitation involving Rekha Kumari Sharma,
a Lumbini Provincial Assembly member from the
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist)
(CPN-UML). Sharma is accused of detaining a 14-year-
old girl and forcing her into domestic labor. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Protests escalate over Pathibhara
cable car project as talks with
government stall

(Im) The Mukkumlung Struggle Committee and allied
groups have launched a second phase of protests
against the Pathibhara cable car project in Taplejung,
accusing the government of failing to meet their
demand for a high-level political dialogue team. The
protesters argue that the project threatens the sacred
Mukkumlung area, which holds deep religious
significance for the Kirat community, primarily the
Limbus, as per the Mundhum scripture.

The first round of protests began in January, leading to
violent clashes with security forces in Baludanda on
January 25, leaving four people injured. After reaching
a six-point agreement with the government on
February 4, the groups temporarily suspended their
transportation strike. However, subsequent talks on
February 9 with the government's negotiation team,
led by Home Ministry Joint-Secretary Prem Prasad
Bhattarai, failed to yield a resolution. Protesters argue
that the government has not fully implemented the
previous agreement, including the unconditional
release of detained activists.

Following the breakdown in negotiations, the ‘No Cable
Car' group announced new demonstrations, including
protests in front of Global IME Bank offices across
Koshi Province, as the bank's chairman, Chandra
Dhakal, is the main promoter of the project. The group
also plans a ‘Mukkumlung Save Walkathon’ from
February 18 to 20, with participation from nine political
parties and 11 social organizations. Former Deputy
Prime Minister Rajendra Mahato, former Minister
Rakam Chemjong, and other senior political figures
have pledged their support.
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Home Minister Ramesh Lekhak held informal
discussions with the protest leaders but insisted they
negotiate with the Bhattarai-led bureaucratic team
rather than a separate high-level political committee.
The government has internally discussed temporarily
halting construction for 15 days to create a more
conducive environment for dialogue.

The Mukkumlung Struggle Committee, Cable Car
Cancellation Joint Struggle Committee, Kirat Yakthung
Chumlung, and other identity-based political groups
such as the Rastriya Janamukti Party and Loktantrik
Rastriya Manch remain steadfast in their opposition.
They argue that large-scale infrastructure projects at
the sacred Pathibhara shrine violate the cultural and
spiritual rights of indigenous communities. [The
Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Government seeks private sector
input to revive struggling industries

(Im) Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli has called on the
private sector to submit concrete proposals for
reviving sick industries under a public-private
partnership model. Speaking at a meeting of the
Industry-Commerce Promotion Dialogue Council, he
assured that the government would act swiftly to
facilitate their implementation and revise necessary
laws to ease the process.

Oli emphasized the need for a structured approach to
economic growth, stating that wealth creation must be
prioritized over simply managing financial resources.
He also addressed concerns about corruption and
irregularities in customs and revenue collection,
directing authorities to take strict action against such
practices.

The meeting covered policy reforms, trade deficit
reduction, and progress on economic and
administrative reforms, including amendments to 29
laws through ordinances. The council, formed in 2018
to foster public-private collaboration, also decided to
establish specialized committees to address issues
related to production, infrastructure, trade, exports,
and governance. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Political wrangling cripples
Kapilvastu Hospital, reducing patient flow
by half
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(Im) Kapilvastu Hospital in Taulihawa, once ranked first
in minimum service standards, has been severely
impacted by political disputes between the Nepali
Congress and Communist Party of Nepal (Unified
Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML) - the two core members
of the ruling coalition - over the appointment of a
medical superintendent. The leadership crisis and staff
shortages have turned the 50-bed facility into a referral
center, reducing patient visits from 300-400 daily to
just 150.

Both Nepali Congress and CPN-UML deny any conflict,
stating that an agreement will soon be reached.
However, without an urgent resolution, the hospital
continues to struggle, with critical services
deteriorating. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Finance Minister and Pokhara
Mayor injured in balloon explosion

(rs) Deputy Prime Minister and Finance Minister Bishnu
Prasad Paudel and Pokhara Metropolitan Mayor Dhana
Raj Acharya sustained burn injuries during the Pokhara
Visit Year 2025 inauguration event on February 15. The
accident occurred when hydrogen-filled balloons
caught fire after a spark ignited them. The two leaders
were injured while attempting to release the balloons.
[The Kathmandu Post 1]

Both officials were initially treated at local hospitals
before being airlifted to Kirtipur Hospital in Kathmandu
for further care. By February 17, the hospital
confirmed that Paudel's condition had improved, and
he was discharged the same day. However, Mayor
Acharya remains under observation due to pre-existing
hypertension, with specialists monitoring his recovery
closely. [The Kathmandu Post 2]

In response to the incident, the government formed an
eight-member investigation committee, led by Kaski
Chief District Officer Bharat Mani Pandey. The panel
includes senior officials from Pokhara Metropolitan
City, the District Police, the Armed Police Force, and
the National Investigation Department. The committee
has been given 15 days to submit a detailed report on
the cause of the explosion and any lapses in safety
measures. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

Nepal: Major General injured in UNIFIL
attack in Lebanon
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(Im) Major General Chok Bahadur Dhakal of the Nepali
Army, deployed under the United Nations Interim
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), was injured in an attack by
protesters near Beirut. According to UNIFIL, a convoy
carrying Dhakal was stopped and vandalized by an
agitated group, with one vehicle set on fire. Dhakal,
who was returning home after completing his mission
as the outgoing Deputy Force Commander, sustained
injuries and was immediately taken to a UN Level
Three hospital for treatment. His condition is now
stable and out of danger.

UNIFIL, the longest-running UN peacekeeping mission
involving Nepali forces, continues to operate under UN
Security Council Resolution 1701 to restore security
and stability in south Lebanon. [The Kathmandu Post]

Nepal: Kathmandu Metropolitan City
purchases 35 ambulances for local units
of remote districts

(rs) Kathmandu Metropolitan City has purchased 35
ambulances, costing around USD 15,000 each after
customs exemptions, to support local units in remote
areas. Five have arrived, and the rest will be delivered
within a month.

In parallel, the city is setting up an advanced laboratory
in Lainchaur for tests unavailable in urban health
centers. Additionally, free ultrasound services have
started in multiple wards, and cervical cancer
screenings are available at Ramghat, with two
gynaecologists hired to expand the service further.
[The Kathmandu Post]

Pakistan: Imran Khan announces
nationwide protests after Ramadan for
‘restoration of democracy’

(Im/afk/mra) Imran Khan, former Prime Minister of
Pakistan and founder of the main opposition Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party, has announced a
nationwide protest movement after Ramadan, aiming
for the restoration of democracy and constitutional
governance in the country.

Khan, who has been imprisoned since August 2023,
claims the February 2024 general elections were rigged
to keep him out of power, an allegation denied by the
caretaker government, election commission, and
military. PTI supporters have faced accusations of
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inciting violence, particularly during the anti-
government protests on May 9, 2023, and November
26, 2024, respectively, but the party denies these
claims and instead accuses the military and political
rivals of human rights abuses.

In preparation for the protests, Khan has directed PTI's
negotiation committee to accelerate talks with
opposition parties, lawyers, and various social groups
to mobilize support. He also reiterated his demand for
judicial commissions to investigate the May 2023 and
November 2024 incidents, arguing that the truth has
been suppressed. PTI had entered into negotiations
with the government in December 2024, but talks
broke down in January due to a failure to form the
promised investigative commissions. [Arab News 1]

Simultaneously, Khan is preparing another open letter
to Chief of Army Staff, General Asim Munir, in which he
intends to express concerns over Pakistan’s
governance and propose structural changes. This
marks Khan's third attempt to communicate directly
with the military establishment, though his previous
letters have been denied receipt by the army chief. In
informal remarks, General Munir stated that any
communication from Khan would be forwarded to
Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif, and previous letters
had not been formally acknowledged. This has fueled
debate, with some interpreting the army chief's stance
as a challenge to Khan's credibility, while others view it
as a non-response from the military establishment.
[Arab News 2] [DAWN 1] [The Nation]

Federal Minister for Planning and Development, Ahsan
Igbal, criticized Khan for repeatedly writing to the army
chief, accusing him of trying to involve the military in
political matters. Igbal emphasized that such issues
should be addressed through the Prime Minister's
Office rather than military channels. [Pakistan
Observer]

In addition to his correspondence with the army, PTI
has also sent a letter to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) addressing issues of governance and
transparency in Pakistan. Written by National
Assembly Opposition Leader Omar Ayub Khan, the
letter accuses the government of manipulating
Pakistan's democratic process, compromising justice,
free choice, and constitutional government. This letter
follows a meeting between the IMF team and
Pakistan's Chief Justice Yahya Afridi in February 2025,
where judicial reforms and accountability were
discussed. PTI has long criticized the state's treatment
of its leaders and supporters and has claimed that a
recent constitutional amendment weakened the
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independence of the judiciary. [Arab News 3] [DAWN 2]
[The Express Tribune]

Furthermore, PTI plans to approach the Islamabad
High Court (IHC) after the jail administration has
denied its parliamentary leaders the right to meet
party founder Imran Khan for nearly five months. PTI
lawyer Faisal Chaudhry, who has access to Khan,
stated that under standard operating procedures
(SOP), party leaders should meet Khan every Thursday.
However, the administration has blocked these
meetings, prompting PTI to seek judicial intervention.
[DAWN]

Pakistan: Senate passes tougher laws as
crackdown on human trafficking and
migrant smuggling intensifies

(afk/Im) In response to a series of deadly migrant boat
tragedies involving Pakistani citizens, Pakistan has
escalated its efforts to combat human trafficking and
illegal migration. The Senate recently passed
amendments to three key laws, significantly increasing
penalties for traffickers and smugglers. The changes
follow high-profile incidents, such as the 2023
capsizing near Greece that claimed over 250 lives and
recent boat disasters near Morocco and Libya.

The Prevention of Trafficking in Persons (Amendment)
Bill broadens the definition of human trafficking to
include organized begging in countries like the Gulf
Cooperation Council states, Iraq, and Malaysia, where
Pakistanis have been forced into begging under false
pretenses. The bill raises the minimum prison term for
trafficking offenses involving women and children from
three years to 14 years and increases fines to PKR 2
million (USD 7,162).

The Prevention of Smuggling of Migrants (Amendment)
Bill doubles prison sentences for migrant smuggling
offenses from five to 10 years, with fines raised to PKR
10 million (USD 35,810). The bill also targets individuals
who harbor undocumented migrants, imposing
harsher penalties. The Emigration Ordinance
(Amendment) Bill removes leniency for human
smugglers, making jail time mandatory rather than
allowing courts to impose only fines. [Arab News 1]

These legislative actions are part of a broader
crackdown, which includes the arrest of over 400
human traffickers and the seizure of their properties.
The Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) has intensified
its operations, issuing red notices for 20 foreign-based
traffickers and arresting numerous suspects involved
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in recent boat accidents. In parallel, Pakistan has
increased deportations, with 4,300 individuals involved
in organized begging added to the Exit Control List
(ECL) in November 2024. [Arab News 2] [DAWN]

The crackdown has also extended to other forms of
trafficking, including an attempt to smuggle four
women to Saudi Arabia under the guise of Umrah. The
FIA uncovered a network involving a former police
employee and a travel agent, who were facilitating
forced labor. [Arab News 3]

Pakistan: Protests against Prevention of
Electronic Crimes Act continue

(afk) The Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists (PFU)J)
continued its protest against amendments to the
Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act (PECA), vowing to
resist even if the courts ruled in the government's
favor. PFUJ President Afzal Butt announced plans for a
sit-in outside Parliament House and thanked civil
society, human rights advocates, and journalists for
their support. Veteran journalists and civilians
expressed solidarity by establishing hunger strike
camps and rallies all across the country.

Decried as "media martial law," PECA was enacted
without public or legislative discussion. Journalists
argue that it undermines press freedom by violating
individual liberties and constitutional rights. While
Fawzia Shahid recalled how previous crackdowns on
the press had failed, emphasizing journalists' resilience
in protecting their rights, former PFUJ Secretary
General Nasir Zaidi condemned the law and compared
it to earlier authoritarian restrictions. [DAWN]

Maulana Fazlur Rehman, the leader of Jamiat Ulema-e-
Islam (JUI-F), expressed his unwavering support for
journalists opposing PECA, describing the law as
draconian and ineffective. He asserted that instead of
following government-imposed regulations driven by
political agendas, journalists should create their own
code of conduct. [The Nation]

Pakistan: Government announces major
privatization and economic reforms, eyes
growth

(Im) Pakistan has unveiled plans to privatize over 50
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) over the next four
years as part of a broader economic reform initiative
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aimed at revitalizing the economy. This move is a
central element of Pakistan’s strategy under the USD 7
billion International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout
program, which has emphasized improving
governance of SOEs. Economic Affairs Minister Ahad
Cheema confirmed these plans during a meeting with
a delegation from the World Bank Group on February
17,2025.

The government will prioritize privatizing power
distribution companies (DISCOS) in the first phase,
followed by the privatization of Pakistan International
Airlines (PIA) and other SOEs in the second phase. The
initiative aims to address years of losses and
inefficiencies, particularly in the energy sector, which
has been a significant contributor to the country’s
financial struggles. To facilitate this, Pakistan signed a
financial advisory agreement with a consortium led by
Dubai-based Alvarez & Marsal Middle East Limited for
the privatization of three major power distribution
companies. [Arab News 1]

Concurrently, Commerce Minister Jam Kamal Khan
highlighted efforts to overhaul Pakistan's trade
institutions, including the Trade Development
Authority of Pakistan (TDAP) and Export Development
Fund, to enhance export-led growth. Khan credited the
government'’s joint efforts with the private sector for
economic stabilization, noting a 10 percent rise in
exports to USD 19.6 billion in the first seven months of
the fiscal year despite challenges such as high inflation
and interest rates.

Khan also underscored the importance of tariff
rationalization and policy reforms to improve
Pakistan's trade competitiveness and attract foreign
investment. The National Tariff Policy (NTP) 2025-30,
which aims to support small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) and green initiatives, is seen as a
critical step in boosting Pakistan's export sector and
facilitating the transition to a more competitive global
economy. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Senate panel finds over 80 solar-
importing companies committing
fraudulent activities

(sn) A Senate panel has found that more than USD 359
million has been laundered or acquired fraudulently
through over 80 solar importing companies. The
Federal Board of Revenue (FBR) revealed that entities,
some of which were found to be dummy entities, were
over-charging consumers and committing trade-based
money laundering in the process. The imports have
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reportedly been obtained through China, though illegal
transactions occurred through 10 other nations.

The FBR revealed the details of an owner of a
particular company who falsely portrayed himself as
an employee, reporting sales of USD 8.1 million while
accumulating sales worth USD 9.2 million. This
highlights the magnitude of the discretions on a larger
scale. The FBR also noted that among the 80
companies involved in the scandal, roughly 63 were
flagged for over-invoicing over USD 246 million.

Several key organizations have been linked to these
allegations, including Bright Star, Moonlight, Asadullah
Enterprises, and Smart Impex. Bright Star, a company
heavily implicated in these accusations, was said to
have imported panels at high rates before selling them
at a lower rate in the local market. The FBR later
identified this company as an illegitimate business
enterprise. [DAWN]

In another revealed case, Smart Impact was accused of
reporting only USD 7 in capital while depositing over
USD 5.5 million in cash, for a total of USD 12.1 million
in deposits. Aziz has requested several banks to
provide transparency on the nature of the accused
organizations' business activities, including information
about the misuse of identity cards.

The sub-committee of the Senate Standing Committee,
led by Senator Mohsin Aziz, is said to have conducted
the investigation without the aid of the State Bank of
Pakistan (SBP), for which they claim did not cooperate,
nor provide relevant data. The Deputy Governor of the
State Bank of Pakistan later committed to providing all
available investigative data, assuring the committee
that they would cooperate.

Solar energy, which has been identified as Pakistan’s
most reliable future energy source, has taken a
significant hit with these allegations. The fraudulent
activities highlight the need for tighter reform in the
energy sector and closer monitoring of financial
activities from banking and state financial institutions.
[Business Recorder]

Pakistan: Auto sales increase by 73
percent; BYD electric vehicles arrive

(sn) Pakistan has reported a 73 percent month-to-
month increase in auto sales in January, with a 61
percent year-on-year increase in overall sales. The
growth is attributed to several factors, including lower
interest rates, new market variants and alternatives,
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and increased consumer confidence in the Pakistani
market. In particular, the recently reduced interest
rates are expected to continue incentivizing auto
financing options for consumers.

Despite the marked decrease in tractor sales, all other
vehicle categories experienced significant increases,
including truck and bus sales, which reported a 112
and 54 percent increase, respectively. Two and three-
wheeled vehicles increased sales to 835,616 units from
646,440 year-on-year, showing a noticeable volume
increase. Topline Securities also stated that all auto
companies reported an increase in their sales. [Dawn]

The announcement follows the first shipment of Build
Your Dreams (BYD) electric vehicles, which arrived at
the Karachi International Container Terminal (KICT).
The arrival of the global producers' vehicles is a
significant step, particularly as Pakistan’s push for
electric vehicle alternatives is likely to affect the
traditional auto sales market significantly. [Business
Recorder]

Pakistan: Punjab’s Green Pakistan
Initiative launched to boost agriculture

(afk) The Green Pakistan Initiative (GPI) was launched
in Cholistan by Army Chief Gen. Asim Munir and
Punjab Chief Minister Maryam Nawaz Sharif. The
project aims to transform arid land into productive
farmland by providing farmers with advanced seeds,
fertilizers, equipment, and scientific support. Key
components include a 5,000-acre Smart Agri Farm, a
Green Agri Mall for subsidized inputs, and an Agri
Research Centre for soil testing and research.

While the initiative has been praised for modernizing
agriculture, it faces criticism from the Pakistan People's
Party over the diversion of Indus River water for
irrigation. The Punjab government also introduced
programs such as the Kissan Card and Green Tractor
Program to support farmers and improve productivity,
with a focus on efficient irrigation, climate-resilient
seeds, and livestock farming reforms. [The Nation]
[DAWN] [The News International]

Pakistan: Jazz CEO warns 5G auction could
be derailed by high dollar pricing,
regulatory delays
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(Im) Pakistan’s planned 5G spectrum auction, intended
to boost economic growth and digital connectivity,
faces major challenges that could discourage telecom
operators from participating, according to Aamir
Ibrahim, CEO of Jazz.

Jazz, Pakistan's largest mobile network operator and
digital service provider, has over 71 million subscribers
nationwide. The company is a key player in the
country’s telecom industry, providing mobile
broadband, digital financial services, and enterprise
solutions.

Ibrahim warned that pricing the spectrum in U.S.
dollars instead of Pakistani rupees, along with high
upfront costs, regulatory uncertainty, and legal
disputes over spectrum allocation, could delay or even
derail the auction. He argued that since telecom
operators generate revenue in rupees but pay
regulatory fees in dollars, currency fluctuations create
financial instability, making long-term planning
difficult.

He also highlighted regulatory bottlenecks, particularly
delays in the approval of PTCL's acquisition of Telenor
Pakistan and legal disputes over spectrum availability
in the 2.6 GHz band, which is crucial for 5G
deployment. If unresolved, these issues could hinder
investor confidence and slow the rollout of next-
generation mobile services in Pakistan. [Arab News]

Pakistan: Surge in violence in Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa triggers intensified military
operations

(sn/afk/mra) Pakistan’'s Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)
province has witnessed a sharp rise in militant
violence, prompting security forces to launch a series
of counterterrorism operations. Over the past week,
multiple intelligence-based operations across the
region have resulted in the deaths of at least 28
militants, including high-value targets, while several
Pakistani soldiers, including a lieutenant, were also
killed in action.

Between February 12-13, security forces conducted
five separate engagements, killing 13 militants in Dera
Ismail Khan, North Waziristan, Lakki Marwat, and
Khyber districts. Weapons and ammunition were
recovered, and sanitization operations were conducted
to clear the areas of remaining threats. In two larger-
scale operations over the weekend, security forces
killed 15 militants in Dera Ismail Khan's Hathala area
and Miran Shah, North Waziristan. However, during
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these engagements, four Pakistani soldiers, including a
lieutenant, lost their lives. [Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]
[ISPR 11 [ISPR 2] [DAWN]

Pakistan's military has intensified operations against
the banned Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which
has escalated attacks since the breakdown of its
ceasefire with the government in 2022. Islamabad
accuses the group of using Afghan territory to launch
cross-border attacks, a claim Kabul denies.

In addition to the surge in militant clashes, civilians
have also been affected by recent attacks. A roadside
explosion in Bannu injured two security personnel,
while a car rigged with explosives detonated on the M-
8 highway near Khori, killing one passenger and
injuring seven others on a Punjab-bound bus. In Kohat,
a grenade explosion inside a house killed two women
and seriously injured two children, prompting an
investigation. [The Nation]

Amid the deteriorating security situation, two Pakistan
Customs officials and a local traders’ union president
were abducted in South Waziristan while returning
from Angor Adda. No group has claimed responsibility,
but suspicion is likely to fall on the TTP, which has been
linked to a string of kidnappings in KP, including the
recent abduction of a Pakistan Red Crescent Society
doctor and a group of Pakistan Atomic Energy
Commission workers. [Arab News 3]

Pakistan: Four soldiers killed in Kurram
district attack

(Im) In the latest escalation of violence in Pakistan's
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) province, four Pakistani
security personnel were killed in an ambush while
responding to an attack on an aid convoy in the
troubled Kurram district. The attack occurred on
February 17, when militants targeted the convoy,
resulting in the deaths of at least two individuals and
injuring several others. The attack is part of a broader
pattern of violence in the region, which has seen a
sharp rise in sectarian and tribal clashes between
Sunni and Shiite communities. Over 130 people have
died in the region over the past few months due to
these tensions.

The Kurram district, a volatile region with a history of
sectarian violence, is currently experiencing a
humanitarian crisis as a result of ongoing clashes. In
the latest attack, several aid trucks, which were en
route to Parachinar, were looted and burned by
militants. The area, predominantly populated by Shiite
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Muslims, has been a hotspot for sectarian violence,
and tensions have been exacerbated by the presence
of militant groups operating from across the border in
Afghanistan.

The attack on the aid convoy is the third such incident
in Kurram since January 2025. Local authorities and
Pakistan's Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provincial government
have condemned the violence and have vowed to take
strict action against the perpetrators. KP's Chief
Minister Ali Amin Gandapur has also announced
measures to dismantle bunkers used by rival tribes in
an attempt to reduce the violence. The provincial
government has set a March 23 deadline for the
removal of all such bunkers, a significant step towards
stabilizing the region.

In response to the violence, the Pakistan government
has intensified efforts to address the situation, with
emergency airlifts evacuating injured individuals from
Kurram and delivering essential supplies. [Arab News
11 [Arab News 2]

Pakistan: Violence continues to intensify
in Balochistan

(afk/mra) A series of militant attacks in Balochistan has
left at least 15 people dead, including security
personnel and coal miners, while injuring over a dozen
others. The surge in violence underscores the
persistent instability in the mineral-rich province,
which has long been the center of separatist
insurgencies and militant activity.

In Kalat and Kech districts, four security personnel
were killed, and eight others were injured in attacks
targeting checkposts of the Levies and Frontier Corps
(FC). A police station in Noshki was also attacked with a
hand grenade and gunfire, though no casualties were
reported. The militants fled after security forces
returned fire. These attacks followed a pattern of
escalating violence, with militants frequently targeting
security forces. [Arab News 1] [DAWN 1]

Earlier this week, a roadside bomb targeted a pickup
truck carrying coal miners in Balochistan’'s Harnai
district, killing at least 11 people and injuring six
others. The explosion occurred in the PMDC 94 Coal
Mines area of Shahrag while workers were en route to
the mine. Officials suspect the improvised explosive
device (IED) was remotely detonated. No group has
claimed responsibility for the attack, though similar
incidents in the past have been attributed to Baloch
separatist factions. [Arab News 2] [DAWN 2]
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Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif and Balochistan Chief
Minister Sarfraz Bugti condemned the attacks, vowing
that militants would not succeed in destabilizing the
province. Authorities have launched search operations
in response to the security breaches, with Bugti
pledging that those responsible will be held
accountable.

Balochistan, which borders Iran and Afghanistan, has
been the site of a long-running insurgency by groups
such as the Baloch Liberation Army (BLA), who accuse
the government of exploiting the province’s vast
mineral resources while neglecting local communities.
Islamabad denies these allegations, pointing to
infrastructure and development initiatives. However,
violence has escalated in recent months, with over 300
deaths linked to separatist attacks last year alone.
Mine workers and laborers have frequently been
targeted, given the strategic importance of the region’s
natural resources.

Pakistan: US Embassy warns of potential
terror threat at Faisal Mosque in
Islamabad

(mra) The U.S. Embassy in Islamabad has issued a
security alert, advising American citizens to avoid the
Faisal Mosque due to potential terrorist threats. This
advisory follows the circulation of a video on social
media earlier this week, which features an individual
displaying a pamphlet with the flag of Tehrik-i-Taliban
Pakistan (TTP), a group designated as a global terrorist
organization by the United Nations.

The TTP has a history of conducting attacks against
Pakistani security forces and official targets, primarily
in regions near the Afghanistan border. Pakistani
authorities assert that the group operates from
sanctuaries within Afghanistan, a claim the Taliban
government in Kabul denies. [VOA News] [US Embassy
Islamabad]

Pakistan: Polio case reported in Sindh
province; second of 2025

(sn) Pakistan recorded its second wild poliovirus type 1
(WPV1) case in 2025 after the infectious disease was
identified in Sindh province. The news comes days
after Pakistan concluded its national immunization
campaign to eradicate the paralyzing disease. The first
nationwide polio campaign was conducted between
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February 3 and 9, as over 45 million children received
the polio vaccine.

Pakistan’s first case of 2025 occurred in the Dera Ismail
Khan district, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP). Pakistan
reported 74 cases in 2024, with 27 from Balochistan,
22 from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, 23 in the Sindh district,
and a single case in Punjab and Islamabad,
respectively. Pakistan and Afghanistan are the last two
countries yet to eradicate the disease [Arab News]

Sri Lanka: Debate on 2025 Budget begins
in parliament

(Im) The debate on the Second Reading of Sri Lanka's
2025 Appropriation Bill, also known as the 79th Budget
Speech, began in parliament on February 18. The
Budget speech was delivered by President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake, who holds the position of
Minister of Finance, Economic Stabilization, and
National Policies. The vote on the second reading will
take place on February 25, with the debate scheduled
to continue until then. Following the second reading,
the Committee Stage Debate on the Appropriation Bill
will be held over 19 days, from February 27 to March
21. The vote on the third reading of the bill is set for
March 21. [Sri Lanka Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Opposition urges delay in local
government elections amid legal and
logistical concerns

Sri Lanka's opposition parties have urged the Election
Commission not to rush into setting a date for the
Local Government elections, citing multiple logistical
and financial concerns. During a meeting with the
commission, opposition representatives argued that
the then-upcoming budget debate, now ongoing until
March 26, would hinder their ability to campaign
effectively. They also requested time to receive
reimbursement for election deposits under new
legislation expected to pass in Parliament this week.

Opposition MP Dayasiri Jayasekara noted that while
the National People's Power (NPP) receives LKR 50
million (USD 151,000) monthly from its 159 MPs, other
opposition parties lack comparable financial resources
and need these reimbursements to fund their
campaigns. The opposition also highlighted scheduling
conflicts with the GCE Ordinary Level examination in
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April and the Sinhala and Tamil New Year celebrations.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, Speaker Jagath Wickramaratne informed
Parliament that the Local Authorities Special Provisions
Bill, which affects the conduct of local elections, was
found to be inconsistent with the Constitution by two
out of three judges reviewing the legislation. The bill's
legal uncertainty adds another layer of complexity to
the election timeline. Further discussions between the
opposition and the Election Commission are expected
in the coming days. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Attorney General’s decision in
Lasantha Wickrematunge case sparks
controversy

(Im) Sri Lanka's Attorney General (AG) has temporarily
suspended the discharge of three suspects in a case
linked to the 2009 assassination of journalist Lasantha
Wickrematunge. The decision will remain in effect until
the AG reviews fresh evidence submitted by the
Criminal Investigation Department (CID). However, the
AG's Department clarified that its previous advice to
release the suspects pertained to a separate case
involving the abduction of Wickrematunge’s driver and
the disappearance of his field notebook—not the
journalist's murder [see AiR No. 6, February/2025, 2].
[Daily Mirror 1]

The announcement has triggered public backlash,
particularly since the suspects include a former army
intelligence officer and a senior police official. Media
rights organizations, including the Free Media
Movement and the Sri Lanka Working Journalists
Association, have condemned the AG's handling of the
case, urging the government to uphold its commitment
to prosecuting those responsible for journalist killings.
[Daily Mirror 2]

Wickrematunge, editor of The Sunday Leader, was
murdered on January 8, 2009, by masked gunmen on
motorcycles while driving to work. His assassination,
widely believed to be linked to his investigative
reporting on government corruption and military
abuses, remains one of Sri Lanka's most high-profile
unsolved murders. The previous administration of
Gotabaya Rajapaksa faced international criticism over
allegations of deliberate delays in the investigation to
protect high-ranking officials.

Amid public scrutiny, the Legal Officers’ Association of
the AG's Department issued a strong statement
defending the AG's independence, asserting that legal
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decisions were made based on due process and
without political influence. The association also vowed
to resist any attempt to remove the AG from office.
[Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Yoshitha and Namal Rajapaksa
face money laundering and exam fraud
investigations

(Im) The legal troubles of the Rajapaksa family have
deepened, with authorities filing charges against
Yoshitha Rajapaksa and launching separate probes
into his brother, MP Namal Rajapaksa, over alleged
financial misconduct and exam fraud.

Yoshitha Rajapaksa, the second son of former
President Mahinda Rajapaksa, and his grandmother,
Daisy Forrest, have been named as suspects in a
money laundering case involving over LKR 59 million
(USD 178,000). Investigations, which began in 2016,
revealed suspicious transactions linked to a joint bank
account, prompting the Attorney General to file
criminal charges against both. Prosecutors also accuse
the pair of failing to disclose the source of funds used
to acquire properties worth over LKR 80 million (USD
241,000) between 2012 and 2015. A foreign travel ban
has been imposed on Forrest, and both are set to
stand trial before the Colombo High Court. [Daily
Mirror 1] [Daily Mirror 2]

Meanwhile, Namal Rajapaksa, a Sri Lanka Podujana
Peramuna (SLPP) MP and the eldest son of the former
president, is under investigation for alleged
misconduct during his Sri Lanka Law College exams.
The Criminal Investigation Department (CID) launched
the probe following a complaint from the Citizen's
Movement Against Fraud, Corruption, and Waste,
which cited irregularities in Rajapaksa’s examination
process. The Acting Inspector General of Police has
instructed the CID to conduct a thorough inquiry.
[Daily Mirror 3]

Additionally, Namal Rajapaksa remains entangled in an
ongoing money laundering case linked to NR
Consultation Pvt Ltd, where he and four others are
accused of laundering LKR 15 million (USD 45,000). The
Colombo Chief Magistrate's Court has urged the
Attorney General to expedite legal advice regarding
future action against the suspects. Investigators allege
that Rajapaksa laundered another LKR 30 million (USD
90,000) through Gowers Corporation Pvt Ltd in 2012.
The case will be taken up again on August 7. [Daily
Mirror 4]
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Sri Lanka: Government and SLPP
scrutinize USAID funding

(Im) The Sri Lankan government and the Sri Lanka
Podujana Peramuna (SLPP), the ruling party from 2019
to 2022 run by the controversial Rajapaksa family, have
raised concerns over USAID funding to NGOs operating
in the country, prompting calls for greater
transparency and accountability.

The scrutiny follows the U.S. administration’s recent
decision to pause foreign aid disbursements for 90
days as part of a broader review of global assistance
programs. In Sri Lanka, USAID-backed projects worth
LKR 21 billion (USD 63 million) have been suspended.
More significantly, the issue has gained traction amid
protests from groups such as the "Coalition Against
Partition of Sri Lanka," which has accused USAID of
funding controversial initiatives—including LGBTQ
rights advocacy and efforts linked to former President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa'’s resignation.

Against this backdrop, SLPP representatives, including
Namal Rajapaksa, son of former President Mahinda
Rajapaksa, met with U.S. Ambassador Julie Chung to
discuss a proposed Parliamentary Select Committee
(PSC) to investigate the allocation of USAID funds,
ensuring they are used effectively and in line with U.S.
taxpayer interests. [Daily Mirror 1]

Separately, Public Security Minister Ananda Wijepala
has requested a report from the National NGO
Secretariat on the use of USAID funding, particularly
regarding organizations not registered under the
Secretariat. [Daily Mirror 2]

Speaker Jagath Wickramaratne has assured Parliament
that he will take necessary action following requests
from MPs, including Namal Rajapaksa, to investigate
USAID funding through a PSC. The matter remains
under review, with further discussions expected in
Parliament. [Daily Mirror 3]

Sri Lanka: Term of acting president of
Court of Appeal extended

The term of Acting President of the Court of Appeal,
Justice Mohammed Thahir Laffar, has been extended.
He took his oath before President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake at the Presidential Secretariat on
February 17. [Daily Mirror]
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Sri Lanka: Government assures Attorney
General’s Department will not be
abolished

(Im) The Sri Lankan government has confirmed that the
Attorney General's (AG) position and the AG's
Department will not be abolished following the
establishment of an Independent Prosecutor’s Office.
Cabinet Spokesman Minister Nalinda Jayatissa stated
that the proposed body would operate with greater
capacity than the AG's office and ensure a more
efficient delivery of justice.

Jayatissa emphasized that the new institution aims to
function independently and without the allegations
that have recently plagued the AG's Department. His
remarks come amid growing scrutiny of the AG's role
in high-profile cases, including the controversy
surrounding the 2009 assassination of journalist
Lasantha Wickrematunge. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Office for Reparations denies
compensating MPs for 2022 unrest
damages

(Im) The Office for Reparations, established under the
2018 Reparations Act, has denied providing
compensation to Members of Parliament (MPs) for
houses destroyed during the 2022 unrest, despite
claims by several former lawmakers. The agency
clarified that its compensation program exclusively
benefits civilians who suffered property damage due to
civil disturbances.

The 2022 unrest, known as the Aragalaya protests, was
a mass movement triggered by Sri Lanka's worst
economic crisis in decades. Protests erupted due to
severe shortages of fuel, food, and medicine, leading
to the resignation of then-President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa and widespread political turmoil. Since the
2022 political violence, the Office for Reparations has
disbursed LKR 1.13 billion (USD 3.8 million) to affected
citizens, covering 301 cases of immovable property
and 76 cases of movable property. In 2024 alone, over
LKR 300 million (USD 1 million) was allocated for
ongoing reparations.

The controversy arose after Minister Nalinda Jayatissa
alleged in Parliament that 43 former MPs had received
LKR 1.2 billion (USD 4 million) in compensation for their
homes lost in the Aragalaya protests. However, reports
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indicate that any payments to MPs may have come
from the Ministry of Urban Development and Housing,
though the government has yet to confirm the exact
source. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Navin Dissanayake appointed
Vice Chairman of the United National
Party

(Im) Former Minister of Sports, Tourism, and Plantation
Industries, as well as former Governor of
Sabaragamuwa Province, Navin Dissanayake has been
appointed as the Vice Chairman of the United National
Party (UNP). [Daily Mirror]

The UNP is one of Sri Lanka's oldest political parties,
founded in 1946. Historically a center-right party, the
UNP has played a dominant role in the country’s
politics, producing several prime ministers and
presidents, including current party leader Ranil
Wickremesinghe, the predecessor of incumbent
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake. However, its
political influence has waned in recent years,
particularly after its significant losses in the 2020
parliamentary elections. Currently, the party controls
one seat in the 225-member legislator.

Sri Lanka: Tissa Attanayake withdraws
from SJB-UNP committee

(Im) Samagi Jana Balawegaya (S)B) National Organizer
Tissa Attanayake has withdrawn from the committee
appointed by party leader Sajith Premadasa to engage
in discussions with the United National Party (UNP).
Attanayake did not provide further details on his
decision. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: MP Archchuna accused of
assault in Jaffna amid ongoing
controversies

(Im) Jaffna District MP Ramanathan Archchuna is facing
fresh allegations after two individuals were reportedly
injured in an alleged assault at a hotel in Jaffna.
According to police reports, the victims claimed they
were attacked by the MP following an argument while
they were dining. Both individuals have been
hospitalized, and authorities are investigating the
incident. [Daily Mirror]
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The latest allegations add to Archchuna’s growing list
of controversies. Earlier this year, he admitted in a
YouTube interview that he had appointed a relative as
a research officer in Parliament but kept the salary for
personal use, leading to public outrage in Jaffna and
Kilinochchi. His actions sparked a wider debate on the
misuse of public funds, given that his combined salary
and allowances amount to LKR 275,000 (USD 930) per
month.

Archchuna has also been at the center of multiple legal
and political disputes. In February, he caused an
uproar in Parliament after raising a privilege issue over
his recent arrest in Anuradhapura for allegedly
obstructing police duties. He previously stirred
controversy in November 2024 when he occupied the
Opposition Leader’s chair during the inaugural session
of Parliament, later apologizing for the incident.
Additionally, he was accused in 2021 of assaulting a
motorist following a road accident, leading to a
warrant for his arrest in late 2024. In December 2024,
he faced criticism for demanding preferential
treatment at Jaffna Teaching Hospital, prompting a
court order restricting his access unless for medical
treatment. [AIR No. 6, February/2025, 2]

Sri Lanka: Government approves
recruitment for 7,456 vacant public sector
posts

(Im) The Sri Lankan government has approved filling
7,456 vacant public sector positions following
recommendations from the Committee for Public
Service and Staff Management. The recruitment
process is based on essential needs identified in a
meeting held on December 30, 2024.

The largest allocation of 3,000 posts has been
approved for the Ministry of Public Administration,
Provincial Councils, and Local Government, while 3,519
positions will be filled in the Ministry of Health and
Mass Media. The Ministry of Education, Higher
Education, and Vocational Education has been
allocated 400 posts, and the Ministry of Science and
Technology will have 179 vacancies filled. The Ministry
of Finance, Plan Implementation, and Economic
Development will see 132 recruitments, while the
Ministry of Transport, Highways, Ports, and Civil
Aviation will have 161 vacancies addressed.

Smaller allocations include nine positions for the
Ministry of Defense, 17 for the Sri Lanka Human Rights
Commission, and a limited number for the Western
and Eastern Provincial Councils. [Daily Mirror]


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-jrh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-jrk/

Sri Lanka: EPF to upgrade management
system with World Bank-backed project

(Im) The Employees Provident Fund (EPF), Sri Lanka’s
largest pension fund, is set to modernize its operations
following Cabinet approval for a system upgrade. The
initiative, part of the Financial Sector Modernization
Project funded by the World Bank Group, aims to
streamline data management and transactions.

The project was launched in 2021, with Price
Waterhouse Coopers Private Limited (India) consulted
for planning and specifications. The EPF currently
manages 21.5 million member accounts and 77,000
active employers, with assets reaching LKR 4.2 trillion
(USD 13 billion) as of October 2024. Given an annual
asset growth rate of over 9 percent, officials emphasize
the need for a more efficient and scalable IT system to
handle expanding operations. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: To implement e-Passport
system within eight months

(sl) Sri Lanka's Ministry of Public Security and
Parliamentary Affairs has announced that it is
preparing to implement an e-passport system within
the next eight months. Deputy Minister of Public
Security, Attorney-at-Law Sunil Watagala, confirmed
that there are no longer any legal obstacles following
the lifting of an injunction and that agreements have
already been signed with the relevant companies.

Currently, passports are being issued as usual, but
preparations are underway to import one million new
passports. Additionally, plans are in place to hire 186
immigration and emigration officers to support round-
the-clock passport issuance. To facilitate this, a request
has been submitted to conduct an entrance exam, and
the temporary hiring of 14 assistant controllers has
been proposed. [Ada Derana]

The tender, awarded in July 2024 by the previous
administration to Thales and its local partner Just in
Time Technologies (JITT), included the supply of
750,000 machine-readable passports (MRPs) and five
million biometric e-passports compliant with
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO)
standards. However, a petition by losing bidder Epic
Lanka led the Court of Appeal to suspend the contract
in September 2024.
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The dispute stalled the issuance of e-passports and
prompted an emergency procurement of 750,000
MRPs, approved by the court in October, to address
immediate needs. Despite this measure, the passport
shortage persists, with over 100,000 applications
submitted in December 2024 alone. [see AR No. 3,
January/2025, 3].

Sri Lanka: LGBTIQ rights groups urge
government to decriminalize same-sex
relationships between women

(Im) LGBTIQ rights activists are calling on Sri Lanka's
new government to decriminalize same-sex
relationships between consenting adult women,
highlighting that such reforms were part of the
National People’s Power (NPP) alliance’s stated policies
to improve the welfare of the LGBTIQ community.

In 2022, the United Nations Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
urged Sri Lanka to amend its laws, stating that
criminalizing same-sex relationships between women
violated the CEDAW treaty. The advocacy group Equal
Ground emphasized that a legal case filed by its
executive director, Rosanna Flamer-Caldera, set a
major precedent by confirming such criminalization as
a violation of the UN convention. However, despite this
recognition, no legal amendments have been made,
and Flamer-Caldera has yet to receive compensation.

Additionally, activists criticized the government’s claim
that transgender individuals could obtain legal gender
recognition within days. In reality, the process—
regulated by a Ministry of Health circular—requires a
psychiatrist's approval, which varies in duration and
can take months. This delay prevents transgender
individuals from updating key legal documents such as
national identity cards.

Activists are urging the government to follow through
on its commitments and fully implement CEDAW's
recommendations, arguing that meaningful legal
reforms are essential for good governance and equal
rights. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Farmer conference disrupted

(Im) A farmers’ conference organized by the National
Agrarian Congress was disrupted by a group of
individuals, creating a tense situation. The event, set to
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be addressed by convenor Wimal Wattuhewa, was
allegedly linked to the Peratugami Party, a leftist
political party that emerged as a breakaway faction of
President Anura Kumara Dissanayake’s Janatha
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) in 2012.

Wattuhewa accused the JVP of resorting to intimidation
and violence, arguing that the party failed to grasp the
challenges faced by farmers, particularly concerning
the dominance of multinational corporations and
large-scale rice mill owners in the agricultural sector.

The disruption occurred when a group of about 60
individuals stormed the venue, questioning the
purpose of the gathering and accusing the organizers
of attempting to undermine the government, which
had only been in power for three months. They
claimed that farmer-related issues were already being
addressed and demanded the conference’s
suspension, alleging that the organizers were
influenced by external political interests. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Acting IGP orders probe into
man'’s death after police bail

(Im) The Acting Inspector General of Police (IGP) has
ordered an investigation into the death of a man from
Wadduwa, who reportedly died after being released on
police bail. The victim allegedly vomited blood
following his release, prompting around 40 people to
gather outside the Wadduwa Police Station, accusing
officers of beating him to death. The protest led to
additional police forces being deployed from nearby
stations to control the situation. [Daily Mirror 1]

In response, four police constables from the Wadduwa
Police Station have so far been arrested for allegedly
assaulting the suspect. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Government approves refinery
expansion as Sinopec boosts bunkering
sector

(Im) The Sri Lankan government has approved the
expansion of the Sapugaskanda oil refinery, increasing
its capacity to 100,000 barrels per day under a Build-
Operate-Transfer (BOT) model. Previous attempts to
modernize the refinery or establish a new facility in
Trincomalee had stalled. A 2022 feasibility study
confirmed the need for investment, and the Ceylon
Petroleum Corporation (CPC) board has called for
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expressions of interest to identify a strategic partner.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, Sinopec Fuel Oil Lanka (SFOL) has
introduced High Sulfur Fuel Oil (HSFO) to the Sri
Lankan bunkering market, addressing a critical supply
gap. Due to the lack of shore-based storage at Sri
Lankan ports, HSFO availability has been limited,
affecting the shipping industry. SFOL is leveraging its
Hambantota storage terminal as the country’s
exclusive HSFO facility, strengthening Sri Lanka’s
position as a competitive regional bunkering hub.
[Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Norochcholai unit restored, but
concerns over power stability persist

(Im) The Sri Lankan government has announced an end
to daily power cuts following the successful
reconnection of a generator at the Norochcholai Power
Plant, adding 300MW to the national grid. The plant,
which consists of three generators, had been partially
inactive, contributing to ongoing electricity shortages.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Despite this development, opposition leader Sajith
Premadasa has raised concerns in Parliament about
the risk of further power disruptions. He warned that
another breakdown could occur at any moment,
particularly over the weekend when electricity demand
was expected to peak. In response, Leader of the
House Bimal Ratnayake stated that either the Ceylon
Electricity Board or the Minister of Power and Energy
would soon provide an official statement on the
situation. [Daily Mirror 2]

The recent instability in Sri Lanka's power supply
follows a nationwide blackout on February 9, which
was triggered when a monkey came into contact with a
transformer at a grid station near Colombo. The
outage lasted six hours and disrupted the entire
country’s electricity supply, including operations at the
Norochcholai Power Plant, which had to switch to safe
mode. In the days following the incident, Sri Lanka
implemented rolling power cuts to manage demand,
further straining the national grid.

Sri Lanka: Central Bank forecasts inflation
to surpass target in Q2 2026
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(sl) According to the Central Bank of Sri Lanka's
Monetary Policy Report, released on February 14,
headline inflation is expected to exceed the target by
approximately 2 percentage points in the second
quarter of 2026, though forecasts suggest this
deviation will be short-lived. The comments were made
after the Central Bank of Sri Lanka took advantage of a
sharp decline in inflation to cut interest rates by a total
of 125 basis points last year.

In January 2025, Sri Lanka experienced deflation, with
inflation at -4 percent, largely due to a 20 percent
reduction in electricity tariffs, which contributed to a
decline from a peak of 70 percent in September 2022.
However, inflation is expected to rise and approach
the central bank's 5 percent target in the third quarter
of 2025, with further increases projected thereafter.
Economic growth in 2024 is expected to be around 5
percent, supported by a strong recovery in industrial
activity, following a contraction of 2.3 percent in 2023.

The central bank's report also forecasts a marginal
current account deficit for 2025, primarily due to an
expected widening of the trade deficit as vehicle
imports resume. [Reuters]

Sri Lanka: Government raises 2025 export
target to USD 19 billion

(Im) President Anura Kumara Dissanayake, in his
budget speech, announced that the government has
revised its 2025 export revenue target to USD 19
billion, exceeding the Export Development Board's
(EDB) previous projection of USD 18.2 billion.

Under the new strategy, merchandise exports are
expected to grow from USD 12.7 billion in 2024 to USD
14 billion in 2025, while service exports are forecasted
to increase from USD 3.5 billion to USD 4.2 billion.

The revised figures are part of the government's
broader plan to achieve USD 36 billion in exports
within five years, with USD 25 billion from merchandise
exports and USD 11 billion from services. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Government establishes
committee to address SMEs’ challenges
and facilitate access to bank loans

(db/Im) To help small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) overcome difficulties in implementing the
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Parata law and foster their sustainable growth, the Sri
Lankan government revealed plans on February 13,
2025, to establish a 14-member National Advisory
Committee for the Development of SMEs. This
committee will operate under the Ministries of
Financial Planning and Economic Development as well
as of Industry and Entrepreneurship Development. It is
supposed to design SME development policies and
process input from various private and public
stakeholders.

Seven members will represent key government bodies,
including the Ministries of Finance, Industry, Trade,
and the Central Bank of Sri Lanka. They are supposed
to provide expertise in areas like tax policy, trade,
finance, and banking supervision. Additionally, seven
experts specialized in the aforementioned sectors shall
be appointed by the Ministry of Industry and
Entrepreneurship Development.

The committee aims to address business challenges
practically and involve the public in policy formulation.
Furthermore, the Institute of Chartered Accountants of
Sri Lanka, along with other accounting bodies, will
develop a rating mechanism to enhance SMEs'
financial accessibility. The committee is also supposed
to collaborate with the National Credit Guarantee
Institute Limited by granting loan guarantees for SMEs
seeking bank loans. [Daily News]

Parallel to this, the Sri Lankan government has
included measures in its 2025 budget to further
support the MSME sector. President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake announced plans to establish a state-
owned development bank focused on addressing
financing challenges for SMEs. The MSME sector has
long struggled with limited access to financing,
prompting the government to collaborate with the
Central Bank of Sri Lanka (CB) on this initiative.
However, the CB has expressed reservations about
creating dedicated financial institutions exclusively for
SME funding. [Daily Mirror 1]

In addition to financial support, the government is
taking steps to provide SMEs with access to land
resources. The government is leasing underutilized
state-owned land to SMEs for productive economic
activities. Initial studies to assess land availability have
been allocated LKR 250 million (USD 765,000), with an
estimated 90,000 acres of unused land identified in Sri
Lanka’s Central Province alone.

Additionally, the government is leasing underutilized
state-owned land to SMEs for productive economic
activities. LKR 250 million (USD 765,000) has been
allocated for initial studies to assess land availability,
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with an estimated 90,000 acres of unused land
identified in the Central Province alone. [Daily Mirror 2]

Sri Lanka: Port unions warn of possible
foreign control over Colombo Port’s
Eastern Terminal

(Im) A major shipping company is allegedly attempting
to take control of Colombo Port’s Eastern Container
Terminal, according to the Joint Alliance of Port Trade
Unions. Union representative Shyamal Sumanaratne
claimed that altering the terminal’s route plan and
canceling equipment procurement tenders could be
steps toward transferring control to another entity.

He accused the Sri Lanka Ports Authority of misleading
top officials, including President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake, about the terminal’s progress. He warned
that delays in construction, now expected to extend by
at least 16 months, could destabilize the port system.

Port workers' unions pledged to resist any moves that
could compromise the terminal's security. They
criticized the current administration’s mismanagement
and warned of potential worker protests if the
government fails to address their concerns.

The Eastern Container Terminal (ECT) is a key deep-
water terminal at Colombo Port, one of South Asia’s
busiest maritime hubs. Located near major global
shipping routes, it plays a crucial role in Sri Lanka’s
transshipment trade. The terminal has been at the
center of political and economic debates, with previous
governments considering foreign investments,
particularly from India and Japan, before deciding on
full Sri Lankan ownership in 2021. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Cabinet approves rural roads
enhancement in Northern and Eastern
Provinces

(Im) The Sri Lankan Cabinet has approved a
programme to enhance and upgrade rural roads in the
Northern and Eastern Provinces. The initiative will
prioritize the development of 1,500 kilometers of roads
in the Northern Province and 500 kilometers in the
Eastern Province, covering all Divisional Secretariat
divisions.

Road selection for the upgrades will involve input from
the public, community-based organizations, and local
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government institutions, with final approval required
from the respective Divisional and District
Coordination Committees. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Budget allocates USD 68 billion
for SriLankan Airlines debt repayment

(Im) The 2025 budget has allocated LKR 20 billion (USD
68 million) to SriLankan Airlines for loan repayments.
LKR 10 billion (USD 34 million) will go toward capital
repayment, while the remaining LKR 10 billion (USD 34
million) will cover interest payments. President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake emphasized that once these debt
servicing costs are settled, the airline will be fully
responsible for ensuring its profitability. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Army personnel below rank of
Major required to hand over passports

The Sri Lanka Army has instructed all personnel below
the rank of Major to submit their passports to their
respective regiments for administrative purposes. The
measure is intended to address delays in obtaining
passports for overseas training and official matters,
particularly since many personnel are frequently away
from home. Soldiers can retrieve their passports at any
time for personal use. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Police to establish Central
Crime Investigation Bureau

(Im) The Sri Lanka Police will establish a new agency,
the Central Crime Investigation Bureau (CCIB), to
strengthen the country’s criminal investigation
framework. Senior Superintendent of Police Shani
Abeysekara has been appointed as the Director, while
Deputy Inspector General of Police, Attorney-at-Law
Nihal Thalduwa, will serve as the Deputy Inspector
General of the bureau.

The CCIB will oversee a range of investigations,
including those related to illegal assets, homicides,
organized crime, financial and commercial fraud,
cybercrime, human trafficking, smuggling, maritime
offenses, and criminal intelligence analysis.

The new bureau will work alongside the Criminal
Investigation Department (CID), with cases being
assigned to either agency based on their nature. The
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Acting Inspector General of Police will have the final
authority in determining which agency will handle
specific cases. [Daily_ Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Wickramasinghe assumes
duties as new Chief of Staff of the Army

(Im) Major General Chandana Wickramasinghe of the
Gajaba Regiment has officially taken charge as the 66th
Chief of Staff of the Sri Lanka Army at the Army
Headquarters. Born on June 6, 1970, he pursued his
education at Vijaya College, Matale, and later at
Dharmaraja College, Kandy, where he developed his
leadership skills.

Enlisting in the Sri Lanka Army on January 20, 1989,
under Course No. 31 at the Indian Military Academy
(IMA), he was commissioned on October 5, 1990, and
assigned to the Gajaba Regiment. Over a career
spanning 35 years, Major General Wickramasinghe has
held various command, staff, and instructor positions.
Before assuming his new role, he served as the Deputy
Chief of Staff of the Sri Lanka Army. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: 17 police officers dismissed for
drug use

(Im) Sri Lanka Police have dismissed 17 officers over
the past four months for consuming illegal drugs,
including heroin and synthetic substances such as ICE.
The Intelligence Units and Special Investigations Unit
identified the officers suspected of drug use, who were
then subjected to medical testing. The results were
sent to the National Dangerous Drugs Control Board,
leading to their termination.

Investigations are ongoing into several other officers
facing similar allegations, with further action to be
taken based on their medical test results. The Acting
Inspector General of Police has also ordered strict
measures against senior officers found to be involved
in such cases. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka: Naval personnel arrested over
missing T-56 rifle from 2021

(Im) A Sri Lanka Navy officer has been arrested in
llukhena, Kuliyapitiya, for possessing a T-56 rifle that
went missing from a Navy armory in 2021. The suspect
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was stationed at Colombo Port's Rangalla Camp and
was in charge of the armory when the firearm
disappeared. [Daily Mirror]

Constitutional Law and

-Politics, Human Rights

and National Security in
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Brunei: Bid for offshore oil and gas blocks
opened

(dql) For the first time in over a decade, Brunei
Darussalam is launching a competitive bidding round
for two offshore oil and gas blocks in 2025, aiming to
attract investors and revitalize exploration in its
mature hydrocarbon sector.

The two blocks are strategically located near existing
infrastructure and producing fields. The Brunei LNG
facility, with a production capacity of 7.2 million tons
per annum, provides a potential market for discovered
gas.

Brunei's government is seeking innovative partners to
unlock the remaining hydrocarbon potential,
emphasizing the region’s energy richness and the
opportunity to contribute to Brunei's long-standing oil
and gas industry.

Brunei's licensing rounds are infrequent compared to
Malaysia and Indonesia, which offer acreage annually.
The last offshore bid round occurred over a decade
ago (Blocks N, P, and Q), and before that, deepwater
blocks J and K, along with Block L, were offered in 2001.
[Upstream]
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Brunei: Transport ministry engages
lawmakers on strategic plans and
national development

(ga) The Ministry of Transport and Infocommunications
(MTIC) held its annual engagement session with
Legislative Council (LegCo) members on February 14.
Both parties discussed MTIC's strategic priorities in
safety, service excellence, and development.

The session also included discussions on national
progress, input for the 2026-2030 strategic roadmap,
and an exhibition on public transportation upgrades,
digital government initiatives, and key 2024
achievements. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia: USD 60 million allocated for
clean water infrastructure

(dgl) Prime Minister Hun Manet has allocated USD 60
million over three years to boost the country’s to
expand clean water infrastructure in five provinces.

The government has developed a nationwide water
supply network, covering urban and rural areas, but
increasing demand, especially in rural regions and
newly developed areas, has prompted further
investment. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia: New drone regulations issued

(dqgl) The government has issued new guidelines to
regulate the use unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs),
focusing on security, public order, and social safety.

The guidelines apply to drones with a payload of 2 kg
or more, excluding those used for national defense.
Operators must be at least 18 years old, fly between 6
am and 6 pm (with special permission required outside
these hours), and avoid flying over private property,
crowds, or sensitive sites without consent. Drones
must not carry hazardous materials, and operators are
responsible for their actions. Violations may result in
legal action.

The move follows Hun Sen'’s revelation of an alleged
terrorist plot involving drones to attack his residence.
[Khmer Times]


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

Cambodia: Extensive mine-contaminated
areas remain concern

(dgl) Cambodian mine clearance authorities and
international development partners convened on
February 13 to review the draft National Mine Action
Policy for 2026-2035, aimed at achieving a Cambodia
free from the impacts of mines and explosive
remnants of war (ERW).

Senior Minister Ly Thuch, first vice-president of the
Cambodian Mine Action Authority (CMAA), conceded
that despite significant progress, extensive mine-
contaminated areas remain, necessitating continued
clearance efforts, cooperation, and resource
mobilization.

From 1992 to 2024, 3,297 square kilometers of land
were cleared and repurposed for agriculture,
infrastructure, housing, education, and healthcare,
benefiting over 10 million people. Demining operations
have removed over 1.1 million anti-personnel mines,
26,000 anti-tank mines, and 3.1 million ERWs.

A sharp decline in mine-related casualties was
reported, from 4,320 in 1996 to 49 in 2024, with annual
figures averaging below 100 over the past decade. As
of early 2025, Cambodia still has 348 square kilometers
of mine-contaminated land and 1,229 square
kilometers of ERW-affected areas, with ongoing
surveys potentially revealing additional contamination,
particularly in border regions. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodia: No significant signs of decline
in drug-related crimes

(sal) The National Authority for Combating Drugs
(NACD) has launched the 10th National Anti-Drug Plan,
which began on January 1 and will be implemented
throughout the year.

As part of plan, Prime Minister Hun Manet has directed
local administrative authorities to update lists of
individuals and areas vulnerable to drug abuse.
Business owners in high-risk establishments, such as
entertainment venues and guesthouses, must be
consulted, improve management practices, and sign
agreements to prevent drug-related crimes.

The Prime Minister also emphasized the need for
intensified monitoring and inspections, with strict
actions, including possible business closures, for those
facilitating drug trafficking or use. He called for
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collaboration with local communities, educational
institutions, and the private sector to tackle the
ongoing drug issue.

Regarding prisons, authorities are urged to strengthen
security, prevent drug smuggling, and separate drug
offenders from other inmates for better management
and rehabilitation. [Khmer Times]

Illegal narcotics have been a major issue in Cambodia
since 2017. Between 2017 and 2024, anti-drug
campaigns led to the seizure of 596 tons of chemical
precursors and 42 tons of drugs. During this period,
authorities shut down 48 drug-related businesses and
arrested thousands of suspects as part of an ongoing
effort to combat drug-related activities. In total,
596,399 kilograms of chemical precursors and 42,848
kilograms of drugs were confiscated.

Authorities dismantled 627 drug operations, arrested
195 ringleaders and 1,453 individuals involved in these
activities, and referred them for legal prosecution.
Additionally, 145,790 drug users were placed in
rehabilitation, with 81,675 successfully reintegrated
into society after completing treatment. [The Phnom
Penh Post 1]

In a latest case, two men have been charged in
connection with two drug trafficking operations.
During a raid, officers recovered approximately 15
kilograms of drugs, including 1,052 packets of MDMA
(over 13 kg), two packets of ketamine (254 g), and 10
packets of a white crystalline substance suspected to
be ketamine (886 g). The room'’s occupant was not
present during the raid. [Phnom Penh Post 2]

Indonesia: House of Representatives
passes revised mining law

(gk) On February 18, Indonesia's House of
Representatives (DPR) passed the revised Mineral and
Coal Mining Law. The amended law aims to bolster
domestic mineral processing industries and expand
mining access to a broader range of participants,
including small businesses and religious organizations.

The revised law includes 4 major provisions. Firstly, it
allows businesses owned by social and religious
organizations to manage mining concessions by
granting Mining Business Permit Areas. This new
provision allows small and medium-sized enterprises
(SMEs) and religious groups to take part in the mining
sector, thus democratizing the sector and boosting
economic participation. The second provision aims to
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strengthen and ensure the continuity of raw material
supplies, particularly for SEOs involved in critical
sectors that serve public interest. The third provision
promotes rapid development of down streaming
mining activities, thus enhancing value addition and
stimulate job creation in Indonesia. The final provision
aims to ensure equitable distribution and fairness in
line with Indonesia’s economic democracy, as outlined
in the Constitution. [Jakarta Globe 1]

Energy and Mineral Resources Minister Bahlil
Lahadalia affirmed that the aim of the revised law is to
empower local communities around mining sites,
rather than bringing in non-local businesses. He
explained that this move will help the MSMEs to grow
into larger businesses, promote equity and give local
businesses a larger role in management of mining
areas. [Jakarta Globe 2] [Ministry of Energy and Mineral
Resources of The Republic of Indonesia, in Indonesian]
[Reuters]

However, critics argue differently. Indonesia
Corruption Watch has noted that expanding the scope
of recipients for mining licenses could be politically
motivated, benefitting government loyalists at the
expense of competent organizations. The revisions
could exacerbate corruption, since they bypass the
auction system and instead grants licenses through
prioritization. Researcher from the National Innovation
and Research Agency (BRIN) have warned of the risks
that arise when mining is managed by entities that are
alien to the sector, such as religious organizations.
Safety of the mine workers could be jeopardized,
unsustainable mining practices could harm the
environment and destroy the local ecosystem,
revenues generated could be mismanaged due to
weak oversight and regulation, coupled with
inexperience. [Jakarta Globe 3] [The Jakarta Post]

Indonesia: Gerindra Party supports
Prabowo's 2029 re-election bid

(Ip) The Gerindra Party has officially expressed support
for its chairman, President Prabowo Subianto, to run
for a second term in the 2029 presidential election.
This announcement was made by Ahmad Muzani, the
party's Secretary-General and Chairman of the
People's Consultative Assembly (MPR), during the
party's 17th anniversary celebration held on February
15, in Bogor District, West Java.

The event was attended by key figures including
President Prabowo himself, Vice President Gibran
Rakabuming Raka, former President Joko Widodo,
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cabinet ministers, and leaders from various political
parties. [Antara News] [Voi.id]

At the same event, Prabowo reaffirmed his firm
commitment to combating corruption, which he
reiterated at the World Government Summit 2025
where he highlighted that as part of his anti-corruption
efforts, he implemented budget cuts that reportedly
saved approximately USD 20 billion. He promised that
these savings would be allocated to strategic and
sustainable projects.

Prabowo explained that the budget cuts were made
after findings that many institutions and ministries
lacked clear strategic planning in their fund allocation,
which had led to serious issues with transparency and
accountability in bureaucratic spending, and made
such funds vanish. [Gulf Observer] [Jakarta Globe]
[Antara News]

Indonesia: Human rights village project in
conflict-affected regions to be established

(Ip) On February 12 Minister of Human Rights Natalius
Pigai announced that his office would establish a
Reconciliation and Peace Village (Kampung Redam) to
advocate for human rights principles in areas impacted
by social conflict. He underscored that the construction
of Kampung Redam necessitates further identification
of territories such Ambon, Aceh, Lampung, and Poso,
along with areas in Kalimantan and Papua, significantly
impacted by conflicts.

A Kampung Redam will be governed by local
communities representing social groups affected by
conflicts. It will include an information system to
monitor conditions and integrate human rights
principles.

Ultimately, the rehabilitation program will be an
integrative component of the village project. [Antara
News]

Indonesia: Minister pushes for holistic EV
ecosystem

(gk/aar) During a discussion on building Indonesia’s
electric vehicle (EV) ecosystem, Deputy Coordinating
Minister for Infrastructure and Transportation
Coordination at the Coordinating Ministry for
Infrastructure and Regional Development, Rachmat
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Kaimuddin, emphasized the need for a holistic EV
ecosystem across the nation.

Noting that the automotive industry has great
economic benefits for Indonesia, he warned that the
transition to EV must not solely rely on imported
products, and that the government should prepare a
strategy to cover the demand and supply of EVs.

He highlighted the government's initiatives at tackling
the demand side such as providing exemption from
luxury good sales tax for electric cars that have at least
40 per cent of the components sourced domestically.
To improve the supply side, he highlighted that the
government has provided opportunities for
automotive companies to import EVs without any
import duties, if they commit to producing EVs in
Indonesia. [Antara 1]

In separate but related news, the Industry Ministry
reported a significant growth in EV sales in Indonesia,
in 2024. EV sales increased by sixty percent in 2024,
reflecting rising public interest in renewable energy
vehicles. The Industry Ministry also reported
production volumes of 6.9 million units for two-and
three-wheeled vehicles, with 6.3 million sold
domestically, and 1.2 million units for four-wheeled
vehicles, with 865,000 sold [Antara 2]

Indonesia: Government pushes for
sustainable palm oil to support food,
energy, and environmental goals

(aar/gk) Indonesia’s Deputy Minister of Agriculture,
Sudaryono, has emphasized the importance of
improving sustainable palm oil productivity to achieve
food and energy self-sufficiency and support natural
resource down streaming. Speaking at the
International Conference on Palm Oil and the
Environment (ICOPE) 2025 in Bali, he highlighted
sustainable practices like land intensification, superior
seed, and replanting with intercropping methods to
avoid deforestation.

The palm oil sector, which contributes fifty-eight
percent of the global supply, is integral to Indonesia’s
biodiesel program (B40) and food security initiatives
like the free nutritious meals program. Industry
leaders and conservationists, including WWF
Indonesia, stressed the need for sustainable practices
to meet global market demands and environmental
challenges. [Antara]
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At the same conference, a study was presented that
revealed the impact of climate change on the future of
palm oil production. According to the study, extreme
and prolonged heat waves could threaten the survival
of Elaeidobius kamerunicus, the primary pollinating
beetle for oil palm. This study highlighted that climate
change would not just be an environmental issue for
Indonesia, but could potentially become an economic
issue, affecting 25 million households that are
dependent on the palm oil industry. [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: New capital development not
to be impeded by government’s budget
cuts

(gk) Nusantara Capital Authority (OIKN) head Basuki
Hadimuljono informed that the government's decision
to implement budget cuts and improve its efficiency
will not hamper the public works and ongoing
infrastructure development projects in the new capital,
Nusantara. This statement follows the Presidential
Instruction signed on January 22 by President Prabowo
Subianto, calling for budget efficiency of approximately
USD 18 billion in the 2025 budget, to maintain fiscal
stability and optimize the public services. [Antara]

Basuki also noted, while speaking at a gathering with
envoys and representatives from different countries at
the project site, that the development of Nusantara will
be entering its second stage, from 2025 to 2028, and
that the government has already approved the
necessary budget for infrastructure development. He
went one step ahead and offered free land to foreign
governments that intend to establish their embassies
in the new capital before 2028. [Jakarta Globe]

A similar statement was made by Deputy Minister of
Energy and Mineral Resources (ESDM), Yuliot Tanjung,
previously. He affirmed that the government's budget
savings will not impact on infrastructure projects. He
informed that the budget savings are only for
ministerial and institutional expenditures, and not
infrastructure spending. [Indonesia Business Post]

Indonesia: PT Freeport Indonesia delivers
first domestically processed gold bars

(gk) Majority-state owned, copper and gold mining
company of Indonesia, PT Freeport Indonesia has
delivered its first batch of domestically processed gold
bars to state-owned gold supplier Antam. This marks a
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significant milestone in Indonesia’s push for local gold
refining and processing.

The shipment weighed 125 kilograms and was valued
at approximately USD 12.7 million. The 99.9 per cent
pure gold bars were produced in Freeport Indonesia’s
Metal Refinery Smelter in Gresik, East Java, after which
they were transported to Antam in East Jakarta. The
shipment is part of a five-year sale and purchase
agreement signed between Freeport and Antam in
November 2024. The deal includes delivery of 30 tons
of gold worth USD 12.5 billion approximately.

This first-time delivery makes Freeport Indonesia as
the nation’s first fully integrated mining company,
capable of refining anodes from impure metals into
gold bars, thus taking part in the cycle of upstream
mining operations to down streaming processing.

Indonesia, which earlier had to export gold to be made
into bars, can now avoid this and process it within the
country’s borders. It aligns with the government's
vision to maximize the added value of natural
resources, push for gold industrialization, achieve self-
reliance in the mining sector, and reduce government's
dependence on gold imports. [Jakarta Globe]

In other but related news, PT Freeport Indonesia has
reduced its copper ore mining to 60 percent capacity
due to rising stockpiles. The ban on exports of
unprocessed ores to encourage domestic processing
and value-addition and Freeport's new smelter
undergoing repairs following a fire in October last year
have led to a full stockpile, resulting in a reduction in
copper mining. However, the duration of this reduced
activity has not been announced. [Mining.com]

Indonesia: Ministry readies 35 down
streaming projects

(gk) The Deputy Minister of Energy and Mineral
Resources (ESDM) Yuliot Tanjung informed that 35
down streaming projects have been prepared, with a
total value of USD 124 billion.

The projects have been designed by the recently
appointed task force for the acceleration of down
streaming and national energy security, chaired by the
ESDM Minister Bahlil Lahadlia. These projects, that aim
to process raw material into value-added materials,
will be offered to investors, with the long-term goal of
achieving energy security as mandated by President
Prabowo Subianto.
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The core sectors are minerals, coal, oil and natural gas.
However, Minister Tanjung further informed that
projects in the agriculture sector, focusing on
oleochemicals (derivates of oils and fats of vegetables
and animals), have also been designed. [Antara]

Indonesia: National Centre of Excellence
for the Free Nutritious Meals Program
launched

(gk) The Ministry of National Development
Planning/Bappenas, in association with the National
Nutrition Agency, Bogar Agricultural Institute and
UNICEF Indonesia has launched the National Centre of
Excellence (NCoE) for the Free Nutritious Meals (MBG)
program at the IPB University in Bogor, Java.

The NCoE will serve as a platform to develop and test
MBG's plans through its multi-stakeholder
collaboration, that includes the government, academia,
the food industry and civil society organizations. It will
play a key role in teaching and training, besides
research and innovation, knowledge management and
policy development. It will also aid in monitoring and
evaluation to ensure the program’s effective
implementation. [Ministry of National Development
and Planning/Bappenas]

Indonesia: Food production strengthens
amid global crisis

(aar) Indonesia’s food production continues to improve
in 2025, contrasting with global food shortages. The
Agriculture Ministry projects a significant rise in rice
production, reaching 8.67 million tons in early 2025, a
52.32 percent increase from the previous year.

This growth is driven by expanded harvest areas and
stable rice prices. To ensure national food security, the
ministry asked state-owned logistics company Perum
Bulog to optimize the purchase of harvested rice from
farmers. [Antara]

Indonesia: Jakarta High Court extends
prison sentence of Harvey Moeis to 20
years

(Ip) On February 13, the Jakarta High Court ruled to
extend Harvey Moeis's prison sentence, initially 6.5
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years, to 20 years. He was convicted in a corruption
case related to the tin trade involving PT Timah, dating
back 2021. This decision followed an appeal filed by
public prosecutors from the Attorney General's Office.

Harvey Moeis is the former director of PT Timah, one
of Indonesia's largest state-owned tin mining
companies. He was convicted for his involvement in a
corruption case related to illegal tin mining and trade
through Refined Bangka Tin (RBT). Moeis facilitated
access to PT Timah's management for the illegal
activities, which led to significant state losses. He was
also found guilty of money laundering through the
acquisition of luxury properties and assets. His case
garnered national attention due to its scale, the
substantial losses involved, and his lavish lifestyle.

In its ruling, the court stated that it took into account
significant facts in the Moeis case, which resulted in an
estimated loss of IDR 300 trillion (USD 18.3 billion) for
Indonesia during a period of economic hardship. The
case ignited nationwide concern and outrage,
challenging the Indonesian government's commitment
to fighting corruption. [Antara News] [Jakarta Globe]

Indonesia: Police and immigration
ministry to collaborate in tackling drug
trafficking in prisons

(gk) Indonesia National Police (INP) Chief, General
Listyo Sigit Prabowo, and Minister of Immigration and
Correction, Agus Andrianto, met on February 14, to
discuss the issue of drug trafficking in Indonesian
prisons. Both chiefs agreed to collaborate in
eradicating drug trafficking in prisons. [Antara]

Laos: New regulations on international
telecom connections introduced

(tas) The Ministry of Technology and Communications
in Laos has introduced new regulations to better
manage telecommunications connections with foreign
countries, aiming to strengthen cyber security and
combat fraud. Issued on February 12, Notice No. 258
replaces previous notices that caused confusion
regarding the management of telecom and internet
connections. The updated notice clarifies that
individuals and businesses are prohibited from
establishing international connections without prior
approval from the ministry.
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This move seeks to decrease fraudulent activities, such
as scams and call-center operations. The ministry has
also formed a committee to oversee compliance with
these regulations. In parallel, Laos has taken action to
disrupt criminal operations in neighboring Myanmar’s
Tachileik district by cutting electricity to the area,
following a similar initiative by Thailand. [CNN World]

Laos: New USD 1.9 billion wind power
plant to built

(dgl) The Lao Government and Lao construction
company Chitchareune Construction have signed a
project development agreement to jointly build the
1,200 MW Nong wind power plant in Savannakhet
province, with a USD 1.9 billion investment. The
project's feasibility study is expected to be approved by
the second quarter of 2026.

The wind plant will be developed in two phases: the
first phase will provide 702 MW with a USD 1.12 billion
investment, set for completion by the end of 2027,
while the second phase will add 498 MW with USD 797
million investment, scheduled after 2030. The plant is
expected to export 1.53 billion kWh in the first phase
and an additional 1.11 billion kWh in the second phase
to Vietnam.

Vietnam currently imports 3,464 MW of electricity from
Laos, with plans to increase imports to 5,000 MW by
2030, potentially reaching 8,000-10,000 MW after 2030,
as outlined in the country’s power development plan.
[The Investor]

Malaysia: Rumors about Sarawak Cabinet
reshuffle dismissed

(tl) Sarawak State Premier, Abang Johari Openg, denied
speculations of a cabinet reshuffle, reaffirming that the
current administration will remain unchanged. He
made this statement following the Parti Pesaka
Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) convention on February 16,
clarifying that no cabinet reorganization was planned,
even after State Tourism, Creative Industry, and
Performing Arts Minister Abdul Karim Rahman
Hamzah lost in the PBB elections.

Parti Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB) primarily
represents the Bumiputera (indigenous) population,
particularly in Sarawak. It is a key component of the
Sarawak-based coalition, Gabungan Parti Sarawak
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(GPS), and has historically played a dominant role in
the state legislature.

Abang Johari further explained that amendments to
the PBB constitution were limited to terminology
changes and the establishment of a new Presidential
Council, comprising key party leaders. [Malaymail]

Malaysia: Religious Affairs Minister urges
caution over racially insensitive acts

(t) Malaysia's Religious Affairs Minister, Mohd Na'im
Mokhtar, has warned the public against using racial
intolerance languages and practices following a recent
viral corn vendor incident. He emphasized the
importance of respecting racial and religious
sensitivities to maintain harmony and diversity in the
country.

The statement came after a social media controversy
surrounding a corn vendor who displayed a racially
insensitive notice at the stall, which later sparked the
public debate. [Malaymail]

Malaysia: Communications minister
clarifies issue of establishment of new
Non-Muslim Affairs division

(tl) Fahmi Fadzil, Malaysia's Communications Minister,
clarified that the proposal by Chow Yu Hui, MP for
Raub, to establish a non-Muslim affairs division under
the Religious Affairs Minister is purely Chow's personal
opinion and has not been discussed by the Cabinet or
Chow's Democratic Action Party (DAP). Fahmi
emphasized that the Harmony Committee within the
National Unity Ministry already handles non-Muslim
affairs, rendering the proposal unnecessary.

Chow's proposal faced criticism from some unity
government allies, including the United Malays
National Organisation (UMNO), which opposed the
creation of a new ministerial position for non-Muslims.
[The Star]

Later the same day, Prime Minister Anwar also stated
that the government disagreed with the proposal and
clarified that it was merely the personal opinion of MP
Chow. [Bernamal]
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Malaysia: Warisan Party denies electoral
pact with Sabah BN for upcoming state
election

(ga) Warisan Party, primarily focused on the state of
Sabah, has denied reaching any electoral pact with
Sabah Barisan Nasional (BN) coalition for the
upcoming state election. Warisan's Deputy President
Darell Leiking dismissed claims by a news portal,
stating that no agreement on seat allocations or
cooperation has been made with Sabah BN or any
other political party. He confirmed that no such
proposal had been discussed within Warisan's Political
Bureau or Supreme Council.

The denial follows reports suggesting Warisan and

Sabah BN planned to avoid contesting against each
other in 50 of the 73 state seats. The current Sabah
state government has until October to dissolve the
state assembly for the election. [Bernama] [Utusan
Malaysia]

Malaysia: Prime Minister Anwar pushes
for streamlining agencies

(t) Prime Minister Anwar lbrahim has announced
during a Finance Ministry assembly that a proposal to
streamline overlapping government agencies will soon
be presented to the Cabinet. The initiative, developed
by the Treasury and the Chief Secretary to the
Government, aims to improve efficiency and reduce
financial losses caused by redundant agencies.

Anwar also emphasized that no company could be
established under any government agency without
approval from the highest authority. He explained that
this decision was made in response to the losses
incurred by some companies under various
government agencies. [Bernama 1]

At the meeting, Anwar also launched the Federal
Government Electronic Payment System (iPayment),
developed by the Accountant General's Department.
This system is designed to accelerate Malaysia's
transition to a cashless public sector. The Prime
Minister has called for iPayment to be expanded to all
ministries and government departments by March.
[Bernama 2]

Malaysia: Prime Minister calls for SOSMA
review and amendments
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(ga) Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim has called for a
review and amendment of the Security Offences
(Special Measures) Act 2012 (SOSMA), according to
Communications Minister Fahmi Fadzil. Fahmi stated
that Home Minister Saifuddin Nasution Ismail will
present the proposed changes to Parliament soon. The
government has also agreed to review and improve
SOSMA, with discussions already underway. [Bernama]

The decision follows Anwar's recent parliamentary
statement defending SOSMA's necessity for addressing
terrorism and organized crime, while stressing that it
should not be used to suppress political dissent. Calls
for SOSMA's review have intensified, including from
human rights groups and members of Anwar’s own
coalition, after recent police questioning of executive
director SUARAM, a local human rights group, related
to a hunger strike by family members of SOSMA
detainees (see AiR No. 6, February/2025, 2). [Malay,
Mail]

Malaysia: Communications minister calls
on Petra News to settle outstanding
salaries without delay

(tl) Malaysia's Communications Minister, Fahmi Fadzil,
has urged Petra News to immediately settle the
salaries and statutory contributions for its employees.
His statement comes in response to growing concerns
over delayed wages and unpaid salaries affecting
workers at various news outlet companies.

He stated that the Communications Ministry is closely
monitoring the situation and expects the company to
take prompt action. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Working groups established to
drive country’'s Al Agenda

(ga) The National Artificial Intelligence Office (NAIO) has
formed specialized Working Groups (WGs) to advance
Malaysia's Al agenda and strengthen its position as an
Al-driven economy. According to the Ministry of Digital,
these WGs, starting operations in February, will
comprise experts from technology, academia, industry,
government, and civil society to guide Al developments
ethically and sustainably.

Each WG will have clear objectives, focusing on
enhancing Al capabilities, data control, infrastructure,
regulations, and security. They will also establish
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governance models to ensure responsible Al use. This
initiative aims to foster public trust and accelerate Al
adoption in sectors like healthcare, transportation,
agriculture, and public services. [Bernama]

Malaysia: GISBH CEO, 21 others deny
organized crime charges

(ga) Nasiruddin Ali, CEO of GISB Holdings Sdn Bhd
(GISBH) - company involved in a variety of business
sectors, including hospitality, property development,
and investment - and 21 others pleaded not guilty at
the High Court on February 12 to charges of being part
of an organized criminal group.

The individuals were charged under Section 130V(1) of
the Penal Code, which carries a prison sentence of five
to 20 years upon conviction. The alleged offences
occurred between October 2020 and September 2024
at premises in Rawang, Selangor.

Deputy Public Prosecutor Shafig Hashim opposed bail
under the Security Offences (Special Measures) Act
(SOSMA) 2012. However, defence lawyer Rosli
Kamaruddin stated that bail applications for 21 of the
accused were in progress, with 17 filed and four more
expected to be submitted within a week. The court
scheduled the bail hearing for March 17.

The case follows an earlier charge in October 2024,
when Nasiruddin and 19 top GISBH leaders were
accused of being members of an organized crime
group since 2020. [Bernama]

Malaysia: Government to proceed with
construction of vessels despite contract
termination

(ga) The Malaysian government will continue the
construction of two Offshore Patrol Vessels (OPVs) for
the Malaysian Maritime Enforcement Agency (MMEA)
despite terminating the original contract with THHE
Destini company (TDSB) in 2024. The Home Ministry
has been assigned to review all project matters,
including appointing a new contractor.

The initial contract, signed in 2017 for three OPVs at
MYR 740 million (USD 166.9 million), was terminated
on December 31, 2024, due to delays, with TDSB fined
over MYR 12 million (USD 2.7). Only one vessel, KM Tun
Fatimah, has been delivered, while the government
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has already spent MYR 600 million (USD 135 million)
on the project. KM Tun Fatimah, operational since last
year, is equipped with a helicopter landing pad and
detention facilities. [Bernama]

Myanmar: Resistance force
representatives meet with junta
counterparts for ceasefire talks

(hw) According to the Ta'ang National Liberation Army
(TNLA), an ethnic armed group, its representatives are
currently in Kunming for talks with junta officials.
Mediated by China, the meeting follows the
delegation’s arrival in Yunnan'’s capital on February 15.

The delegation is led by Lieutenant-General Tarr Jode
Jarr, Vice Chairman of the TNLA's political wing, the
Palaung State Liberation Front (PSLF), and consists of
nine members. Reports indicate that the junta’s
delegation will be headed by Lieutenant-General Ko Ko
Oo, Chief of the No. 1 Bureau of Special Operations
(BSO). Ko Ko Oo previously led the negotiations with
the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army
(MNDAA) in January, which resulted in a ceasefire. The
discussions are expected to begin on February 16.
[DVB, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Junta imposes further
restriction on military service-eligible
individuals travelling to China

(hw) Starting February 12, the Myanmar junta imposed
further restrictions on young people eligible for
military service who wish to travel to China through the
border checkpoint in Muse, northern Shan State.
Currently, individuals wishing to enter China must
present their National Registration Card (NRC), the
digital version of the NRC—locally known as the Smart
Card—and the Temporary Border Pass (TBP), also
referred to as the Green Card.

Young people eligible for military service—men
between the ages of 18 and 35, and women between
the ages of 18 and 27—are now required to submit
reference letters from their ward or village
administrators, confirming they have not been
summoned for military service, in order to obtain a
TBP.

Chinese authorities have also imposed additional
restrictions, requiring recommendation letters from
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employers. This move follows the junta’s earlier
decision to prevent military-service-eligible individuals
from leaving the country to take up employment
abroad. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Brokers are also sending their clients—who came to
Muse seeking employment in China—back to their
hometowns, signaling that crossing the border has
become significantly more difficult. [Radio Free Asia 2,
in Burmese]

Myanmar: CBCM demands justice for
murdered Catholic priest in Sagaing

(anl) The Catholic Bishops' Conference of Myanmar
(CBCM) demanded justice for Fr. Donald Martin Ye
Ning Win, a 44-year-old Catholic priest who was
murdered in Sagaing Region. Fr. Donald Martin, a
priest from the Mandalay Archdiocese, was killed by a
group of armed men while serving in his parish in
Kangyitaw Village, Shwebo Township—an area under
resistance control.

CBCM Chairman Cardinal Charles urged authorities to
take appropriate action and ensure justice to prevent
similar incidents in the future. In response, a member
of the Shwebo Township People's Administration
reported that the perpetrators, including 10 members
of the Ta-Ohn village defense team, were arrested the
same day. He added that the regional military
command under the National Unity Government (NUG)
Defense Ministry would handle the case and ensure
they receive “fitting punishment.” [Irrawaddy]
[Mizzima]

Myanmar: Human Rights Myanmar urges
UN to address persecution of persons
with disabilities

(anl) Human Rights Myanmar (HRM) has urged the UN
Special Rapporteur on Myanmar to address the killing,
torture, and persecution of persons with disabilities
(PWDs) in the country. It highlighted the escalating
human rights violations against PWDs since the coup
and the military junta’s systematic disregard for
domestic law and Myanmar’s obligations under the
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD).

HRM reported widespread violations against PWDs,
focusing on the most egregious abuses of their right to
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life in its submission to the UN Special Rapporteur. By
documenting executions, extrajudicial killings, and
mistreatment in detention, the report exposes how
the military perceives and treats PWDs. These
violations reflect broader patterns of violence and
discrimination against this group.

The organization stated that the “deliberate targeting
and disproportionate harm inflicted on PWDs"
constitute clear violations of international human
rights and humanitarian law, amounting to crimes
against humanity and war crimes. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Resistance groups capture
junta military base in Sagaing Region

(dqgl) Anti-regime resistance groups have seized the
Myanmar military’'s Kann Parr Ni base, located at the
entrance to territory controlled by pro-regime militias
in southern Kale Township, Sagaing Region. The Chin
Defense Force (Kalay-Kabaw-Gangaw), which
coordinated the attack, reported the capture.

The base, positioned along the Kale-Gangaw Road on
the southern bank of the Manipur River, serves as a
strategic link between southern Kale Township and
northern Gangaw Township in Magwe Region.

It was manned by regime forces and pro-junta Pyu Saw
Htee militia groups, led by former Lieutenant Colonel
“Bullet” Hla Swe, a former lawmaker of the military-
backed Union Solidarity and Development Party. [The
Irrawaddy 1]

Meanwhile, junta air and artillery strikes killed at least
17 civilians, including children and internally displaced
people (IDPs), in Monywa, Chaung-U, and Salingyi
townships in Sagaing Region on February 12 and 13.
Over 30 others were wounded.

Anti-regime groups reported that on February 13
afternoon, the junta used two paragliders to drop
bombs on villages along the Chindwin River near the
Monywa-Chaung-U border, resulting in the deaths of a
child and several women.

The total death toll from the strikes over the two days
has reached 17, according to a representative from the
People’s Defense Force (PDF) in Monywa. [The
Irrawaddy 2]
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Myanmar: Border Guard Force forms
special task force to handle scam industry

(hw) Myanmar's Border Guard Force (BGF) recently
announced the formation of a special task force to
effectively address scam operations along the
Thailand-Myanmar border. The task force aims to crack
down on the scam industry and facilitate the
deportation of both victims and operators.

Led by Colonel Saw Chit Thu, the BGF's chief, the task
force will conduct raids on scam compounds, rescue
individuals forced to work there, and transfer them to
Thai authorities. On February 6, the BGF stated that
over the past two years, it had rescued more than
2,000 victims and repatriated them to their home
countries.

The decision to establish the task force came shortly
after Thailand's Department of Special Investigation
issued arrest warrants for Saw Chit Thu and two of his
colleagues, for human trafficking and involvement in
the scam industry. [BBC News, in Burmese]

Thailand's Minister of Defense, Phumtham
Wechayachai announced on February 12 that Thai
authorities would arrest Saw Chit Thu if he crosses the
border into Thailand. [Radio Free Asia 1, in Burmese]
[The Nation Thailand]

A few days later, the BGF raided scam compounds in
Shwe Kukko and called on Thailand to assist in
repatriating the victims. [Radio Free Asia 2, in
Burmese] [Radio Free Asia 3, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Militia to deport 10,000 from
scam compounds to Thailand in major
crackdown

(nf) On February 17, Myanmar's Karen Border Guard
Force declared a heightened crackdown on cyber
scamming operations within their territory, preparing
to deport some 10,000 scammers to be returned to
Thailand.

The deportations, which will be carried out in batches
of 500 people per day, are targeted at putting a stop to
human trafficking and internet-based fraud operations
that have proliferated in the country's border areas.

Scam dens like those at Shwe Kokko have been
infamous for luring foreign workers with fake job
promises and forcing them into cybercrime. The Thai
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government is working in collaboration with the BGF to
accept thousands of such workers, many of whom are
forced labor victims. It is a significant advance for
Myanmar and Thailand to disrupt cross-border
cybercrime and human trafficking rings. [Irrawaddy]

Myanmar: NUG urges newly conscripted
soldiers to defect

(nf) The National Unity Government of Myanmar (NUG)
released a message February 11 urging young men
conscripted under the junta's military service law to
desert and join the opposition. The NUG encouraged
the conscripts to flee while being trained or when
being given weapons, promising protection guarantees
and bounties for surrendering weapons.

The message called on conscripts to report to
revolutionary groups like the People's Defence Forces
(PDFs), Local Defence Forces (LDFs), and ethnic
resistance groups. It also emphasized support groups
like People's Embrace that help junta soldiers who
defect to adapt to life in the resistance.

Since it began enforcing the People's Military Service
Law in February 2024, the junta has been conscripting
thousands of young men, many of whom have been
sent to frontline battlefields where heavy casualties
have been suffered. Some deserted or surrendered to
the insurgent groups, further eroding the military's
grip. [Mizzima]

Myanmar: Rohingya inmate released from
Insein Prison in Yangon transferred to
Sittwe

(hw) According to Political Prisoners Network -
Myanmar (PPNM) 936 Rohingya prisoners who had
served their prison terms from Insein Central Prison in
Yangon were released on February 16. The release
came shortly after Argentina’ issue of arrest warrant to
Myanmar's junta leader Senior-General Min Aung
Hlaing and 24 other individuals for their involvement in
the Rohingya Genocide of 2017.

The prisoners released include 67 children, 267
women, and 602 men and most were arrested after
the coup, according to PPNM’s executive committee
member Thike Tun Oo. After being released from
Insein Prison, they were transported to Sittwe, the
capital of Rakhine State. Rohingya activists raised
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concerns that the released prisoners might be
conscripted into the war effort. [Radio Free Asia, in
Burmese]

Myanmar: Chinese businesses leave Three
Pagodas

Due to fuel and electricity cuts imposed by Thailand,
scam businesses in the Three Pagodas area have left
the region. In addition, dozens of Chinese businesses
have also ceased operations. The ethnic armed group
Democratic Karen Benevolent Army (DKBA), which
controls the area, has warned Chinese business
owners to leave by February 28.

Before the energy cuts, Chinese nationals operated
various businesses, including scam operations,
restaurants, and barber shops. Currently, about 200
businesses have closed.

Thailand imposed the energy cuts on the area starting
February 5, and the DKBA is also preparing to rescue
and transfer more victims to Thai authorities. [Radio
Free Asia, in Burmese]

Myanmar: Karenni IEC issues travel cards

(hw) The Karenni State Interim Executive Council (IEC),
an interim administrative body established by
resistance forces, recently announced that individuals
seeking to enter its territory must apply for a travel
card in advance. The policy is expected to take effect in
late March.

According to the IEC, the initiative aims to register
travelers from outside the region and ensure the
security and well-being of both visitors and local
residents. |IEC Secretary Banyar stated that the council
intends to maintain this policy even after the junta's
overthrow, when transitional justice measures are
implemented.

He added that the IEC has been developing the plan
for a long time and remains open to revising it as
circumstances evolve. The IEC's Department of
Immigration has been entrusted with issuing the travel
cards. However, the policy has faced criticism from
other ethnic armed groups, who argue that it is overly
restrictive and controlling. [Radio Free Asia, in
Burmese] [Burma News International]
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Philippines: Supreme Court petitions filed
to address impeachment trial of Vice
President Sara Duterte

(Im) A series of petitions have been filed before the
Philippine Supreme Court (SC) related to the
impeachment trial of Vice President Sara Duterte, amid
ongoing legal and political tension.

The impeachment was filed in the House of
Representatives on February 5, with 240 lawmakers
backing the motion. The complaint stems from
accusations including plotting to assassinate President
Ferdinand Marcos Jr. and large-scale corruption. If
convicted, Duterte could be barred from holding public
office.

On February 18, Duterte herself filed a petition with
the SC, requesting that the impeachment be voided
and that the Senate trial, which could lead to her
removal from office, be blocked. Her legal team argued
that the impeachment process was “procedurally
defective, constitutionally infirm, and jurisdictionally
void,” claiming that the complaint was rushed through
the House, preventing lawmakers from properly
reviewing it. They also suggested that the
impeachment was politically motivated, aiming to
eliminate Duterte as a contender in the 2028
presidential elections. [The Hindu]

Before this, a petition was filed by Mindanao lawyers,
including those aligned with Duterte’s father, former
President Rodrigo Duterte. This petition seeks to block
the impeachment trial, arguing similar concerns about
the process being flawed and urging the SC to issue a
temporary restraining order (TRO) to halt the trial and
declare the complaint null and void. [Rappler]
[Inquirer.net 1]

In contrast, Catalino Generillo Jr., former counsel for
the Presidential Commission on Good Government,
filed a separate petition urging the SC to compel the
Senate to immediately convene as an impeachment
court and begin the trial, despite Congress being in
recess. Generillo argued that the Constitution
mandates the trial to proceed "forthwith" once the
impeachment articles are transmitted. However,
Senate President Francis Escudero stated that the trial
cannot begin until Congress reconvenes, projecting
that it will start in July 2025. [PhilStar]

In a related development, Senate Minority Leader Koko
Pimentel has sent a letter to Senate leadership,
emphasizing the Senate's constitutional duty to act
without delay on the impeachment. Echoing Generillo’s
argument, Pimentel urged Senate President Escudero
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to actimmediately, arguing that the Constitution
requires the Senate to proceed "forthwith," or without
any delay. [Inquirer.net 2]

Philippines: Ex-President Duterte returns
to national stage, rallies support for
Senate slate

(Im) Former President Rodrigo Duterte made a high-
profile return to the national stage, leading the
proclamation rally for his nine-person Senate slate
under the Partido Demokratiko Pilipino-Lakas ng
Bayan (PDP-Laban) in San Juan City, a highly urbanized
city in the National Capital Region of the Philippines.
The event, held on February 13, saw Duterte sharply
criticizing President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., accusing him
of failing to deliver on key issues such as food prices,
jobs, and public safety.

Duterte's fiery speech underscored his belief that
Marcos' administration had "fallen short," with the
former president openly questioning his successor’s
competence. He framed the 2025 midterm elections as
a referendum on Marcos' leadership, urging voters to
support his Senate slate as an alternative to the
current government. Beyond economic concerns,
public safety and criminality—Duterte’s signature
issues—were central to his campaign messaging. He
invoked his controversial war on drugs, implying that
crime had worsened under Marcos.

The rally also took on a personal dimension, with
Duterte's candidates portraying themselves as Vice
President Sara Duterte's last line of defense in her
looming impeachment trial. PDP-Laban candidates
Bong Go, Bato dela Rosa, Vic Rodriguez, Rodante
Marcoleta, Phillip Salvador, and Apollo Quiboloy
positioned their Senate bids as crucial to securing Sara
Duterte’s acquittal. The impeachment issue was not
mentioned by Duterte himself, but his candidates
strongly emphasized its importance.

Despite Duterte’s continued popularity, his Senate
slate faces an uphill battle. According to a January 2025
Pulse Asia survey, only Dela Rosa and Bong Go are
within winning range, while the rest—including
controversial figures like Quiboloy—rank far behind. In
contrast, 10 of 12 Marcos-endorsed Senate candidates
are among the top-ranked in election surveys.
[Rappler] [PhilStar]
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Philippines: President Marcos Jr. makes
China central to mid-term election
campaign

(Im) President Ferdinand Marcos Jr. has placed the
Philippines’ fraught relationship with China at the
forefront of his campaign for the May mid-term
elections, criticizing the previous administration under
Rodrigo Duterte for its accommodating stance toward
Beijing. Speaking at a rally in Davao del Norte, a
Duterte stronghold, Marcos accused his predecessor’s
government of being willing to turn the Philippines into
"a province of China" and failing to stand up against
Chinese incursions in the South China Sea.

Marcos' remarks highlight the contrast between his
administration’s tougher stance against Beijing and
Duterte’s closer ties with China. He also criticized
offshore gambling operations linked to Chinese
nationals, which his government has since banned.
Analysts suggest that making China a campaign issue
could resonate with Filipino voters, given widespread
public disapproval of China's actions in Philippine-
claimed waters.

The mid-term elections are expected to be a political
showdown between the Marcos and Duterte camps,
particularly as Vice President Sara Duterte faces an
impeachment trial. The outcome of the elections, in
which half of the Senate’s 24 seats are up for grabs,
could influence the trial's proceedings and shape the
balance of power between the two rival political
dynasties. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Criminal complaints filed
against ex-President Duterte over
remarks about killing senators

(jto) Former President Rodrigo Duterte is facing
criminal complaints for his remarks during a recent
campaign rally, where he jokingly suggested killing 15
senators to create more vacancies for his political
party's candidates. Brig. Gen. Nicolas Torre Ill, chief of
the Criminal Investigation and Detection Group (CIDG),
filed the complaints for unlawful utterances and
inciting sedition. Duterte's comments, made at a rally
for his PDP-Laban party’s senatorial candidates, raised
concerns about the potential for violence if such
remarks were taken seriously.

Torre defended the filing, citing the arrest of a public
school teacher who had previously offered a bounty on
Duterte's life. He emphasized that the same standard
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should apply to Duterte's comments. Despite criticisms
that the case was politically motivated, Torre
reaffirmed that the Philippine National Police (PNP)
operates within legal bounds, independent of political
influence. [Inquirer.net]

The incident adds to Duterte's ongoing legal troubles,
including his daughter Vice President Sara Duterte's
impeachment proceedings. Her remarks, including
threats against President Ferdinand Marcos Jr., have
also drawn legal scrutiny. Duterte’s statement about
the senators is seen as part of a broader pattern of
inflammatory language used during his presidency,
which included threats against public officials as part
of his anti-drug campaign.

Duterte has denied wrongdoing, claiming his remarks
were merely a joke to entertain his rally audience. [The
Star] [abc news] [Al Jazeera]

Philippines: Petition seeking
disqualification of Tulfo family members
filed with COMELEC

(Im) A petition has been filed with the Commission on
Elections (COMELEC) to disqualify multiple members of
the influential Tulfo family from running in the 2025
elections. The petition, filed by lawyer Virgilio R. Garcia,
argues that the Tulfo family's candidacies violate the
constitutional prohibition on political dynasties, as
outlined in Article Il, Section 26 of the 1987
Constitution.

Garcia's petition targets Erwin Tulfo, Ben Tulfo, Jocelyn
Tulfo, Ralph Wendel Tulfo, and Wanda Tulfo-Teo, all of
whom are seeking positions in the upcoming elections.
Erwin and Ben are aiming for senatorial seats, while
Jocelyn and Ralph seek reelection as ACT-CIS
representative and Quezon City 2nd District
representative, respectively. Wanda is running as the
first nominee of the Turismo party-list group.

The case highlights two main issues: the concentration
of political power within one family, which the petition
claims contradicts the Constitution's goal of ensuring
equal access to public service, and Erwin Tulfo's
citizenship status. Erwin admitted to acquiring U.S.
citizenship in the late 1980s, which he renounced in
2022. Garcia argues that this disqualifies him from
running as a senator, as the Constitution requires
candidates to be natural-born Filipino citizens.

While Ben Tulfo maintains that the presence of
multiple Tulfos in the Senate does not constitute a
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political dynasty, the petition underscores the
importance of adhering to constitutional principles to
prevent monopolization of political power. The
COMELEC has yet to make a decision on the case.

[Rappler]

Supreme Court: Guilty spouse cannot void
own bigamous marriage

(Im) The Supreme Court of the Philippines has ruled
that a spouse who knowingly entered into a bigamous
marriage has "no legal standing" to seek its annulment.
The ruling emphasized that only the aggrieved or
innocent spouse can petition the court to void such a
union. The case involved a Filipina who sought to annul
her second marriage, claiming bigamy after her first
marriage was dissolved through divorce. The Court
denied her petition, stating that the guilty spouse
cannot invoke bigamy for their own benefit. While the
marriage remains void, the Court clarified that the
petitioner may still face civil and criminal liability for
bigamy. [Cebu Daily News]

Philippines: Islamic Burial Bill awaits
president’s signature

(Im) The proposed Philippine Islamic Burial Act (House
Bill No. 8925) is now awaiting President Ferdinand
Marcos Jr.'s approval after being passed by Congress.
The measure ensures that Muslims in the Philippines
can bury their deceased according to Islamic customs,
including immediate burial without requiring a death
certificate beforehand. However, the deceased’s next
of kin or the person conducting the burial must notify
local health authorities within 14 days.

The bill also mandates that hospitals release remains
within 24 hours, regardless of unpaid medical bills, to
comply with Islamic traditions. Senate President
Francis Escudero said the measure would provide long-
awaited clarity on Muslim burial protocols across the
country.

Additionally, the Senate has approved the Equal Access
to Public Cemeteries Act (Senate Bill No. 1273), which
requires local governments to allocate burial spaces in
public cemeteries for Muslims, indigenous peoples
(IPs), and other religious groups. If space is unavailable,
local authorities must acquire land, even outside their
jurisdiction, to ensure designated burial grounds for
these communities. Escudero emphasized that the
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legislation aims to uphold the religious and cultural
traditions of all Filipinos in burial practices. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Church and activists warn
against coastal mining projects in Negros
and Panay

(Im) Environmental groups, fisherfolk organizations,
and two Roman Catholic dioceses in Negros Occidental
have raised concerns over 17 mining applications for
coastal areas in Negros Island and Panay Island,
warning of potential environmental and economic
damage. The Negros Anti-Mining Alliance (NAMA), a
coalition of 15 organizations, has vowed to oppose the
proposed mining operations, which primarily target
magnetite black sand and palladium deposits.

The Mines and Geosciences Bureau (MGB) records
show that 11 applications cover sites in Negros Island,
while six are in Panay Island. The affected areas
include coastal regions in lloilo, Antique, Capiz, Aklan,
and multiple towns in Negros Occidental, from Hinoba-
an to Sagay City, including Bacolod.

NAMA, which is affiliated with the national coalition
Alyansa Tigil Mina (ATM), and local activists argue that
the proposed black sand and palladium mining could
lead to land subsidence, which would increase the risk
of severe flooding and habitat destruction. They warn
that the projects could displace thousands of fisherfolk
who depend on coastal resources for their livelihoods.
Local officials and environmental groups have also
criticized the lack of transparency regarding the status
of these applications. [Rappler]

Philippines: Study finds 64 percent of
Filipino workers seeking better job
opportunities

(Im) A global study by Aon found that 64 percent of
Filipino workers are considering a job change within
the next 12 months, highlighting challenges for
employers in retaining talent. Conducted in August
2024, the survey included 263 Filipino respondents
across 23 countries.

Compensation and benefits were the top priorities,
with 66 percent emphasizing above-average pay,
medical coverage, paid time off, and career growth.
Gen Z workers also valued life and disability insurance.
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While 60 percent felt their pay was fair, 20 percent
questioned pay equity.

Workplace culture and flexibility were key factors, with
one-fourth valuing a "fun" work environment and one-
fifth prioritizing flexible arrangements and well-being
programs. However, 15 percent felt employers lacked
investment in skills development, despite strong
demand for upskilling.

The Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA) reported 50.19
million employed Filipinos as of December 2024, down
330,000 from the previous year. The trend aligns with
job mobility patterns in Singapore, Hong Kong, the
U.S., and India. The study suggests businesses invest in
adaptability, Al-driven skills, and personalized benefits
to retain employees. [PhilStar]

Philippines: Government allocates USD
17.6 billion for flood control projects

(jto) As the Philippines expects another year of intense
flooding, the government has begun to intensify their
efforts of improving flood control infrastructure. With
President Bongbong Marcos Jr. signing the 2025
General Appropriations Act (GAA), the Department of
Public Works and Highways (DPWH) has been allocated
PHP 1.034 trillion (USD 17.6 billion), a significant
portion of which will be dedicated to flood
management projects.

The Philippines, which experiences an average of 20
typhoons annually, frequently suffers from devastating
floods and landslides, even in urban centers like Metro
Manila, which can have profound consequences.

In response, the government has significantly
increased funding for flood control projects. However,
this increase has also caused public scrutiny, with
concerns over transparency and budget allocation.
Some critics pointing out that the DPWH budget
appeared higher than that of the Department of
Education (DepEd)—a potential violation of the 1987
Constitution. To address this, President Marcos vetoed
certain allocations to ensure compliance with legal
mandates. [The Tribune]

Moreover, the DPWH has strengthened its partnership
with Japan's Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport,
and Tourism (MLIT). This collaboration was reaffirmed
during the 5th Seminar on Disaster Management
Operations, Urban Flood Control, and Dam
Development, held in Manila on February 13, 2025. The
DPWH-MLIT partnership focuses on implementing
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Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM)
strategies and utilizing Japan's advanced flood control
technology. [Journal Online]

With the rainy season approaching, the effectiveness
of these flood control initiatives will be tested. If
successful, the improvements could significantly
reduce flood-related damage and casualties. However,
continued government accountability will be crucial in
ensuring that these projects are properly executed to
ensure public support.

As the number of people affected by recent floods in
Palawan and Oriental Mindoro surpasses 100,000, as
well as six casualties reported, timely infrastructure
development is being prioritized. [AA]

Philippines: Military eyes more upgrades,
including ‘dream’ submarines

(jto) The Philippines is advancing its military
modernization under the third phase of its "Horizons"
program, with a USD 35 billion investment over the
next decade to enhance its defense capabilities. The
focus is on countering China's growing military
presence in the region.

A key part of the modernization plan includes the
acquisition of at least two submarines, a critical
capability for the archipelago. Armed Forces Chief
General Romeo Brawner Jr. emphasized that
submarines are vital for defending the vast Philippine
archipelago. "It's a dream for us to get at least two
submarines," Brawner stated, highlighting the
challenges of securing the nation's extensive maritime
borders without such assets.

Additionally, the Philippines is expanding its BrahMos
missile arsenal, with the purchase of a USD 375 million
BrahMos anti-ship missile system from India in 2022.
The country is set to receive more missiles this year
and in the coming years.

The Philippines is also enhancing its naval forces with
at least two corvette vessels from South Korea, and
strengthening ties with South Korea, which elevated its
relationship with Manila to a strategic partnership in
2024. The Philippines is also exploring the possibility of
joining the Quad, a multilateral group composed of
Australia, Japan, the United States, and India.

This military buildup comes amid heightened tensions
in the South China Sea, where the Philippines has
reported an increase in Chinese vessels operating


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjy/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjj/

within its exclusive economic zone. In 2024, the daily
presence of Chinese ships in the West Philippine Sea
rose from 190 in 2021 to 286. As a result, the
Philippines is conducting joint maritime activities with
the United States and Canada and is seeking further
collaborations with France, Italy, and the United
Kingdom to bolster its defense posture. [Bangkok Post]
[The Diplomat]

Philippines: BARMM police seek 3,000
more cops amid worsening election
violence concerns

(Im) The Philippine National Police (PNP) in the
Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao
(BARMM) has requested an additional 3,000 officers to
strengthen security ahead of the highly-anticipated
May midterm elections. The region has experienced an
uptick in election-related violence, with 87 gun attacks
and 143 areas flagged as high-risk zones since January.
In response, the PNP is pushing for broader powers to
conduct searches at checkpoints, including vehicles
owned by influential individuals, but has yet to receive
approval from the Bangsamoro Transition Authority
(BTA).

Brigadier General Romeo Macapaz, director of PNP-
BARMM, emphasized that the current legal framework
limits police authority to visual inspections unless a
warrant is obtained. To combat the violence,
authorities have increased patrols, deployed CCTV
cameras, and sent maneuvering forces to crime
hotspots. However, the persistent issue of loose
firearms and a cultural tolerance for retaliatory
violence remain major challenges. [Rappler]

Philippines: 9 NPA rebels yield to
Northern Samar military

(Im) Nine members of the New People’s Army (NPA),
the armed wing of the Communist Party of the
Philippines (CPP) that has been engaged in a decades-
long insurgency, surrendered to government forces in
Northern Samar on February 13, citing hunger,
hardship, and lack of community support as reasons
for abandoning the armed struggle. The former rebels
turned over six firearms, including rifles and an anti-
personnel mine.

The former rebels will receive financial assistance and
participate in reintegration programs, including


https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjt/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tji/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjd/

debriefing and reconciliation sessions. [Inquirer.net]

Singapore: Workers' Party chief fined for
lying to parliamentary committee, to
appeal conviction

(Im) Workers' Party (WP) chief and Leader of the
Opposition Pritam Singh has been fined a total of SGD
14,000 (USD 10,360) after being convicted of two
counts of lying under oath to a parliamentary
Committee of Privileges (COP). Singh is the first sitting
opposition MP in nearly four decades to be convicted
of a criminal offense.

The district court imposed the maximum fine of SGD
7,000 (USD 5,180) for each charge, ruling that Singh
had "wilfully" lied about his handling of false
statements made by former WP Member of Parliament
(MP) Raeesah Khan in 2021. The case stemmed from
Khan's false parliamentary statement on August 3,
2021, in which she claimed to have accompanied a
sexual assault victim to a police station. She later
repeated the falsehood on October 4. The court found
that Singh never intended for Khan to clarify her lie
and had instead encouraged her to maintain it, only
directing her to come clean after intervention from
former WP chief Low Thia Khiang.

Delivering the verdict, Deputy Principal District Judge
Luke Tan ruled that Singh's testimony before the COP
in December 2021 was “deliberately false” and aimed
at distancing himself from his role in the matter. The
court emphasized the need to uphold the integrity of
parliamentary proceedings and issued the maximum
fine to reinforce the seriousness of the offense. The
prosecution had sought the highest penalty, arguing
that Singh had acted to protect his political position at
the expense of Khan and his party colleagues.
[Channel NewsAsia 1] [The Straits Times 1]

In response, Singh insisted that he never initiated
Khan's lie and maintained that his legal team would
examine the written judgment in detail before filing an
appeal.

Singh also announced that he intends to run in the
upcoming general election. Under Singapore’s
Constitution, an MP is disqualified from office if
sentenced to at least one year in prison or fined at
least SGD 10,000 (USD 7,400) for a single offense. The
Elections Department confirmed that Singh's sentence
does not meet this threshold, as the fines were
imposed separately for two charges. [Channel
NewsAsia 2] [The Straits Times 2]



https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjh/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tjk/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-tju/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ttl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ttl/
https://email.cpg-online.de/t/d-l-stjhddk-l-ttr/

Singapore: Prime Minister Wong likely to
ramp up spending going into election year

(Im/vsq) As Singapore heads into election year, Prime
Minister Lawrence Wong is expected to announce a
budget focused on alleviating living costs and boosting
social support, especially amid global uncertainties and
rising domestic costs. Wong, also the finance minister,
is likely to prioritize reducing living costs, increasing
social aid, and enhancing competitiveness as
businesses incorporate more artificial intelligence into
their operations.

The government's robust economic performance has
created fiscal room for increased spending. Economic
growth reached 4.4 percent in 2024, surpassing initial
forecasts, driven by strong sectors such as wholesale
trade, finance, and manufacturing. The electronics
sector, buoyed by a global semiconductor upturn, led
this growth, though quarter-on-quarter growth slowed
to 0.5 percent. Despite global trade uncertainties,
Singapore’s economy remains resilient, supported by
continued export demand, particularly in electronics.
[Channel NewsAsia 1] [The Straits Times]

In parallel with economic growth, household incomes
saw an increase. The median monthly household
income rose to SGD 11,297 (USD 8,359) in 2024,
reflecting a 1.4 percent real increase after inflation.
Additionally, government transfers to households rose
to an average of SGD 7,825 (USD 5,792) per member,
up from SGD 6,418 (USD 4,751) in 2023. Income
inequality also improved, with the Gini coefficient
falling to its lowest level since records began in 2000.
[Channel NewsAsia 2]

The surplus generated from the growing economy will
enable Wong's administration to address key concerns,
including rising food and housing costs. The upcoming
budget is expected to include cash handouts, grocery
and dining vouchers, and personal income tax rebates
for middle-class Singaporeans. Targeted support will
also be extended to families, particularly those with
young children and elderly members, alongside
expanded funding for child education and healthcare.

Further support will be directed towards businesses,
with corporate tax rebates and measures to assist
companies facing high operating costs and labor
shortages, especially in sectors like retail. Additionally,
Wong's government is expected to invest in programs
designed to boost global competitiveness, including
grants for companies to decarbonize and adopt digital
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tools, as well as expanding workforce training
initiatives such as SkillsFuture. [Business Standard]

Singapore: Ruling PAP replaces four
branch chairmen ahead of 2025 general
election

(Im) Singapore’s ruling People's Action Party (PAP) has
announced leadership changes in the opposition-held
constituencies of Aljunied and Hougang, appointing
four new branch chairmen ahead of the general
election, to be held later this year. The branch chairs
typically serve as the party’'s candidates during
elections, signaling a near-total renewal of the PAP's
slate in these areas.

As of the 2020 general election, Singapore is divided
into 31 electoral divisions: 14 Single Member
Constituencies (SMCs) and 17 Group Representation
Constituencies (GRCs). In SMCs, each constituency
elects one Member of Parliament (MP), while GRCs are
represented by teams of three to six MPs, with at least
one member from a minority community.

The Aljunied GRC and Hougang SMC hold particular
significance in Singapore's political landscape. Aljunied
GRC is notable for being the first GRC won by an
opposition party, the Workers' Party (WP), in the 2011
general election. The WP has retained this GRC in
subsequent elections, marking a historic shift in
Singapore's electoral dynamics.

Hougang SMC has been an opposition stronghold since
1991, consistently represented by the WP. The
constituency is known for its "Hougang spirit,"
symbolizing a rallying cry for democratic progress
among its residents. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Malaysian drug convict set for
execution on February 20

(Im) Malaysian national Pannir Selvam Pranthaman,
convicted of drug trafficking in Singapore, is scheduled
to be executed on February 20, according to a letter
received by his family from prison authorities.

Pannir, 38, was sentenced to death in 2017 after being
found guilty of trafficking 51.84 grams of diamorphine

(heroin) in September 2014. His former lawyer, M Ravi,
argues that Pannir had assisted the authorities but was
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not granted prosecutorial certification, leading to the
mandatory death penalty.

Ravi also raised concerns about a 2020 case where
confidential information on 13 inmates was improperly
forwarded by prison authorities to Singapore’s
Attorney-General's Chambers (AGC), a breach later
ruled unlawful by the Court of Appeal. He contends
this incident undermines the administration of the
death penalty in Singapore.

With legal options exhausted, Ravi suggests that the
Malaysian government file an urgent application to the
International Court of Justice (IC)) to challenge Pannir’s
execution under international human rights law.
Meanwhile, efforts to petition for clemency continue.
[FreeMalaysiaToday]

Singapore: IMDA calls for stronger child
protection measures on social media,
highlights platform failures

(Im) Singapore’s Infocomm Media Development
Authority (IMDA), the government agency overseeing
digital and media regulations, has called on social
media platforms to enhance child safety measures
after its first online safety report found major
enforcement gaps. The assessment of Facebook,
HardwareZone, Instagram, TikTok, YouTube, and X
(formerly Twitter) revealed that while all had safety
measures, enforcement was inconsistent.

X scored the lowest in child protection, failing to
effectively restrict minors from adult content and
taking up to 20 days to act on violations. TikTok and
Instagram performed best, while Facebook and
YouTube had some gaps. None of the platforms fully
met user reporting standards, with most taking over
five days to address harmful content.

IMDA stressed that platforms must do more to protect
children and will need to update authorities on
improvements in their next safety report. The
government will also continue public education efforts
on online safety. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Debate over CMIO model
persists amid calls for inclusivity

(Im) Singapore’s Chinese-Malay-Indian-Other (CMIO)
framework, a racial classification system used for
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administrative purposes, political representation, and
social policies, remains a subject of debate, with some
arguing it preserves racial harmony while others feel it
reinforces outdated stereotypes. The framework,
introduced during British colonial rule and retained
post-independence, is used for administrative
purposes in areas like housing and political
representation. However, critics highlight concerns
about its impact on identity, particularly for multiracial
individuals and those categorized as "Other."

In its latest 2024 survey, the Institute of Policy Studies
(IPS) found that while 58.1 percent of respondents
support retaining the CMIO model, a growing number
—especially younger Singaporeans—favor modifying it
for inclusivity. Meanwhile, government officials argue
the framework remains essential for social cohesion,
with Law Minister K Shanmugam emphasizing its role
in maintaining racial balance. However, discussions
continue on ways to prevent the CMIO framework
from reinforcing stereotypes while ensuring policies
remain effective in fostering social harmony. [Channel
NewsAsia]

Singapore: Victims of sexual violence have
increased care and support

(vsq) Singapore has made notable strides in supporting
victims of sexual violence, addressing both the judicial
handling of such cases and providing better emotional
support for survivors.

Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon announced new
measures in January to protect complainants from
improper questioning during trials while ensuring fair
trials for the accused. A checklist will now be used at
the pretrial stage to help identify contentious issues,
and judges will disallow irrelevant or insulting
questions during cross-examination. Certain sexual
offence cases will be heard by specially trained judges
to ensure more sensitive handling. These measures
are designed to provide a more trauma-informed
approach, reducing the distress caused to victims in
court. [The Straits Times 1]

Additionally, there has been a rise in calls to the
National Anti-Violence and Sexual Harassment
Helpline, with 11,600 calls in 2023, signaling that more
victims are seeking help. The Singapore Police Force
(SPF) has made efforts to streamline the process,
including providing priority queues and private spaces
for victims. Since 2023, Victim Care Officers have
provided emotional and practical support to victims
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throughout the justice process, with 250 officers now
available.

Despite these positive developments, gaps remain,
particularly in addressing non-physical forms of sexual
violence, such as online harassment and stealthing.
Advocacy groups like Aware and SHE are calling for
increased public awareness and recognition of these
issues, which can cause lasting emotional trauma. They
stress the importance of handling all forms of sexual
violence with the seriousness and attention they
deserve to help survivors heal and prevent further
harm. [The Straits Times 2]

Singapore: Man jailed and fined for
posting videos of police confrontation on
TikTok

A man in Singapore was sentenced to 10 days in jail
and fined SGD 4,000 (USD 2,960) for making racist
remarks, using abusive language against a police
officer, and posting TikTok videos of his confrontation
with officers. The videos, uploaded in January 2023,
accused the Singapore Police Force (SPF) of “thug-like
behavior” and dishonesty, with one clip garnering over
6 million views. [Channel NewsAsia]

Singapore: Government advances study
on nuclear energy feasibility

(vsq) Singapore is expanding efforts to assess the
viability of advanced nuclear technologies as part of its
strategy to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050 and
reduce emissions to around 60 million tons of CO, by
2030. The Energy Market Authority (EMA) has
commissioned a year-long study to evaluate the safety
and performance of emerging nuclear technologies,
including Small Modular Reactors (SMRs), which could
offer a feasible alternative given the country's land
constraints.

Unlike conventional nuclear plants, which require large
buffer zones, SMRs and other advanced reactors have
built-in safety features and a smaller carbon footprint.
The study follows Singapore’s 123 Agreement on
Nuclear Cooperation with the U.S., signed in July 2024,
and additional nuclear-related partnerships with the
United Arab Emirates and Sweden, allowing Singapore
to gain insights from international experts.
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Singapore has traditionally been cautious about
nuclear energy, particularly after the Fukushima
disaster in 2011, but new technologies are making
atomic power safer. The International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) has been a key partner in these
discussions, with EMA looking to expand collaborations
under existing agreements. [Ministry of Sustainability
and Environment, Singapore] [The Straits Times]

Singapore: US tech giant Amazon Web
Services opens Asia-Pacific headquarters

(vsq) Amazon Web Services (AWS) has officially opened
its Asia-Pacific headquarters in Singapore, marking a
significant step in the company's expansion within the
region. This move is part of AWS's continued
investment in the country, with a commitment to
invest SGP 12 billion (USD 8.8 billion) in Singapore's
cloud infrastructure between 2024 and 2028. This
investment is expected to contribute SGP 23.7 billion
to Singapore's GDP by 2028 and support over 12,000
jobs annually in local businesses.

Singapore’s Senior Minister of State for Digital
Development and Information, Janil Puthucheary,
reiterated the importance of equipping Singapore's
workforce with the necessary skills and knowledge to
thrive in today's digital economy across all generations.
Puthucheary further added that the investment
reflects the country’s position as a technology hub.
[Channel NewsAsia]

Thailand: Joint House-Senate charter bill
deliberations collapse due to lack of
quorum

(msz) Efforts to amend Thailand's 2017 military-backed
constitution have stalled due to resistance from the
Senate, divisions within the ruling coalition, and
ongoing legal uncertainties.

The proposed amendment to Section 256, which
governs the constitution amendment process, was
sponsored by lawmakers from both the ruling Pheu
Thai Party and the main opposition People's Party (PP).
The amendment sought to establish a Constitutional
Drafting Assembly (CDA) to rewrite the constitution.
However, two consecutive joint House-Senate sessions
on February 13 and 14 collapsed due to a lack of
quorum. In response, Pheu Thai has indicated plans to
seek another ruling from the Constitutional Court to
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clarify the process, particularly regarding whether a
referendum is necessary before initiating the charter
drafting process.

The deadlock was caused by the absence of dozens of
MPs and senators, many of whom abstained due to
concerns that proceeding with the amendments could
violate a 2021 Constitutional Court ruling. The ruling
stipulates that a public referendum is required before
any new constitution drafting can begin. However, the
ruling left some room for interpretation regarding the
number of referendums needed. Some lawmakers
argue that two votes—one to authorize the rewrite and
another to ratify the final draft—would suffice. Others
insist that a third vote is necessary to confirm changes
to Section 256 itself.

Against this backdrop, the Bhumjaithai Party, led by
Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, refused to
participate, citing the 2021 Constitutional Court ruling
that mandates a public referendum before any new
charter drafting. The Bhumijaithai Party, Thailand's
second-largest coalition party, has about 71 MPs and
approximately 120 senators linked to it.

Similarly, Pheu Thai MPs deliberately skipped the
session to avoid an outright rejection of their bill,
fearing it could be struck down due to potential
conflicts with the 2021 court ruling. Pheu Thai MP and
former defense minister Sutin Klungsang admitted that
the party's absence was a strategic move to keep the
bill alive in parliament rather than risk a definitive
defeat. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

Despite the deadlock, Pheu Thai rejected the
opposition PP's calls for the dissolution of the House.
The ruling party argued that the recent impasse over
proposed amendments to the 2017 Constitution does
not represent a significant rift within the coalition. In
particular, Pheu Thai emphasized that cooperation
between Bhumjaithai and Pheu Thai remains stable,
and that differences in opinion are normal.

PP leader Natthaphong Ruengpanyawut had called for
the dissolution after the sittings collapsed last week,
when insufficient government MPs attended, leading
to accusations of a "lack of unity" within the coalition.
[Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Interior Minister rejects
allegations in golf course land dispute,
points to historical land policies
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(Im) A land ownership dispute involving a golf course in
Pak Chong district, Nakhon Ratchasima province,
linked to Interior Minister Anutin Charnvirakul, has
escalated as multiple government agencies shift
responsibility. The Department of Lands (Dol),
overseen by the ministry led by Anutin, has deflected
inquiries to the Ministry of Social Development and
Human Security (MSDHS), which originally allocated
the land under a self-help settlement program in 1972.

Under the program'’s regulations, settlers could
convert their land to Nor Kor 3 status after five years,
and later obtain full title deeds, allowing them to sell
their plots after another five years. Anutin has
defended his ownership, stating that the land was
legally acquired through legitimate transactions, with
title deeds passing through multiple owners before his
purchase. He argued that if irregularities in title
issuance—dating back 60 years—exist, investigations
should target those responsible at the time, and any
compensation should reflect current market value.

The controversy deepened following allegations that
the golf course overlaps with Agricultural Land Reform
Office (ALRO) land, which is designated for farming.
However, Dol director-general Pornpoth Penpas
stated that any land overlap concerns should be
directed to the MSDHS, since it initially allocated the
land. He also dismissed the Ministry of Agriculture and
Cooperatives' proposal for a joint site inspection,
arguing that MSDHS should explain why settlement
land boundaries expanded into disputed areas.

The dispute has fueled political tensions within the
ruling coalition. Anutin has framed the probe as
politically motivated, particularly after his Interior
Ministry revoked land titles for the Alpine Golf and
Sports Club owned by the family of Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra, while the State Railway of
Thailand (SRT) is pursuing land reclamation in Buri
Ram, affecting properties owned by Newin Chidchob, a
major figure in Anutin's Bhumijaithai Party. These
developments are widely seen as part of a broader
power struggle between Bhumjaithai and Pheu Thai
factions. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok Post 2]

In response, Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai downplayed concerns that the
investigation would harm coalition unity, emphasizing
that the government is obligated to investigate
potential public land encroachment. Phumtham
stressed that the probe would not create a rift within
the ruling coalition, particularly between Anutin's
Bhumjaithai Party and the Kla Dharma Party, which
oversees the Agricultural Land Reform Office (ALRO).
[Bangkok Post 3]
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Thailand: Defense Ministry refuses to
disclose number of generals

(msz) The Ministry of Defence has classified the
number of generals in the nation's armed forces as
"highly confidential" and has refused to disclose the
information due to national security concerns. In
response to a request from the House Committee on
Military Affairs regarding downsizing plans and the
number of generals in various branches, the Ministry
stated that revealing the data could harm state
interests. The armed forces are working to reduce the
number of generals, with 330 positions already cut and
70 more planned between 2025 and 2028 as part of a
restructuring plan set to finish by 2030.

Jirat Thongsuwan, a People's Party MP for
Chachoengsao, criticized the Ministry's response,
questioning the secrecy surrounding the number of
generals. He argued that disclosing this information
would not threaten national security but could rather
expose the interests of certain military officials.

Meanwhile, the Cabinet has approved a draft royal
decree on financial assistance for the military's early
retirement programme, which aims to downsize the
armed forces by 5 percent by 2027 and reduce the
number of generals in three categories by 50 percent
by 2028. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Anti-corruption body indicts 44
former MPs over lese majeste law
amendment

(msz) Thailand’s National Anti-Corruption Commission
(NACC) has indicted 44 former MPs of the now-
dissolved Move Forward Party (MFP) for alleged ethical
misconduct in their attempt to amend Section 112 of
the Criminal Code, known as the lese-majeste law. The
NACC claims the MPs breached ethical standards by
proposing changes to a law that criminalizes
defamation, insults, or threats against the monarchy.

Following these indictments, 25 current MPs from the
People’s Party (PP), including former MFP members,
face the possibility of suspension if the Supreme Court
accepts the case. If convicted, these MPs could be
barred from future elections. [Bangkok Post 1]

Among those indicted is Rangsiman Rome, now an MP
for PP, who has been summoned to acknowledge the
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charges. He criticized the indictment, stating that
proposing legal amendments is part of a lawmaker's
duties and that no law prohibits MPs from suggesting
changes to Section 112. Rangsiman also questioned
the NACC's priorities, noting the swift progress of cases
against opposition politicians while complaints against
those in power see little action.

Meanwhile, Deputy Government Spokesman Karom
Phonphonklang, a former MP of both the MFP and its
predecessor, the Future Forward Party (FFP), distanced
himself from the amendment proposal, asserting that
Section 112 is essential to protecting the monarchy,
which he described as a pillar of Thailand’s stability.
[Bangkok Post 2]

The MFP was Thailand's largest opposition party before
being dissolved by the Constitutional Court in 2024 for
its stance on amending the lese majeste law. It was the
successor to the FFP, which was disbanded in 2020
following a court ruling that its leadership had violated
election laws. Both parties were known for their
reformist policies and drew strong support from
younger voters.

Thailand: Council of State concludes
casino bill amendments; public hearing
ongoing until March 1

(Im/hrs) The Office of the Council of State (OCS), a
government agency mainly responsible for legislative
drafting, has finalized its amendments to the
Entertainment Complex Bill, with an online public
hearing set to run until March 1.

This follows the January approval of the draft
"Entertainment Complex Business Act" by the Cabinet
under Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra. The bill
aims to regulate Thailand's large underground
gambling sector by establishing entertainment
complexes, including casinos. While the government
sees the bill's potential for boosting tax revenue and
tourism, concerns remain about the balance between
gambling and other entertainment options like water
parks and shopping malls.

One key proposal is the stringent requirements for
local citizens wishing to enter casinos. Under the new
draft regulation, Thai nationals would need to have at
least THB 50 million (USD 1.44 million) in fixed deposits
for a minimum of six months, plus an entry fee of up to
THB 5,000 (USD 144). These conditions would limit
casino access to wealthier individuals, blocking much
of the population, particularly since Thailand's GDP per
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capita is around USD 7,300. This has raised concerns
about investor interest, as domestic gamblers are
considered crucial for attracting foreign investors.
Analysts suggest this could lead to a foreigner-only
model, similar to South Korea.

Thus, the draft law has raised concerns about investor
interest, as domestic gamblers are considered an
important draw for foreign investors. Analysts suggest
that the regulations would result in a foreigner-only
model, similar to that of countries like South Korea.
[Bangkok Post 1]

Despite restrictions on most forms of gambling in
Thailand, the government hopes to establish a thriving
casino industry to drive investment and tourism.
However, public opinion is largely against the casino
plan, with concerns about the social issues associated
with a legalized gambling industry.

Atavit Suwanpakdee, chairman of an advisory board to
the Industry Minister, voiced concerns about potential
social problems, like gambling addiction, due to
unclear regulations on where entertainment
complexes can be built. Critics, including Thanakorn
Khomkrit from the Stop Gambling Foundation, also
warn about the lack of governance and potential
corruption. Chittawan Chanagul, an economics
instructor, cited international studies showing that
legalized casinos in developing countries often bring
social and economic issues, including crime and money
laundering.

Groups like the Network of Students and People for
Reform of Thailand (NSPRT) and the Thai People
Protecting the Monarchy have submitted petitions
against the bill, arguing that casinos will foster illegal
activities such as money laundering. These groups
have pledged to protest if the bill moves forward.
[Bangkok Post 2]

Thailand: Ex-Prime Minister Thaksin
allowed to travel to Brunei, but not to
Vietham and Cambodia

(msz) The Criminal Court has granted Thaksin
Shinawatra, a former prime minister and de facto
leader of the ruling Pheu Thai Party, permission to
travel to Brunei for a meeting on February 18-19,
related to Malaysia's chairmanship of the ASEAN
Summit later this year. However, the court denied his
request to visit Vietnam and Cambodia, citing that his
trips to these countries were based on personal
invitations from a Vietnamese businessman and
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former Cambodian leader Hun Sen, rather than official
invitations from the respective governments.

Thaksin, who faces criminal charges for violating the
lese majeste law following a 2015 South Korean media
interview, was ordered to pay a THB 5 million (USD
140,000) bond before his trip, the same amount as for
his previous trip to Malaysia. He is also required to
report to the court and immigration officers within
three days after returning from Brunei. [Thai PBS
World] [The Nation]

Thaksin, father of Prime Minister Paetongtarn
Shinawatra, has maintained strong ties with former
Cambodian leader Hun Sen, who appointed him as an
informal advisor in 2009 after Thaksin's ouster in the
wake of a military coup in 2006. In Vietnam, Thaksin
has established business ties, primarily through private
sector deals, but his political relationship with the
government is less formal than his connection with
Cambodia.

Thailand: New Singapore-inspired
cybercrime law, shifting fraud losses to
banks and telecoms

(bk) Thailand has adopted an emergency decree aimed
at tackling cybercrime, drawing from Singapore's
guidelines, which shift the responsibility for losses
incurred from cybercrime, such as phishing and
unauthorized payment fraud, onto financial
institutions and telecommunication operators. This
decree came into effect in February 2025.

According to Roong Mallikamas, the BOT's deputy
governor for financial institutions stability, Singapore’s
guidelines require all sectors involved to respond,
regardless of whether they directly caused the fraud.
Financial institutions are obligated to send alerts to
customers regarding unusual activities in their bank
accounts, such as unauthorized withdrawals or
changes in mobile phones, and to disable high-risk
transactions that could lead to scams.
Telecommunication operators must take proactive
steps to block SMS messages from unauthorized
aggregators, as well as those containing malicious
URLs.

In an effort to further prevent financial damage,
Thailand has decided to limit cash transfers to
amounts below the 50,000 Singaporean dollars
(approximately THB 1.2 million (USD 35,608))
threshold, which is set by Singapore as a precautionary
measure.
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Furthermore, sources from the financial sector
anticipate a collaborative effort between various
agencies and platforms, including messaging services
like Line and Facebook, as well as electronic payment
operators, to tackle the growing issue of cybercrime in
Thailand more effectively. [The Nation]

Thailand: Digital ministry to use Al to
combat fake news

(Im) Thailand’s Ministry of Digital Economy and Society
(MDES) is working with over 300 agencies to combat
misinformation and online scams, with plans to
integrate artificial intelligence (Al) for news verification.
Minister Prasert Jantararuangtong highlighted that the
Anti-Fake News Center (AFNC), established in 2019,
focuses on countering misinformation related to
government policies, illegal activities, the economy,
natural disasters, and cybercrime.

The AFNC operates through multiple platforms,
including its website, which has nearly 28 million views,
and its Line account, which has 2.8 million followers. It
also collaborates with Thai banks, media networks, and
the government’s Pao Tang application to send alerts
about fake news and online scams, averaging 23.5
million notifications per month in 2024. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: MP petitions for land to be
returned to locals

(hrs) A ruling Pheu Thai MP for Kanchanaburi province,
Akaranun Khankittinan, has petitioned the House to
address issues arising from a 1938 decree that
designates restricted land areas in four districts of
Kanchanaburi province. The decree, originally intended
for military use and to preserve bamboo for a paper
factory run by the Thai army, affects around 3.5 million
rai (approximately 5,600 square kilometers) of land,
with about 3 million rai in Kanchanaburi and 500,000
rai in neighboring Ratchaburi.

Akaranun argued that the paper factory ceased
operations in 1982, rendering the preservation of the
bamboo unnecessary. With the population having
increased significantly since the decree's enactment,
many locals are now unable to claim ownership of land
that their families have historically occupied. He called
for the decree to be updated to benefit the public and
foster economic stability. The petition was signed by 20
MPs. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: THG founder Dr. Boon Vanasin
charged in massive Ponzi scheme,
remains at large

(bk) Thai prosecutors have filed charges against Dr.
Boon Vanasin, the 86-year-old co-founder of Thonburi
Healthcare Group (THG), and 12 other individuals for
fraud, linked to a THB 10 billion (USD 280 million)
investment scheme that allegedly misled investors into
healthcare ventures in Thailand and abroad. The
Department of Special Investigation (DSI) found that
Dr. Boon used his reputation and the credibility of the
SET-listed hospital business to attract investments,
though the projects were fraudulent.

The alleged scheme operated between 2010 and
December 2024, with financial damages estimated at
THB 16.1 billion (USD 450 million). Among those
indicted are Dr. Boon's ex-wife, Charuvarn Vanasin,
and daughter, Nalin Vanasin. However, Dr. Boon
remains at large, believed to be in China, along with
two other accomplices. The DSI has been instructed to
pursue their arrests within the 15-year statute of
limitations, while the Office of the Attorney-General
(OAG) has already filed cases against the remaining
suspects in the Criminal Court. [The Nation] [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: 240 000 mule accounts
blacklisted

(hrs) The Thai government is intensifying its crackdown
on Thai nominees used by foreign investors and mule
bank accounts - blacklisting a total of 820 nominees
and 240 000 mule accounts.

From September to December of 2024, 783 cases of
Thai nominees were investigated and resulted in
damages totaling THB 11.8 billion (USD 348.4 million).
In January 2025, 37 additional cases were reported
with damages of THB 710 million (USD 21 million).
Most of the nominees were involved in the tourism
and related sectors, as well as in online marketing,
construction materials sales, and accountancy sectors.

As for mule accounts, the Business Development
Department (BDD) has identified 1,159 accounts out of
the blacklisted 240 000 mule accounts as linked to
illegal foreign businesses, who are pending further
investigation and action by the Anti-Money Laundering
Office. [Nation Thailand]
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Thailand: Parliament to deliberate on
rape allegation against MP

(Im) The Thai House of Representatives will address the
case of Chaiyamparwaan Manpianijit, a Bangkok MP
from the Thai Progress Party, who has been accused of
raping a Taiwanese woman in Chiang Mai last month.
House Speaker Wan Muhamad Noor Matha confirmed
that lawmakers will debate the issue on February 20
and decide whether to allow police to proceed with
prosecution, as parliamentary immunity currently
protects the MP while the legislative session is
ongoing.

Chaiyamparwaan, who was expelled from the now-
dissolved Move Forward Party in 2023 following
allegations of sexual harassment against three
assistants, denies the rape accusation. His legal team
claims that the encounter was consensual. Reports
indicate that he is currently in Bangkok and plans to
surrender before the parliamentary meeting. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Authorities crack down on child
migrant begging ring in Bangkok

(Im) Thai authorities have launched a crackdown on
organized begging in Bangkok, rescuing three young
foreign girls and apprehending 13 homeless women,
including 10 Cambodians, two Laotians, and one Thai
national. The operation, conducted in the Asok area of
Sukhumvit Road, was led by Lumphini police and social
workers from the Ministry of Social Development and
Human Security.

The detained women face charges under the Begging
Control Act, with the Thai suspect accused of using
others to solicit sympathy for financial gain. The
foreign detainees were also charged with illegal entry
into Thailand. Officials have taken them to a shelter in
Nonthaburi province for further verification, while the
three children—aged five to seven—have been placed
in protective care.

Authorities have expressed growing concern over the
rising number of panhandlers in Bangkok’s urban
areas, particularly those who use infants and young
children to elicit public sympathy. People’s Party MP
Bhuntin Noumjerm has urged authorities to conduct
DNA tests to confirm whether the detained children
are related to the adults who accompanied them, in an
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effort to combat child exploitation and human
trafficking. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Migrant health insurance costs
set to rise under new ministry proposal

(bk) The Public Health Ministry of Thailand has
proposed an increase in health insurance fees for
migrant workers, aiming to bring the costs closer to
the amount the government provides for Thai citizens
under the universal health coverage system. Public
Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin explained that
health insurance cards for migrant workers currently
cost between THB 1,600 (USD 48) and THB 2,400 (USD
71) per person, while the budget allocated for
Thailand's universal healthcare scheme is about THB
3,800 (USD 113) per person annually. This price
adjustment is intended to address concerns that the
lower cost of migrant health insurance might
encourage misuse of the Thai healthcare system by
non-citizens.

As of October 2024, approximately 309,416 migrant
workers and their dependents were registered under
the migrant health insurance fund. These workers
primarily come from Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos.
The registration includes 262,843 workers and
dependents over the age of seven, 39,602 dependents
under the age of seven, and 6,971 general migrants.

In a separate announcement, Minister Somsak
revealed plans to visit Mae Sot Hospital in Tak province
on February 21, along with the ministry’s permanent
secretary, to assess the strain on public health workers
due to a surge in patient numbers. This surge follows
the Trump administration’s suspension of foreign aid
funding, which has forced seven hospitals along the
Thai-Myanmar border to stop providing medical
services to about 100,000 refugees.

Somsak highlighted that the ministry is preparing
contingency plans in case the aid suspension extends
beyond the initial 90 days. These plans include
transferring critically ill refugees to Thai hospitals for
treatment. Moreover, the International Rescue
Committee is negotiating with the United States to lift
the suspension of aid. Minister Somsak also
emphasized that Thailand has continued to provide
humanitarian aid to refugees and has been caring for
approximately two million migrant workers who are
not covered by the social security system.

In light of the situation, border health officials are
closely monitoring the potential spread of diseases,
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such as lymphatic filariasis and cholera, which have not
been reported in Thailand for years. [The Nation]

Thailand: Government and NGOs prepare
temporary refugee camps for Myanmar
conflict victims

(Im) Thailand's Ministry of Interior is collaborating with
The Border Consortium (TBC) to establish temporary
refugee camps along the Thai-Myanmar border in
response to ongoing conflict in Myanmar. The
initiative, aligned with humanitarian principles, will
provide shelter, food, and essential services for those
fleeing the violence.

Deputy Interior Permanent Secretary Chettha Mosikrat
affirmed the ministry’s commitment to working with
TBC and other agencies, including the Foreign Affairs
Ministry and the National Security Council (NSC), to
develop long-term solutions for refugee assistance.

Separately, Public Health Minister Somsak Thepsutin
met with World Health Organization (WHO)
Representative Jos Vandelaer to address healthcare
challenges in refugee camps following the temporary
suspension of U.S. funding to the International Rescue
Committee (IRC). The halt, affecting seven camps
across four provinces—Ratchaburi, Kanchanaburi, Tak,
and Mae Hong Son, has increased pressure on
Thailand's public health system. The government is
seeking USD 3 million annually in WHO assistance to
maintain healthcare, sanitation, and disease control in
the camps.

The temporary camps are being managed under the
oversight of the Interior Ministry, the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and various non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government moves to expand
social security coverage for informal
workers

(Im) Thailand’s government is set to expand social
security coverage to include more informal workers,
addressing disparities in healthcare and employment
benefits. The Social Security Office (SSO) has proposed
adding three new categories of workers: those in
agriculture, fisheries, forestry, and livestock; domestic
helpers such as maids, cooks, gardeners, and
chauffeurs; and employees working in market stalls,
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shopping malls, and department stores with formal
lease contracts.

Currently, these workers are excluded from the Social
Security Act of 2017 and are classified under a royal
decree as employees of businesses not covered by the
law. Under the proposed expansion, they would be
included in Section 33 of the Act, granting them
benefits such as healthcare coverage, unemployment
insurance, maternity and paternity allowances, and
funeral expense payments. [Bangkok Post 1]

In parallel, the government is expanding its "Smart
Health Cabin" initiative to improve healthcare
accessibility, particularly in areas with fewer hospitals.
These self-service health kiosks, first introduced at
Phra Nang Klao Hospital in Nonthaburi, enable
patients with minor ailments to consult doctors via
telemedicine and receive free medication. The initiative
supports the "30-baht treatment anywhere" policy and
aims to alleviate the burden on outpatient and
emergency medical services. Currently operating in
four locations in Bangkok, the scheme will expand to
over 900 hospitals nationwide. [Bangkok Post 2]

Amid these efforts, authorities are cracking down on
corruption within the social security system. A former
senior legal officer at the SSO was arrested in Bangkok
for embezzling over THB 10 million (USD 290,000) from
the SSF between 2007 and 2014. She allegedly falsified
official documents to mislead people into believing she
had the authority to process social security payments,
diverting recovered funds from legal cases into her
own accounts. [Bangkok Post 3]

Thailand: Opposition lawmaker raises
concern over SSO 'wastefulness' and
excessive spending

(Im) The main opposition People's Party (PP) has raised
concerns about the Social Security Office's (SSO)
budget, citing excessive spending on overseas Visits,
training, and public relations. Ratchanok Srinok, a
Bangkok MP and member of the House committee
monitoring budget planning and spending, outlined
several issues following a forum on the SSO's budget.

She noted that the SSO's spending increased
significantly over the past four years, from THB 4
billion (USD 112 million) in 2020 to THB 6.61 billion
(USD 185 million) in 2023, with the strategic budget
doubling from THB 965 million (USD 27 million) in 2020
to THB 2 billion (USD 56 million) in 2024. Key concerns
included the operation of the SSO's 1506 Hotline,
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which is allocated THB 100 million (USD 2.8 million),
with half of the budget spent on rental fees despite
complaints about busy lines.

Ratchanok also questioned the necessity of THB 550
million (USD 15.3 million) spent on app development
and the THB 276 million (USD 7.7 million) spent on the
"SSO+" mobile application, which received poor user
ratings. She raised issues with the SSO's training
budget being spent on redundant programs and noted
that the public relations strategy had failed to engage
younger people effectively.

Criticism of the SSO's spending grew after the
Progressive Social Security group, affiliated with the
PP, won all seven seats representing employees in the
SSO board in December 2023. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Call for investment stimulus to
boost GDP amid trade concerns

(Im) Thailand's economic outlook for 2025 is projected
to grow within a range of 2.3 percent to 3.3 percent,
with a consensus estimate of 2.8 percent, according to
the National Economic and Social Development
Council (NESDC). The government's economic policies
are being closely monitored due to the potential
impact of external risks, particularly the evolving US
trade policies. In light of these uncertainties, there
have been calls for an investment stimulus package to
support economic growth.

The NESDC highlighted that, in 2024, Thailand's
economy grew by 2.5 percent, supported by increased
consumption and public investment, though private
sector investment contracted by 1.6 percent. The
expected growth in 2025 factors in the potential effects
of government initiatives like the digital wallet
program, as well as global trade risks, including new
trade barriers. The government is expected to
prioritize investment stimulus in the second half of the
year, especially to offset the anticipated impact of US
trade countermeasures.

One of the main strategies for growth is enhancing
private sector investment, which rebounded in 2024
with a 40.4 percent increase in applications to the
Board of Investment (Bol). However, there is a growing
concern about trade war risks, especially in the second
half of the year, which could affect exports and
manufacturing. The government plans to tackle these
challenges through anti-dumping measures, and the
promotion of high-potential Thai exports, alongside
accelerating free-trade agreement negotiations.
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Thailand's tourism sector also remains a key driver of
the economy, with expectations of welcoming 38
million foreign visitors in 2025, generating an
estimated THB 1.69 trillion (approximately USD 47.9
billion) in revenue. Nevertheless, concerns persist
about global competition, with US policies under
President Trump adding complexity to trade dynamics.

Meanwhile, the government is focusing on managing
household debt, which currently stands at 89 percent
of GDP, and addressing challenges in the
manufacturing sector, where high inventory levels
have hindered growth. The Bank of Thailand is
expected to make interest rate cuts to stabilize the
economy, though fiscal measures will play a larger role
in sustaining growth.

In addition to these broader economic strategies,
Thailand's investment stimulus will also focus on small-
scale infrastructure projects, particularly in water
management, with an emphasis on long-term
sustainability and local community development.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Government sets up task force
to probe inferior products

(Im) Thailand's Commerce Ministry has formed a task
force to intensify inspections of substandard imported
goods, particularly those purchased online. This
initiative comes after legal action was taken in 21,227
cases between September and December 2024,
resulting in damages of THB 1.14 billion (USD 33.82
million). Confiscated items included supplements,
food, medicines, medical equipment, cosmetics,
electrical appliances, and power banks.

Deputy Commerce Minister Napintorn Srisunpang
noted that agencies would ramp up inspections in the
medium and long term. The task force will also
investigate businesses violating foreign ownership
laws. A meeting of the Subcommittee on Promoting
Thai SMEs and Addressing Low-Quality Imported
Goods discussed measures to regulate substandard
products, improve product standards, and address
trade and customs issues. The Federation of Thai
Industries (FTI) has urged the government to
strengthen enforcement of product labeling laws and
support domestic manufacturers. Additionally, tax
incentives and market expansion opportunities are
recommended to foster domestic investment.

The government is also working with online platforms
to improve quality control for products sold online.
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Businesses should prepare for potential new labeling
requirements, as the Office of the Consumer
Protection Board is exploring strategies to ensure
consumer safety. [Viet Nam News]

Thailand: Finance Ministry to launch
tokenized bond pilot to make bond
market more accessible

(bk) The Thai government is set to launch a pilot
program for tokenized bonds in the 2025 fiscal year,
with an initial issuance of THB 5 billion (USD 148
million). This program aims to democratize investment
opportunities by allowing retail investors to participate
in the bond market, which traditionally has been more
accessible to institutional investors or high-net-worth
individuals. The tokenized bonds, which will be traded
on a dedicated digital platform, will not require asset
collateral, making them more accessible to a broader
range of investors.

Finance Minister Pichai Chunhavajira outlined that the
Ministry of Finance is developing these tokenized
bonds to create a more inclusive investment
environment. The THB 5 billion (USD 148 million)
issuance will serve as a sandbox project, which will
allow the government to assess the viability and
potential impact of tokenized bonds before expanding
the program. The details of the scheme, including
trading procedures and mechanisms, are still under
development and will be submitted to the Bank of
Thailand for approval. Once launched, the program’s
performance and market response will be closely
monitored.

The bond issuance is designed to allow retail investors
to directly buy and sell bonds on the platform,
bypassing traditional banking channels. This shift is
expected to lower management costs and make
investment more accessible. The minimum investment
is expected to be as low as THB 1,000 (USD 30),
opening the market to smaller investors. Pichai
emphasized that the goal is to enable participation
regardless of financial standing, ensuring a wider
demographic can take part in the investment process.

This initiative also provides the Thai government with
an alternative way to raise capital, similar to
conventional bond issuances. The tokenized bonds will
serve to address budget deficits and refinance existing
debt, but they could also improve market liquidity by
enabling a larger pool of investors to access the bond
market. Traditional government bonds typically have
large allocations directed through institutions or high-
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net-worth individuals, which can result in limited
market liquidity.

The program's use of existing platform technology for
bond tokenization means that this new approach could
eventually challenge traditional government bonds.
However, whether tokenized bonds will completely
replace traditional bonds is yet to be determined, as
the government will need to conduct a thorough
evaluation of their advantages and disadvantages.

Furthermore, the Ministry of Finance is considering the
potential merger of the Securities Act and the Digital
Assets Act. This proposed merger would simplify
regulatory oversight for both traditional and digital
investments, as both types of financial instruments
often draw from the same pool of capital. If the merger
moves forward, it could create a more streamlined and
efficient regulatory framework for these types of
investments. [The Nation]

Thailand: Japanese carmaker Nissan to
shut down factory after merger collapse

(bk) Japanese automobile manufacturer Nissan has
announced plans to shut down one of its two
automobile factories in Samut Prakan province,
Thailand, as part of its broader effort to streamline
operations following the collapse of its merger talks
with another Japanese carmaker, Honda, on February
13.

While the company will continue investing in Thailand,
its first factory, built in 1975, will no longer handle
vehicle assembly. Instead, production will be
consolidated at Nissan's second plant, which opened in
2024. Although vehicle assembly will cease, the factory
will remain operational for body, plastic, and press
shops. The closure is expected to result in the loss or
transfer of approximately 1,000 jobs.

Alongside these cost-cutting measures, Nissan Motor
Thailand has committed to increasing its production of
hybrid electric vehicles (HEVs), aligning with a shift
toward more sustainable and energy-efficient vehicles.
This commitment is in line with Thailand’s Board of
Investment (Bol) policy, which offers excise tax
reductions ranging from 6-9 percent for companies
making HEVs, depending on carbon dioxide emissions,
effective between 2026 and 2032. This is part of
Nissan's broader strategy to introduce new energy-
efficient car models, including plug-in hybrids and an
updated version of the Leaf compact electric vehicle
(EV).
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Despite these strategic moves, Nissan's financial
performance has faced setbacks. For the fiscal third
quarter ending December 31, the company reported a
78 percent drop in operating profit, falling from USD
0.90 million the previous year to just USD 0.20 million.
The decline was attributed to sluggish sales, excessive
inventory, and ongoing financial difficulties. [The
Nation] [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Rama Il roadworks to finish 'this
year'

(Im) The Transport Ministry has announced that all
construction projects along Rama Il Road (Highway 35)
- a major road in Thailand that connects Bangkok to
the southern provinces - will be completed by the end
of 2025.

The Rama IlI-Dao Khanong-Western Outer Ring Road
expressway project, managed by the Expressway
Authority of Thailand (Exat), is currently 87 percent
completed and is on track to finish by November this
year. The second project, the elevated Ekkachai-Ban
Phaeo Intercity Motorway (M82), is also progressing
well, with the Bang Khuntian to Ekkachai section 98
percent complete. However, a private company will be
sought for the co-investment in the highway systems,
with the M82 expected to open by the end of 2027.

Additionally, improvements to Rural Highway 3004 in
Pathum Thani, including the addition of two lanes in
each direction, are now complete and are expected to
reduce congestion and enhance road safety. [Bangkok
Post]

Thailand: Authorities shut down three
Chinese-owned factories for
environmental and safety violations

(hrs/msz) Thai authorities raided and shut down three
Chinese-owned factories in Samut Sakhon's Muang
district for violating environmental and industrial
regulations. The operations were suspended following
complaints from local residents about black smoke
emissions from the facilities at night. The Industry
Ministry and the Natural Resources and Environmental
Crime Suppression Division of the Royal Thai Police led
the inspections.

Two of the factories, owned by a 39-year-old Chinese
national, were found to be operating illegally. One
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facility had a license but failed to notify authorities
about its plastic melting activities, while the second
contained electronic circuit boards classified as
hazardous materials, which were being processed
without authorization. The factory owner was arrested
and charged with operating without proper
notification, expanding operations without permits,
and processing hazardous materials without approval.

The third factory, which conducted metal smelting, was
also found in violation of multiple regulations, leading
to the arrest of its manager.

In a separate inspection, authorities discovered
another Chinese-run factory producing substandard
electrical switches, power plugs, sockets, and related
equipment. Officials seized THB 5 million (USD
146,000) worth of items, including 83,200 extension
plugs, 42 rolls of copper cables, and 50 household
electrical products. The factory owner was charged
with violating industrial product standards law,
manufacturing without proper authorization, and
distributing unsafe products. [Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Gambling den disguised as
restaurant busted in Bangkok; 12
arrested, millions seized

(bk) Police raided a Chinese gambling den disguised as
a restaurant in Bangkok’s Yannawa district on February
14. The operation, based on intelligence, revealed that
the building housed a Chinese restaurant on the first
floor and a poker den on the third floor. During the
raid, over 20 gamblers were found, with 12 arrested.
The arrested individuals included eight Chinese
nationals, two from Singapore, and one each from the
Philippines and India, along with a Thai caretaker.

The police confiscated large sums of money, plus cash
chips worth THB 5.98 million (USD 177,448). The
gamblers were charged with illegal gambling, and the
Thai caretaker was charged with organizing the
operation. Further investigations are underway to
identify more suspects. [The Nation]

Thailand: Senior policemen in border
province relocated over scam suspicions

(hrs) Two senior Thai policemen originally stationed in
the Tak province bordering Myanmar have been
transferred to Bangkok, pending further investigation
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on their possible links with gambling activities and
human trafficking. They are the first senior officials
suspected of having links with call centers and other
scam operations based in Myanmar, as the Thai
government steps up its campaigns against human
trafficking and other illegal operations.

One officer, Pol Maj Gen Ekkarat has been suspected
of having connections with businesses in the
Myawaddy Complex, an entertainment venue well
known for gambling and other illicit activities. The
second officer, Pol Maj Gen Samrit, is being
investigated for possible links with foreigners tricked
into entering Thailand and smuggled into Myanmar.
[Bangkok Post]

Thailand: Interior Ministry suspends
issuance of new gun carrying permits for
one year

(msz) Thailand has suspended the issuance of new
firearm carrying permits for one year, effective
February 14, as part of efforts to curb gun-related
crime. The order, signed by Prime Minister
Paetongtarn Shinawatra and Interior Minister Anutin
Charnvirakul, was published in the Royal Gazette on
February 13.

The Ministry of Interior stated that widespread gun
possession in public places without justification has
contributed to rising crime and public safety concerns.
Thailand has one of the highest rates of gun ownership
in the region, with 6.2 million registered firearms and
an estimated 4 million unregistered weapons in
circulation.

Gun-related incidents have repeatedly sparked public
debate over firearm regulations. In November 2023,
Minister Anutin issued a temporary ban on gun
carrying permits after a schoolteacher was killed in a
gang-related shootout in Bangkok. The move followed
an October 2023 mass shooting at Siam Paragon
shopping mall, where a 14-year-old shooter killed
three people, prompting a nationwide crackdown on
illegal firearms.

The government has also suspended permits for
firearm imports and sales and is considering amending
Thailand's 76-year-old firearms law to close legal
loopholes and enhance gun control measures.
[Bangkok Post]
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Thailand: Bombing in Deep South injures
seven amid ongoing insurgency

(Im) A bomb explosion in Thailand’s Deep South
injured seven people on February 14, including three
territorial defense volunteers, highlighting ongoing
security challenges in the region. The blast, which
occurred near a territorial defense unit in Wang
district, Narathiwat province, was caused by an
explosive device hidden in a three-wheeled
motorcycle. The explosion damaged nearby property
and led to the closure of traffic in the area.

Thailand’'s Deep South, comprising the provinces of
Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala, has been the site of a
long-running separatist insurgency led by Malay-
Muslim rebel groups seeking greater autonomy. The
conflict, which escalated in the early 2000s, has
resulted in thousands of casualties, with security
forces, government personnel, and civilians frequently
targeted in attacks. Despite ongoing peace efforts,
violence in the region remains a persistent security
concern. [Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste: Government presents report
to strengthen municipal management and
development

(Im) Timor-Leste's Ministry of State Administration
recently launched the "Assessment of Municipal
Resources and Capacity" report, aimed at
strengthening municipal management. The report
covers various strategic areas, including education,
health, transportation, local production, agriculture,
infrastructure, tourism, and electricity. This data will
guide future government interventions and support
more effective planning, strengthening the role of
municipal authorities and community leaders.
[Government of Timor-Leste]

Vietnam: Leaders push for special
mechanisms to advance science,
technology, and digital transformation

(Im) At the 9th extraordinary session of the National
Assembly, Vietnam’s Party General Secretary To Lam
and Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh highlighted the
urgent need to accelerate science, technology,
innovation, and digital transformation. Both leaders
called for institutional reforms and special
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mechanisms to eliminate barriers and enhance the
country’s global competitiveness in research and
development. They urged swift implementation of
Politburo Resolution No. 57 and Resolution No. 57-
NQ/TW, which aim to position Vietnam as a globally
competitive, research-driven economy.

Party Chief To Lam emphasized the need for
immediate amendments to the Law on Science and
Technology and revisions to other key laws, aligning
them with Vietnam'’s development goals. He warned
that prioritizing low-cost bidding over high-quality
technology could turn Vietnam into a dumping ground
for outdated equipment, leading to economic
stagnation. He stressed the importance of strategic
investment approaches, including public-private
partnerships (PPPs), to foster sustainable innovation
and prevent outdated investments from hindering
economic progress.

Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh echoed these
concerns, advocating for revisions to crucial
regulations like the State Budget Law, Tax Law,
Enterprise Law, and Science and Technology Law. He
noted the need to remove legal barriers that impede
research and digital transformation and proposed new
policies to attract skilled professionals, including
foreign talent. He also emphasized the importance of
introducing special management tools to prevent
corruption, inefficiencies, and misuse of funds.

Both leaders highlighted the significance of policy
innovation and investment in infrastructure to support
scientific and technological advancements. The
government plans to present law revisions in May and
urged a shift in mindset to ensure that Vietnam's
regulatory framework aligns with its scientific and
technological ambitions, ensuring transparency and
efficiency. [Viet Nam News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

The National Assembly session also included a
discussion on a draft resolution for piloting special
policies and mechanisms to advance science,
technology, and digital transformation. Deputies
proposed civil liability exemptions for the State,
organizations, and individuals involved in scientific
research and technological development. Some
deputies also called for liability exemptions in cases
where research projects fail despite following proper
procedures. Concerns were raised about ensuring the
effectiveness of the resolution and regularly reviewing
its implementation. [Viet Nam News 3]
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Vietnam: Party chief emphasizes political
system restructuring for efficiency and
growth

(Im) Vietnam'’s Party General Secretary To Lam has
reiterated the importance of restructuring the political
system to enhance efficiency, effectiveness, and
governance performance, emphasizing that public
demand for reforms is high. Speaking at the 9th
extraordinary session of the National Assembly, he
addressed proposed amendments to the Law on
Government Organization, the Law on Local
Government Organization, and a draft resolution on
state apparatus restructuring.

The Party leader stressed that streamlining the political
system is not just about cost-cutting but about
improving national governance to meet public
expectations and accelerate economic growth. He
underscored that previous inefficiencies in governance
have hindered reforms despite multiple efforts by the
Party, State, Government, and National Assembly.

A key step in the restructuring process is defining clear
roles and responsibilities across government agencies,
optimizing the civil service, and ensuring effective law
enforcement. Lam called the review of Resolution 18-
NQ/TW, which focuses on political system
restructuring, a “golden opportunity” to implement
much-needed changes based on lessons from other
countries.

He highlighted administrative reforms, improved policy
implementation, and better budget management as
essential to strengthening Vietnam'’s international
competitiveness and ensuring long-term development.
He also emphasized that human development is
central to national growth, urging greater public
participation in governance.

Ultimately, Lam stated that a well-organized, efficient
administrative system is crucial for overcoming
economic challenges, enhancing public services, and
fostering national defense capabilities while ensuring
the successful implementation of Party policies. [Viet
Nam News]

Vietham: Prominent journalist faces trial
for allegedly ‘abusing democratic
freedoms’

(Im/hn) Vietnamese journalist and author Truong Huy
San, widely known as Huy Duc, has been indicted
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under Article 331 of Vietnam’s Criminal Code for
allegedly “abusing democratic freedoms.” If convicted,
he could face up to seven years in prison.

San, the author of "The Winning Side," a widely
acclaimed book on the Vietnam War, was detained
more than eight months ago. Authorities claim that
from 2015 to 2024, he posted articles on Facebook that
“infringed upon the interests of the state” and
negatively impacted social order. His indictment has
sparked criticism from human rights groups, including
Human Rights Watch, Reporters Without Borders, and
PEN America, who argue that Vietnam is criminalizing
dissent.

Observers believe his arrest is linked to internal
factional struggles within the Communist Party ahead
of its upcoming party congress. Some analysts suggest
conservative forces want to suppress discussions
about institutional reform, a topic Huy Duc often
addressed.

San, a former North Vietnamese soldier, previously
wrote for several major Vietnamese newspapers. His
book challenged Vietnam's official historical narrative,
arguing that the Vietnam War was not only a conflict
between Vietnam and the United States but also a civil
war with lasting consequences for both North and
South Vietnam. [Radio Free Asia] [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Ex-monk charged with rape,
sexual abuse of minors

(hn) A former monk of Thanh Hoa Pagoda in An Giang
province has been indicted on charges of raping a
minor under 16 and engaging in other sexual acts with
minors aged 13-16. The charges stem from an incident
in March 2024 involving a 12-year-old girl. Further
investigation revealed that the man had also sexually
abused three other males between 2018 and 2024,
when they were minors. He confessed to these acts
and admitted to giving the victims money after each
incident. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Special mechanisms proposed to
accelerate Ninh Thuan nuclear power
project

(he) Vietnam's National Assembly is considering special
policies and mechanisms to accelerate the
construction of the country's first nuclear power plants
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in Ninh Thuan Province, a project of high strategic
importance. The proposal was discussed during an
extraordinary session of the 15th National Assembly’s
Committee on Science, Technology, and Environment.

Minister of Industry and Trade Nguyen Hong Dien
emphasized the technological complexity and
significant investment requirements of nuclear energy,
making strong policy support necessary to speed up
the project. The government's proposal includes
simultaneous execution of feasibility studies, technical
designs, and investment negotiations to avoid delays.

One key measure is the turnkey contract approach,
allowing the government to directly appoint
contractors through intergovernmental agreements.
Additionally, direct contractor selection or simplified
bidding procedures for key consulting services has
been proposed. The plan also includes financial
arrangements such as government-backed loans,
increased revenue utilization, and budget allocations
for resettlement programs.

However, the National Assembly committee expressed
concerns over transparency and competition, warning
that turnkey contracts could limit bidding competition.
They urged clearer regulations on contractor selection
criteria, borrowing limits, interest rates, and debt
repayment conditions. The committee also stressed
the importance of environmental impact assessments
and land conversion approvals to ensure compliance
with national policies. [Viet Nam News]

Vietnam: Nationwide carbon market to
launch by 2029

(hn) Vietnam's Prime Minister has approved a project
to develop a national carbon market, aiming to reduce
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions while minimizing
costs for businesses. The initiative will support green
technology adoption, enhance competitiveness, and
contribute to the country’s net-zero target by 2050.

By June 2025, a legal framework for trading GHG
emission quotas and carbon credits will be established,
followed by a pilot phase from 2025-2028. The full
market launch is set for 2029. Key features include a
trading platform, a national registry, and mechanisms
for offsetting emissions through domestic and
international programs. Large emitters will be required
to participate, while organizations and individuals can
trade carbon credits. The project also emphasizes
capacity building and public awareness. [Viet Nam
News]
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Vietnam: Positive economy growth
forecast in 2025, but caution remains

(nt) Vietnam's economy is projected to grow by 6.7
percent in 2025, with growth expected to moderate
from 7.5 percent in the first half of the year to 6.1
percent in the second half. This growth is driven by
increased business activity and sustained foreign
investment. Vietnam's GDP growth in 2024 exceeded
expectations, reaching 7.1 percent, driven by strong
retail sales and accommodative monetary policy.

However, there are concerns over inflation, which rose
to 3.6 percent year-on-year in January 2025, with
pressures expected to continue, particularly in sectors
such as healthcare, housing, and food. Inflationary
pressures could pose challenges for the central bank if
inflation increases in the second quarter.

Vietnam's trade surplus with the US remains
significant, though it faces scrutiny under the new US
administration, and risks such as overcapacity in
production and pricing pressures persist. Tourism is
anticipated to be a key driver of growth, bolstered by
increased international arrivals, including the return of
Chinese tourists.

Credit growth is expected to be at 16 percent in 2025,
although lending activity remains cautious. Despite
some challenges, including commodity price risks
(particularly oil) and low import cover, Vietham's
economic fundamentals remain strong.

The State Bank of Vietnam is expected to raise interest
rates by 50bps in the second quarter of 2025, and its
monetary policy decisions will be crucial in maintaining
economic stability and growth. Ensuring sustainable
growth will require economic diversification and
preparedness for potential natural disasters. [Viet Nam
News]

Vietnam: VAT to be imposed on low-value
imports via express delivery

(Im) Since February 18, Vietnam does no longer
exempt low-value imports sent via express delivery
services from value-added tax (VAT). This new policy
officially revokes an order from November 30, 2010,
which set a VAT exemption threshold for low-value
goods. Under the new system, imports valued at less
than VND 1 million (USD 39.4) will be subject to a 10
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percent VAT. The government estimates that this
change could increase state budget revenue by
approximately VND 2.7 trillion (roughly USD 112.5
million).

The decision is expected to create a level playing field
for domestic products, promoting local production.
However, it may also increase the workload for
customs agencies, which will need to manually process
declarations and verify tax payments until the customs
system is fully upgraded. [Fibre2Fashion]

Vietnam: Positive long-term outlook for
housing demand

(he/hn) The once-hyped rental market along Ho Chi
Minh City's Ben Thanh-Suoi Tien metro line has taken a
sharp downturn, with demand plummeting by 20-68
percent in January, according to Batdongsan. Even
prestigious addresses like Gateway Thao Dien and The
Nassim weren't spared. Properties within 500-900
meters of the metro, including Centum Wealth and
Moonlight Residences, saw similar declines.

Batdongsan's southern regional director, Dinh Minh
Tuan, pointed out that rental prices had peaked in Q3
2024, making it difficult for long-term tenants to stay.
While rates remain high in Binh Thanh and Thao Dien,
some relief is found in parts of Thu Duc City. But the
real kicker is the metro itself—hyped for its
convenience but currently lacking parking and
essential services, diminishing its appeal.

Despite the slump, experts like Tuan and DKRA Group's
Vo Hong Thang anticipate a rebound. With Ho Chi
Minh's limited new housing supply, rental demand is
expected to rise in the long term. [Vnexpress]

Meanwhile, Hanoi is riding a different wave. The
capital’'s housing market is seeing a surge in demand
from foreigners, fueled by a growing influx of skilled
professionals and favorable changes under the
Housing Law 2023. This new legislation grants foreign
buyers property rights for up to 50 years, with a one-
time extension, making Hanoi's high-end real estate a
hot commodity.

As of mid-2024, over 1,000 foreigners had already
purchased property in the city, with luxury apartments
in prime locations selling at a premium—around 10
percent higher than units for local buyers. Developers
are moving quickly to cater to these deep-pocketed
investors, reshaping Hanoi's property market and
reinforcing its status as a real estate hotspot.
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While HCMC's metro-area rentals struggle, Hanoi's
high-end housing sector is thriving—two cities, two
very different real estate stories. [Viet Nam News]
[LM1]

Vietnam: Bond fraud victims to receive
partial compensation

(Im) Authorities in Ho Chi Minh City have begun the
repayment process for victims of Vietnam'’s largest
financial fraud, involving Van Thinh Phat Group and
Saigon Commercial Bank (SCB). The Department of
Civil Judgment Enforcement has seized VND 8 trillion
(USD 315 million) for distribution to nearly 42,000
defrauded bondholders.

This follows the high-profile conviction of Truong My
Lan, the former chairwoman of Van Thinh Phat, who
was sentenced to death in 2024 for embezzlement,
bribery, and violating banking regulations. Authorities
determined that her network of over 1,000 shell
companies issued fraudulent bonds worth VND 30
trillion (USD 1.24 billion). Victims—mostly SCB
depositors—have awaited compensation since her
arrest in October 2022.

Lan was also ordered to repay VND 673.8 trillion (USD
27 billion) to SCB. Under Vietnamese law, she could
avoid execution by returning 75 percent of the
embezzled funds and cooperating with investigators.
Officials have seized assets, including real estate,
shares, and frozen bank accounts, for repayment. [Viet
Nam News]

Vietnham: Deputy Prime Minister urges
Turkish construction company to
accelerate airport project

(Im) Vietnamese Deputy Prime Minister Tran Hong Ha
met with Reha Denemec, Vice President of IC ICTAS
Group, a Turkish construction and infrastructure
company involved in major projects worldwide, to
discuss the progress of Long Thanh International
Airport.

The Long Thanh International Airport project is a major
infrastructure initiative in southern Vietnam, designed
to become the country’s largest airport and a key
regional aviation hub. Located in Dong Nai province,
about 40 kilometers from Ho Chi Minh City, the airport
is expected to handle up to 100 million passengers
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annually upon full completion. IC ICTAS Group is a key
contractor in the VIETUR consortium, responsible for
bidding package 5.10, which covers construction and
equipment installation at the airport's passenger
terminal.

Against this backdrop, Ha emphasized the Vietnamese
government's priority in expediting the project and
urged IC ICTAS to collaborate with suppliers to ensure
timely completion while maintaining high-quality
standards. He highlighted that the early completion of
Long Thanh airport would strengthen economic and
trade ties between Vietnam and Turkiye.

Reha acknowledged Vietham's support and affirmed
that IC ICTAS and VIETUR would enhance their
technical and construction solutions to speed up
progress. He also expressed interest in participating in
future infrastructure projects in Vietnam. [Viet Nam
News]

Vietham: Government seeks Chinese
funding for USD 8.3 billion Lao Cai-Hanoi-
Hai Phong railway project

(hn/Im) The Vietnamese government has submitted a
proposal to the National Assembly (NA) for the
construction of the Lao Cai-Hanoi-Hai Phong railway, a
USD 8.3 billion project aimed at improving domestic
and international transport connectivity with China.
The 391-kilometers railway, spanning nine provinces
and cities, will accommodate trains traveling up to 160
km/h and is scheduled for completion by 2030,
pending parliamentary approval.

China is expected to be a key financial backer, with
Vietnam planning to borrow from China to partially
fund the project. The railway is seen as a crucial step in
modernizing Vietnam’s outdated rail system,
supporting both passenger and cargo transport, and
complementing a USD 67 billion high-speed rail line
between Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, which is set to
launch operations in 2035.

The government has emphasized the economic and
strategic benefits of the railway, stating that it will
boost industrialization, trade, and regional integration,
while also ensuring national defense and
environmental sustainability. To expedite the project,
19 special mechanisms have been proposed, including
technology transfer safeguards to prevent long-term
dependency.
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However, the National Assembly's Economic
Committee has raised concerns regarding land
acquisition impacts, financial sustainability, and overall
feasibility. Lawmakers noted that initial revenues may
not cover operational costs, requiring an estimated
USD 109.36 million in state subsidies over the first five
years. Additionally, they warned of potential losses of
USD 778 million from the north-south high-speed
railway project, urging a comprehensive financial
review to mitigate risks and prevent cost overruns,
citing past delays and budget inflation in major
infrastructure projects.

If approved, construction is expected to begin in 2024,
positioning the Lao Cai-Hanoi-Hai Phong railway as a
key infrastructure project to strengthen Vietnam'’s
connectivity with China and bolster its long-term
economic growth. [Viet Nam News] [tuoi tre news]

Vietnam: National Assembly reviews
special policies to accelerate urban
railway development

(hn) The 15th National Assembly reviewed a draft
resolution on special mechanisms for developing
urban railway networks in Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh City
during its 9th extraordinary session.

Transport Minister Tran Hong Minh highlighted long-
standing project delays since 2007 due to investment
hurdles, resource constraints, and implementation
challenges. Despite setbacks, urban rail remains crucial
for sustainable transport and climate adaptation.

The draft resolution, consisting of 11 articles and six
policy groups, proposes streamlined investment,
flexible funding, transit-oriented development, and
industry growth through technology transfer and
workforce training. It grants the Prime Minister
authority to allocate public investment flexibly and
enables local councils to oversee multi-cycle funding.

NA Economic Committee Chairman Vu Hong Thanh
supported the resolution while suggesting refinements
to improve its effectiveness. [Viethamnews]

Vietham: Government designates US-
based Boat People SOS as terrorist-linked

(hn) Vietnam'’s Ministry of Public Security has officially
designated Boat People SOS (BPSOS), a U.S.-based
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refugee advocacy group, as a terrorist-linked
organization, accusing it of supporting Montagnard
Stand for Justice (MSF)), a group allegedly involved in
violent attacks in Dak Lak province in June 2023 that
resulted in nine deaths and two injuries.

Vietnamese authorities claim that BPSOS, under the
leadership of U.S. citizen Nguyen Dinh Thang, provided
financial and logistical assistance to MSFJ, which was
officially designated as a terrorist organization in
March 2024. The government alleges that Thang
orchestrated support for MSFJ, directly aiding its
members. Meanwhile, a wanted notice has been
issued for Y Quynh Bdap, an ethnic Ede activist and key
suspect, who fled to Thailand in 2018 and was
detained in mid-2024.

Thang, a longtime Vietnamese-American activist, has
strongly denied the allegations, calling them an
attempt to silence human rights advocacy. He argues
that Vietnam'’s move aims to intimidate citizens from
reporting human rights abuses and seeking
international support.

Founded in the 1980s, BPSOS initially focused on
assisting Vietnamese boat refugees who fled after the
1975 communist takeover. Over the years, it has
expanded to support victims of religious persecution,
human trafficking, and disadvantaged communities in
Vietnam. [Viet Nam News] [Union of Catholic Asian
News]

The organization is also a key advocate for religious
freedom, co-hosting the International Religious
Freedom Summit in Washington, D.C., on February 4-5.
Vietnamese authorities blocked three religious
representatives from independent Cao Dai and
Buddhist groups from attending the summit, citing
national security concerns. [AIR No. 6, February/2025,
2]

Vietnam: 2025 military enlistment begins
across provinces

(Im) Vietnam has commenced its 2025 national military
enlistment, with young recruits from 52 provinces and
cities reporting for duty between February 13 and 15.
The recruitment, conducted under the Law on National
Defense and directives from the Ministry of National
Defense, includes a single-phase selection process with
ceremonies held across various military regions. This
year's recruitment saw an increase in volunteers and
higher education levels among new conscripts. [Viet
Nam News]
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Vietnam enforces compulsory military service for all
male citizens aged 18 to 25, with exceptions extending
to 27 for those pursuing higher education. Military
service typically lasts 24 months, but the government
may extend it during times of national emergency.
While women are not subject to mandatory enlistment,
they may voluntarily serve in the military, particularly
in specialized fields.

Enlistment is governed by the Law on Military Service,
with recruitment conducted annually in two phases—
spring and autumn. However, in recent years,
enlistment has been consolidated into a single-phase
recruitment period, typically held in February.

Vietnam: Soldier’'s death raises concerns
over military hazing

(Im) A Vietnamese soldier has died under suspicious
circumstances, shortly after calling his family to report
being beaten by his unit commander. Authorities
initially attributed his death to an epidemic, later
specifying meningitis, but family members have
publicly disputed this claim, citing his repeated phone
calls about assault before his death.

Videos showing his grieving relatives demanding
justice have gone viral on social media, though they
have since been removed. The military has yet to
address the allegations directly, and state media have
not reported on the incident.

Vietnam's armed forces have faced repeated
accusations of hazing-related deaths in recent years.
Since 2021, at least four soldiers have died under
questionable circumstances, with initial military
explanations later revised or contradicted. In one case,
five soldiers were convicted in 2021 for beating a
fellow serviceman to death after the army first claimed
he had died in a fall. [Radio Free Asia]

International Relations,
Geopolitics and Security
in Asia
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Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi's Europe
tour

(dh/yq) Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi concluded
his week-long tour of Europe, which included bilateral
talks in the UK and Ireland, as well as participation in
the Munich Security Conference in Germany aimed at
strengthening relations between China and Europe.

Wang Yi's UK visit

China has expressed its interest in strengthening ties
with the UK, emphasizing collaboration in trade,
investment, and infrastructure. During his visit to
Britain, his first in ten years, Chinese Foreign Minister
Wang Yi met with key UK officials, including Prime
Minister Keir Starmer, Foreign Minister David Lammy,
and National Security Adviser Jonathan Powell.
[Reuters] [SCMP 1]

The talks also covered economic ties, with both sides
expressing interest in fostering secure and stable
growth. Wang highlighted the importance of open
communication and trust between the two nations,
pointing to progress made during recent financial
discussions, such as the China-UK Economic and
Financial Dialogue in January (see AiR No. 2
January/2025, 2), resumed after a hiatus of five years
and resulting in 69 agreements covering trade,
investment, and energy. [SCMP 1]

Wang also addressed sensitive topics like Taiwan, and
the situation in Ukraine. He restated China’s position
on these issues, including its support for peace talks in
Ukraine and its desire to avoid escalation. Both nations
also discussed broader concerns in the Middle East
and other international matters. [China Daily]

Starmer, in turn, affirmed his commitment to
maintaining a stable and respectful relationship while
acknowledging areas of disagreement. Wang Yi also
met with UK Foreign Minister, David Lammy, who also
reiterated the UK's concerns about human rights, the
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political situation in Hong Kong, and the imprisonment
of media figure Jimmy Lai whose release the UK has
consistently demanded. [Anadolu Ajansi] [Reuters 1]

Lammy acknowledged that while the two countries
have significant differences, maintaining open
communication is important, arguing that “robust but
constructive discussion” is vital to the future
relationship between the two nations, particularly as
both nations are permanent members of the UN
Security Council. Wang concurred with Lammy, stating
that cooperation was vital given the responsibility of
both countries as major powers.[AP News]

The visit comes as the UK seeks to strengthen
economic ties with China while weighing national
security concerns. Reports suggest that government
departments, including the Ministry of Defence, have
raised objections to potential Chinese involvement in
infrastructure projects such as the Green Volt North
Sea wind farm. Their concerns center on regional
security risks if China supplies equipment and software
for the turbines, particularly in light of the rising
number of attacks on subsea cables in the Baltic
region. Additionally, security considerations have
fueled opposition to plans for a new Chinese embassy
near the Tower of London (see AiR No. 2, January/2025,
2). [The Independent] [Wind Power Monthly]

Since taking office in July, Prime Minister Keir Starmer’s
Labour government has pursued a policy of
“cooperation, competition, and challenge” with China,
shifting away from the previous Conservative
government's more adversarial stance. Senior officials
on both sides are reportedly in talks about a potential
visit of Starmer to China this summer. If realized, it
would mark first by a UK prime minister in more than
seven years further solidifying the thaw in bilateral
relations which have been frosty for years over spying
allegations, human rights concerns, China’s position in
Russia’s war in the Ukraine and a crackdown on civil
liberties in the former British colony Hong Kong.
[Politico]

Wang Yi at Munich Security Conference

Following his UK visit, Wang attended the Munich
Security Conference. During his speech, Wang
expressed China's commitment to working with the EU,
emphasizing cooperation, multilateralism, openness,
and respect for international law in a multipolar world
that “is not only a historical inevitability; it is also
becoming a reality,” with China being “a factor of
certainty in this multipolar system,” and “a steadfast
constructive force in a changing world.” [China Ministry
of Foreign Affairs] [Anadolu Ajansi]
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Wang expressed willingness to maintain stable
relations with the United States but warned that
Beijing would firmly respond to any actions it perceives
as attempts to suppress or contain it. While
emphasizing China's preference for cooperation, he
stated that if tensions escalated, China would not back
down. Wang criticized “unilateral bullying practice”
from Washington. These warnings come amidst a
growing tariff war between the two countries (see AiR
No. 5, February/2025, 1 and Air No. 6, February/2025,
2).

On the war in Ukraine - the dominant issue at the
conference - Wang advocated for a balanced security
framework in Europe and reiterated that China
supports diplomatic efforts toward peace believing
Europe should play a central role in finding long-term
solutions. [Xinhua News Agency]

His comments followed former U.S. President Donald
Trump’s announcement of planned peace talks with
Russian President Vladimir Putin, an initiative that was
met with resistance from Ukraine and caught the
European Union off guard. [SCMP 2]

Positioning itself as a neutral mediator, China has
maintained strong ties with Russia. While avoiding
condemnation of Russia’s invasion, Beijing has
strengthened diplomatic and economic relations with
Moscow, increasing trade while cautiously navigating
potential Western sanctions. As diplomatic
maneuvering continues, China’s balancing act,
advocating peace while sustaining ties with Russia will
play a crucial role in shaping Ukraine’s future and
global stability. [Reuters 2] [CNN]

Wang Yiin Ireland

Following the Munich Conference, Wang Yi met with
Irish Prime Minister Micheal Martin and Simon Harris,
the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign
Affairs, on February 17.

In the meeting between Wang and Martin, both sides
emphasized the positive trajectory of China-Ireland
relations over the past four decades, while Wang
acknowledged Ireland’s Shannon Free Zone as a model
of development that has influenced China's own
economic reforms. Both sides reaffirmed their
commitment to strengthening diplomatic ties,
fostering mutual trust, and addressing differences
through dialogue. Wang also emphasized that both
nations support multilateralism and free trade,
particularly at a time of increasing global economic
uncertainty. [China Daily 1] [China’s The State Council]
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Wang's meeting with Harris focused on strengthening
economic ties between Ireland and China, as well as
broader EU-China relations. Mr. Harris highlighted the
importance of fair trade and called for China to lift
restrictions on Irish beef exports. The conversation
also touched on collaboration in higher education.
[Ireland Department of Foreign Affairs] [The Irish
Times]

These talks come amid improving relations between
the two countries with recent developments in
bilateral relations, including China’s decision to
introduce a visa-free policy for Irish travelers and the
relaunch of a direct Dublin-Beijing flight route in 2024.

Additionally, China is currently Ireland’s largest trading
partner in the Asia-Pacific region, with Irish exports
growing significantly over the last decade, particularly
in key industries such as pharmaceuticals, medical
equipment, computer services, agri-food, and financial
services. Ireland maintains a unique position as a
European country that boasts a trade surplus with
China, at around USD 13 billion in 2024. [China Daily 2]
[SCMP 3]

Besides economics and trade, both sides highlighted
the importance of international cooperation,
particularly in addressing global challenges such as the
conflicts in Ukraine and the Middle East. Martin also
stressed the need for diplomatic engagement to
promote peace and stability. [RTE]

Prior to the meetings, representatives of Uyghur and
Hong Kong communities in Ireland called on the
government to raise concerns about transnational
repression. Subsequently, Harris did express Ireland’s
concerns the treatment of minority groups in Xinjiang,
as well as about the situation in Hong Kong and. He
emphasized the importance of addressing these
matters through established UN human rights
mechanisms. [The Irish Times]

Wang's visit follows on from that of Chinese Premier Li
Qiang in early 2024. China’s willingness to enhance
diplomatic relations with Ireland has been seen as a
strategic move given Ireland'’s role as respected
member of the EU and a strong trading partner. Global
uncertainties and instability are perhaps a strong
factor for China’s interest in cementing its diplomatic
and economic ties with Ireland. [SCMP 3]

Trump pushes for nuclear arms reduction,
seeks defense budget cuts with Russia
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and China

(yq) U.S. President Donald Trump has vowed to restart
nuclear arms control talks with Russia and China,
aiming to slash military budgets in half. He criticized
the ongoing arms race, calling it an unnecessary drain
on resources when existing nuclear stockpiles are
already capable of global destruction.

Trump pointed to billions spent on modernizing the
U.S. arsenal while Russia and China continue
expanding theirs. He warned that China could reach
nuclear parity within six years and stressed that any
nuclear conflict would be catastrophic.

Pledging to prioritize de-escalation, Trump plans direct
talks with Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian
President Vladimir Putin, proposing a drastic reduction
in military expenditures. He believes such an
agreement is achievable once conflicts in the Middle
East and Ukraine are stabilized.

Trump also reiterated his support for Russia’s return to
the G7, calling its 2014 expulsion a mistake. He further
revealed a recent “highly productive” conversation with
Putin regarding Ukraine peace talks, his first confirmed
contact with the Russian leader since returning to
office, signaling a potential shift in U.S-Russia relations.
[The Guardian]

Chinese naval task group concludes
multinational maritime exercise in
Pakistan

(yq) A Chinese navy task group has successfully
completed its participation in the multinational
maritime exercise “AMAN 2025" in Pakistan, marking
the first international joint exercise for the Chinese
military this year.

China's People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) sent the
guided-missile destroyer PLANS Baotou and supply
chain PLANS Gaoyouhu. The drills included counter-
piracy, search and rescue, and air defense operations.
[Xinhua News Agency]

China's participation in the exercise has been viewed
critically in Indian media, which argue that while
Pakistan presented AMAN 2025 as a platform for global
cooperation, China's involvement has allowed Beijing
to further secure critical sea lanes, safeguard overseas
interests, and deepen military ties with Pakistan. The
presence of senior Chinese defense officials at the
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event has been highlighted as further reinforcing the
strategic alignment between Beijing and Islamabad. In
addition, Pakistan’s naval modernization increasingly
relies on China, with acquisitions such as Hangor-class
submarines and Type 054A/P frigates. Training and
doctrine are also becoming more influenced by China.

Critics contend that AMAN 2025 reflects Pakistan's
growing dependence on Beijing rather than
independent naval ambitions, positioning Islamabad as
a key enabler of China’s regional strategy. Some have
described the exercise as a “global display of Pakistan’s
subservience to China.”

Additionally, critics point out that Gwadar, a vital port
in the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), was
notably absent from Pakistan’s official AMAN 2025
narrative—an omission perceived as an attempt to
downplay China's growing militarization of the port.
[The Sunday Guardian] [The New Indian] [India Today]

Japan reaffirms commitment to G7 unity
and sanctions against Russia

(adi) Foreign Minister Takeshi lwaya reaffirmed Japan’s
commitment to supporting Ukraine and maintaining
sanctions against Russia at the Group of Seven (G7)
foreign ministers' meeting held in the sidelines of last
week’s Munich Security Conference. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Japan 1]

Iwaya emphasized that European and Indo-Pacific
security are interconnected, underscoring Japan's
stance that G7 unity remains crucial in addressing the
Ukraine crisis. He stated that Japan will continue
working closely with G7 partners to uphold pressure
on Russia. [Nippon.com] [Kyodo News]

His remarks come as U.S. President Donald Trump
called for an early ceasefire in Ukraine through direct
negotiations with Russia and also stated that he would
welcome Russia’s return to the Group of Seven (G7),
calling its exclusion a mistake. He made the comments
during an announcement of new U.S. reciprocal tariffs
at the White House.

Russia had been a member of the group, then known
as the G8, until its expulsion in 2014 following the
annexation of Crimea. [Reuters]

In a separate meeting with NATO Secretary-General
Mark Rutte, lwaya reaffirmed Japan's commitment to
deepening ties with the alliance, reiterating that the
security of the Euro-Atlantic and Indo-Pacific regions is
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inseparable. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 2] [The
Japan Times]

During talks with his Jordanian counterpart Ayman
Safadi, lwaya stressed the importance of a steady
implementation of the recently concluded agreement
on the Gaza ceasefire and hostage release

while reaffirming Japan's readiness to closely
cooperate with the kingdom on a two-state solution.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan 3]

Japan, U.S., South Korea strengthen
cooperation on energy security

(adi) Japan, the United States, and South Korea are
advancing cooperation on energy security, including
liquefied natural gas (LNG) procurement, as part of
broader efforts to enhance economic resilience and
regional stability. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan]

During their February 15 meeting on the sidelines of
the Munich Security conference Japanese Foreign
Minister Takeshi lwaya and his counterparts Marco
Rubio and Cho Tae-yul discussed energy cooperation,
including potential measures to strengthen LNG
partnerships.

Discussing North Korea's nuclear program, the
ministers reiterated their commitment to the
"complete" denuclearization of the country in line with
UN Security Council resolutions, reaffirming that any
"provocations" from North Korea would be met with
strong opposition.

Targeting China, the meeting condemned any
"unilateral" efforts to change the status quo in the
Asia-Pacific, particularly in the South China Sea, while
stressing the importance of maintaining peace and
stability in the Taiwan Strait. [The Asahi Shimbun] [AA]

Japan signs international treaty on
artificial intelligence

(adi) Japan, along with Canada, has signed the Council
of Europe Framework Convention on Artificial
Intelligence and Human Rights, Democracy, and the
Rule of Law, the first legally binding international
agreement on Al. The treaty, adopted in 2024 by the
Council of Europe, aims to promote fundamental
values such as human rights, democracy, and the rule
of law in the development and use of Al technologies.
[Council of Europe]
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With the addition of Japan and Canada, the number of
signatories has risen to 13, including the United States
and the European Union. Parliamentary Vice Foreign
Minister Hisashi Matsumoto represented Japan at the
signing ceremony in Paris, expressing confidence that
the treaty, alongside the Hiroshima Al Process—an
international framework led by Tokyo for establishing
generative Al rules—will serve as a foundation for
global Al governance. [Nippon.com]

Mongolia’s Election Commission joins OGP
political finance transparency initiative

(fs) The Open Government Partnership (OGP) Asia and
the Pacific Regional Meeting took place in the
Philippines from February 5-7, bringing together over
800 representatives from governments, civil society,
and international organizations.

The event focused on strengthening democracy,
promoting transparency, and addressing challenges in
open governance initiatives across the region.

Mongolia's General Election Commission (GEC),
represented by Head of Office D. Bat-Erdene and
Foreign Relations and Cooperation Officer B. Uyanga,
participated in ministerial discussions, sharing insights
on electoral legal reforms. During the meeting, the
OGP's oversight committee officially certified
Mongolia’s participation in its newly launched Online
Platform for Publishing Political Finance Data, which
has been in place since 2024, making the GEC the first
institution in Asia to join the initiative.

This platform is designed to collect, manage, and
disclose information about the financial activities of
political entities, including parties, candidates, and
committees. It aims to enhance transparency and
accountability in political financing by providing public
access to data on contributions, expenditures, and
other financial transactions. [Akipress] [Open
Government Partnership]

Mongolian Minister of Foreign Affairs
meets with several international leaders

(fs) Minister of Foreign Affairs of Mongolia Battsetseg
Batmunkh held discussions with counterparts and
representatives from international organizations on
the sidelines of the 61st Munich Security Conference in
Germany.
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Mongolia, Bahrain to expand bilateral cooperation

Batmunkh met with Bahraini Foreign Minister
Abdullatif bin Rashid Alzayani to discuss enhancing
cooperation in trade, business, and mining, including
potential joint geological surveys.

Rashid Alzayani supported Mongolia's proposal to
establish a cooperation mechanism to implement
agreements from past high-level visits and further
strengthen bilateral ties. [Montsame 1]

Mongolia, World Health Organization discuss health
cooperation and pollution reduction

Talks with WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus focused on strengthening Mongolia's
cooperation with the United Nations in the health
sector, particularly in influenza prevention and child
health protection.

Adhanom Ghebreyesus highlighted the urgent need to
reduce air pollution in Ulaanbaatar to protect public
health and mitigate influenza outbreaks. He also
introduced WHO's Global Initiative on Childhood
Cancer and expressed support for Mongolia to join it.
[Montsame 2]

Mongolia, Turkmenistan discuss strengthening bilateral
cooperation

Batmunkh held a telephone conversation with
Turkmenistan's Foreign Minister Rashid Meredov
during which the two ministers reviewed the progress
of agreements made during Mongolian President
Ukhnaagiin Khurelsiikh's 2024 state visit to
Turkmenistan. They exchanged views on enhancing
diplomatic ties and expanding mutually beneficial
cooperation between the two countries. [Montsame 3]

Mongolia, India to increase bilateral cooperation

Talks with Indian Minister of External Affairs
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar centered on enhancing
cooperation through intergovernmental mechanisms,
including foreign ministry consultations. The ministers
also explored the introduction of India’s advanced
technology in Mongolia's agriculture sector, as well as
the possibility of deploying Indian English teachers in
Mongolia.

Batmunkh expressed gratitude to India for its support
in securing additional financing for Mongolia's oil
refinery project. The refinery, designed to process 1.5
million tons of crude oil annually, received a soft loan
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of USD 1.7 billion from the Indian government (see
Asia in Review No. 6, February/2025, 2).

Both sides reaffirmed their commitment to completing
the project on schedule and strengthening economic
collaboration. [News.mn]

G7 foreign ministers renew call for North
Korea to abandon nuclear weapons

(dgl) The G7 foreign ministers have issued a joint
statement urging North Korea to abandon its nuclear
weapons in a complete, verifiable, and irreversible
manner while reaffirming their commitment to the
denuclearization of the Korean Peninsula.

Meeting in Munich on the sidelines of the Munich
Security Conference, the ministers expressed serious
concern over North Korea's nuclear and ballistic
missile programs, demanding the regime discontinue
all nuclear and weapons of mass destruction
programs, in line with U.N. Security Council
resolutions.

The statement also condemned North Korea's support
for Russia's war against Ukraine, calling it a dangerous
escalation with severe implications for European and
Indo-Pacific security. The G7 urged North Korea to halt
its military support for Russia and withdraw troops.
[Department of State, USA 1] [Yonhap News Agency]

Similarly, during a separate meeting in Munich U.S.
Secretary of State Marco Rubio, South Korean Foreign
Minister Cho Tae-yul, and Japanese Foreign Minister
Takeshi Iwaya reaffirmed their commitment to the
complete denuclearization of North Korea.

Their joint statement expressed serious concerns over
North Korea's nuclear and missile programs, cyber
activities (including cryptocurrency theft), and its
growing military cooperation with Russia. The three
allies warned that they would not tolerate
provocations or threats to their nations and vowed to
strengthen international sanctions against Pyongyang.
They also stressed the need for the immediate
resolution of issues related to abductees, detainees,
unrepatriated prisoners of war, and separated
families. [Department of State, USA 2] [VoA]

North Korea notifies UN about plans to
cut air traffic communication with South
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Korea

(mm) North Korea has informed the International Civil
Aviation Organization (ICAO) that it will end air traffic
control communications channel with South Korea.
Last year Pyongyang notified ICAO of its intentions to
cut communications from 2025, but according to
Seoul's Ministry of Unification, South Korea is
determined to keep the direct line.

Since 1997 South and North Korea have maintained a
direct line of communication to facilitate air flight
control that is checked daily via phone call to ensure
line connectivity. From April 2023 North Korea has not
answered the routine phone call as tensions on the
Korea peninsula have continued to escalate.

Inter-Korean Air traffic has become a point of concern
after South Korea accused North Korea of a GPS signal
jamming attack in 2024 that disrupted navigation
technology for South Korean ships and civilian
aircrafts. At the time Seoul complained to ICAO, which
warned North Korea to stop the jamming. [Korea
JoonAng Daily] [Al Jazeera]

North Korea-linked hackers behind one
third of global crypto thefts in 2024

(dql) Findings of the 2025 Crypto Crime Report by U.S.
analytics firm TRM Labs reveals that North Korean
cybercriminals stole nearly USD 800 million in
cryptocurrency in 2024, accounting for over a third of
global crypto thefts last year. The report highlights
those North Korean hackers conducted high-impact
operations, with thefts nearly five times larger than
those by other groups.

Overall, 2024 saw estimated USD 58.7 in illicit volume
compared to USD 34.8 billion in 2023, marking an
upward revision of 69 percent. [TRM]

Another recent study of blockchain analytics firm
Chainalysis reported even higher losses, estimating
USD 1.34 billion stolen by North Korean hackers in
2024 (see AIR No. 52, December/2024, 4)

South Korea wants China to take active
role in Korean Peninsula denuclearization

(mm) South Korea's top nuclear envoy, vice foreign
minister for strategy and intelligence Cho Koo-rae, has
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requested Beijing to play an active role in the
denuclearization of the Korean peninsula. During
discussions with Chinese ambassador Dai Bing, Cho
expressed concerns over North Korea's recent
provocations and military cooperation with Russia
throughout the Ukraine war. In response, Dai said
China has maintained its policy on the Korean
peninsula and will continue to actively participate in
resolving issues and diplomatic negotiations. [The
Korea Times]

The alliance between North Korea and Russia has been
increasing rapidly since 2024 when Russian President
Vladimir Putin visited Pyongyang for the first time in 20
years. Ultimately this led to a mutual defence pact
between the two countries that eventually saw 10,000
North Korean soldiers deployed to fight alongside
Russia in its war against Ukraine.

Historically, China and North Korea have kept close
ties, with Beijing acting as a key economic lifeline and
steadfast ally under a mutual defense pact that has
remained in place since 1961. However, China also
views North Korea's nuclear program as destabilizing
force in the region and has previously supported
efforts to denuclearize the Korea Peninsula.

While China has remained silent on the Russian-North
Korean security partnership, it has complicated the
regional balance of power by forcing Beijing to share
influence over Pyongyang with Moscow. [East Asia
Forum]

South Korea improves ranking in global
corruption index

(mm) South Korea has ranked 30th in the 2024
Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI), the highest rating
for the country since 2012. This is an increase for
South Korea which ranked 32nd in 2023 and improved
its overall score to 64 out of 100. The South Korean
government have said the national-level efforts to
prevent corruption have made a positive impact,
recent factors, like the mass arrest of a cryptocurrency
investment scam and the political fallout of detained
president Yoon's martial law decree, have negatively
influence domestic and international perceptions of
Korean corruption.

Published annually by NGO Transparency
International, the CPI scores and ranks countries by
their perceived levels of public sector corruption using
analysis from experts. Denmark is currently ranked the
number 1 country in the world with the lowest levels of
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perceived corruption. [The Korea Herald]

Taiwan steel to gain from United States
tariff changes

(ce) A new 25 percent United States steel tariff, applied
universally, may inadvertently give Taiwanese
steelmakers a competitive edge. While rivals like Japan,
South Korea, Canada, Mexico, and the EU lose their
tariff exemptions, Taiwan has been subject to this levy
since 2010, effectively leveling the playing field. This
could boost Taiwan's US steel sales as competitors
become less price competitive.

The Taiwan Steel & Iron Industries Association predicts
rising US steel prices, potentially reaching USD 1,000
per metric ton, a trend already underway this year.
However, this could also intensify competition in Asian
and European markets as previously exempt nations
redirect exports, potentially lowering prices.

Major Taiwanese supplier Yieh Phui Enterprise notes
the tariffs primarily target countries with large US
trade surpluses, particularly Canada and Mexico,
emphasizing the US as a key export market. Chung
Hung Steel, specializing in steel pipes and rolled steel
coil, believes the tariffs will curb unfair trade and boost
the competitiveness of Taiwanese steel in the US.
Despite the potential benefits, the situation remains
fluid, as the US may negotiate tariff exemptions with
affected countries in exchange for concessions.
[Taiwan News]

US-China tensions flare over Taiwan
website dispute

(ce) An update to the US State Department's website
has ignited a new diplomatic spat with China over
Taiwan. The removal of the phrase "we do not support
Taiwan independence" from the Taiwan fact sheet has
drawn a sharp rebuke from Beijing, which views it as a
"serious backsliding" in US policy and a provocative
move that emboldens pro-independence sentiment.
While the US insists its "one China" policy remains
unchanged, China sees the change as a subtle but
significant shift.

The Chinese Foreign Ministry condemned the update,
accusing the US of "using Taiwan to contain China" and
violating the one-China principle. He urged the US to
reverse the change, adhere to existing communiqués,
and handle Taiwan-related issues with caution. Guo
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also reiterated China's opposition to US support for
Taiwan's international presence, warning against
actions that could damage US-China relations and
cross-strait stability.

This disagreement underscores the ongoing tensions
surrounding Taiwan's status. The US, like most nations,
does not recognize Taiwan's independence but
opposes any forceful attempts by China to reunify the
island. Washington maintains a policy of "strategic
ambiguity," emphasizing its commitment to peace and
stability in the Taiwan Strait and calling for cross-strait
differences to be resolved peacefully. [US Department
of State, Taiwan] [SCMP]

Taiwan, while welcoming the US website change as a
positive signal of support, has responded with
measured optimism. Taiwanese officials have
expressed appreciation for the US's commitment to
peace and stability in the Strait, recognizing the
importance of US support while also acknowledging
the delicate balance the US must maintain in its
relations with both Taiwan and China. [Taipei Times]

Meanwhile, in a separate development, China also
criticized Japan's decision to allow Taiwan to be listed
as a place of origin in family registries, reiterating its
view that Taiwan is part of China. Taiwan, however,
welcomed this move as beneficial to the rights of
overseas Taiwanese (see article this edition).

UN says Bangladesh’s ex-government
behind possible ‘crimes against
humanity’, calls for security sector
reforms

(Im) The United Nations Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has
recommended a major overhaul of Bangladesh's
security sector, including the disbandment of the Rapid
Action Battalion (RAB) and restricting the role of the
Directorate General of Forces Intelligence (DGFI) to
military intelligence. These recommendations were
part of a fact-finding report released on February 12,
examining alleged human rights violations during the
July-August 2024 protests that resulted in the ouster of
then-Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.

The OHCHR's report highlights serious concerns about
"crimes against humanity" perpetrated by Hasina's
government during its crackdown on protesters. It
outlines a coordinated effort by the government to
suppress dissent, involving extrajudicial killings,
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torture, arbitrary arrests, and other inhumane acts
against both protesters and civilians. The report
estimates that up to 1,400 people were killed during
the 45 days of unrest, with the majority of victims shot
by security forces. Among those killed, 12-13 percent
were minors. [Al Jazeera]

Against this backdrop, the report calls for a complete
restructuring of security forces, including dissolving
RAB and returning non-implicated personnel to their
home units. The report also recommends restricting
the Border Guards Bangladesh (BGB) to border
control, defining and limiting the powers of DGFI, and
banning personnel linked to human rights abuses from
UN peacekeeping deployments. Additionally, the
OHCHR suggests ending military control over the para-
police force Ansar-VDP, bringing policing policies in line
with international human rights standards, ceasing
mass arrests and abusive detention practices, and
overhauling police investigation techniques to reduce
reliance on coerced confessions.

The UN rights office further calls for stricter human
rights vetting for security personnel, reforms in police
recruitment and promotions, and greater transparency
in military deployments for internal security duties. It
emphasizes that any armed forces deployment for
internal security should only occur in exceptional
circumstances and under parliamentary oversight.
[Dhaka Tribune 1]

In response, Home Affairs Adviser Lt Gen (Retd) Md
Jahangir Alam Chowdhury acknowledged the UN's
findings and stated that the government will
collectively review the recommendations before
making any decisions. He emphasized that Bangladesh
welcomes the UN's investigative work and will hold
discussions before announcing any policy changes
regarding RAB, DGFI, and other security agencies.
[Dhaka Tribune 2]

In parallel, Chief Adviser Muhammad Yunus, along with
the Commission of Inquiry on Enforced
Disappearances, visited several Aynaghor sites in
Agargaon, Kachukhet, and Uttara, which are believed
to be part of a network of secret detention and torture
cells operated by the former government. The
Commission of Inquiry reported that there were
between 700 and 800 Aynaghor sites across the
country, many of which remain undiscovered. The
interim government has vowed to uncover all such
sites and hold those responsible accountable.
[Prothom Alo]
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Bangladesh Navy assumes chairmanship
of North Indian Ocean Hydrographic
Commission

(Im) The Bangladesh Navy has taken over the
chairmanship of the North Indian Ocean Hydrographic
Commission (NIOHC) for the 2025-2027 term, marking
a significant step in the country's regional maritime
leadership. The decision was made at the 24th NIOHC
meeting, held in Bangkok, Thailand, from February 11
to 13, where Bangladesh received unanimous support
from member states.

The conference brought together representatives from
ten member states, including Egypt, India, Indonesia,
Myanmar, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka, and the
United Kingdom, alongside associate and observer
members. Key discussions focused on hydrography’s
role in maritime safety, resource management, and the
Blue Economy, as well as its contribution to
Sustainable Development Goal 14 (Life Below Water).

As NIOHC Chair, Bangladesh aims to enhance regional
hydrographic capabilities, maritime cooperation, and
ocean governance, reinforcing its position in the global
maritime sector. [Dhaka Tribune]

World Bank pledges support to
Bangladesh for economic reforms, flood
recovery

(Im) The World Bank has reaffirmed its commitment to
supporting Bangladesh's economic reforms, climate
resilience, and sustainable development, with new
funding planned for flood recovery and the energy
sector. World Bank Vice President for South Asia,
Martin Raiser, concluded his visit, emphasizing the
importance of governance and transparency reforms
during Bangladesh'’s political transition.

The World Bank’'s upcoming initiatives include
measures to strengthen banking regulations, asset
recovery, tax policy, and procurement transparency,
alongside efforts to modernize social assistance
programs and combat air pollution in Dhaka.
Discussions with key government officials focused on
addressing economic stability, job creation, and energy
challenges, as Bangladesh seeks to reinforce its long-
term growth trajectory. [Dhaka Tribune]
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Bangladesh emphasizes regional
cooperation, maritime security at Indian
Ocean Conference

(Im) Bangladesh, under its interim government, has
reiterated its commitment to deepening partnerships
within the Indian Ocean region, emphasizing maritime
security, trade, and regional cooperation. Foreign
Affairs Adviser Md Touhid Hossain, speaking at the 8th
Indian Ocean Conference (IOC) in Muscat, Oman,
underscored Bangladesh's proactive role in maritime
connectivity, food security, and energy security. He
stressed that addressing vulnerabilities in maritime
supply chains, including port congestion, piracy, and
regulatory challenges, is crucial to ensuring regional
stability and economic resilience.

Hossain highlighted that 80 percent of global trade
volume and over 70 percent of trade value are
transported by sea, with the Indian Ocean serving as a
critical link between the East and the West.
Bangladesh, as a littoral state, has long played an
active role in regional maritime governance,
participating in platforms such as the Indian Ocean
Rim Association and the International Seabed
Authority. He called for collective efforts to counter
maritime threats such as illegal fishing, piracy, and
human trafficking, while advocating for a balanced
approach that prioritizes both economic growth and
environmental sustainability.

The Indian Ocean Conference, co-hosted by India and
Oman, saw the participation of 27 countries, including
Bhutan, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and China, marking the first
time a Chinese official has attended since 2019. [The
Daily Star 1]

Meanwhile, at a separate seminar in Dhaka titled
"Geopolitical Challenges and Strategic Imperatives for
Post-Hasina Bangladesh", foreign policy experts called
for a shift in Bangladesh'’s diplomatic strategy. CAF
Dowlah, Chairperson of BIPS, emphasized diversifying
partnerships beyond India, warning that excessive
dependence could lead to economic pressure from
China. He also stressed the importance of maintaining
strong ties with the U.S. for trade. Former ambassador
Humayun Kabir urged Bangladesh to develop a foreign
policy that aligns with the aspirations of the new
generation and Asia’s economic growth. Jahangirnagar
University Vice-Chancellor Prof. Kamrul Ahsan echoed
the need for Bangladesh to follow its own national
interests in foreign policy. [The Daily Star 2]
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Bhutan hosts 15th Article 6 consultations

(Im) Bhutan has successfully hosted the 15th Article 6.4
Supervisory Body Mechanism (SBM) meeting, marking
a key step in the global carbon market's
implementation following the adoption of Article 6
rules at COP29 in Baku, Azerbaijan. The meeting, led by
the Department of Environment and Climate Change
(DECC), brought together 24 SBM members, UN
officials, and key stakeholders to advance carbon
credit trading under the Paris Agreement.

Article 6.2 of the Paris Agreement allows countries to
trade carbon credits bilaterally to meet their Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs), ensuring
transparency and accountability in emissions
reduction.

Discussions focused on ensuring transparency,
environmental integrity, and alignment with
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in carbon
trading. Bhutan, a carbon-negative country with net
emissions at -9.7 million tons of CO,, reaffirmed its
commitment to leveraging carbon markets to support
economic growth while maintaining its low emissions.

Bhutan is now set to begin selling carbon credits to
Singapore under Article 6.2, its first bilateral partner,
ensuring strict accounting to prevent double counting
of emissions reductions. However, projections indicate
that Bhutan's emissions could rise by 2048, making
carbon trading an essential tool for decarbonization
and resource mobilization. [Kuensel]

India’s state minister for defence holds
bilateral meetings at Aero India 2025

(Im) India’s Minister of State for Defence Sanjay Seth
held several bilateral meetings during the inaugural
day of Aero India 2025 in Bengaluru.

In his meeting with Italy’'s Under Secretary of State for
Defence, Matteo Perego Di Cremnago, both officials
discussed the strengthening of bilateral defence
cooperation, highlighting India’s growing capabilities in
manufacturing defence equipment and developing
indigenous systems. They reaffirmed their
commitment to enhancing collaboration across various
sectors.

Seth also met Lord Vernon Coaker, the UK’'s Minister
for the House of Lords. The two ministers discussed
ways to deepen bilateral defence relations and
pledged to work together, along with other partners, to
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promote peace, prosperity, and a rules-based world
order, especially in the Indo-Pacific and Indian Ocean
regions. The discussion emphasized ensuring freedom
of navigation and upholding the rule of law in maritime
and other domains.

Additionally, Seth met with Limpho Tau, Minister in the
Prime Minister's Office (Defence and Security) of
Lesotho, where they explored the potential for
expanding defence exports and cooperation between
India and Lesotho in the defence sector. [Rediff]

IMF urges Maldives on swift
implementation of fiscal reforms

(Im) The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has called
on the Maldivian government to expedite the
implementation of its proposed fiscal reform measures
to address the country's growing economic and
financial challenges. During discussions with the
Parliament's Joint Committee on Public Finance and
Economic Affairs, the IMF delegation emphasized the
urgency of subsidy reform, restructuring of the
Aasandha healthcare scheme, reforms for state-owned
enterprises (SOEs), and a reduction in overall state
expenditure and currency printing.

While the Maldives' tourism sector saw record-
breaking arrivals in 2024, with over two million tourists
visiting the country for the first time, the IMF warned
that financial and debt pressures are mounting.
Without decisive action, the nation'’s fiscal deficit and
debt burden will continue to rise. The delegation also
pointed to excessive infrastructure spending as a key
contributor to the budget deficit and stressed the need
for prioritizing and rationalizing public sector
investment projects.

The IMF also emphasized that development projects
and social programs should be implemented with
financial sustainability in mind to ensure the best
outcomes for the public. The delegation responded to
questions from lawmakers about the country's three-
point drop in the Corruption Perception Index, stating
that stronger fiscal responsibility laws would enhance
transparency in state financial management.

Regarding the USD 400 million currency swap facility
taken from India last year, the IMF acknowledged that
the arrangement offers temporary relief for the
country’s fiscal and debt management but
underscored the need for broader structural reforms.
The delegation highlighted that the first step in
addressing the financial crisis is to acknowledge the
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severity of the situation and implement a structured
recovery plan.

The Finance Ministry estimates that without fiscal
reforms, the government would require an additional
USD 194 million (MVR 3 billion), increasing the 2025
budget from USD 3.68 billion (MVR 57 billion) to USD
3.87 billion (MVR 60 billion). The IMF urged immediate
action, warning that delays could worsen the country’s
financial instability. [the edition]

OIC and COMSTECH to host first meeting
on water security in Islamabad

(Im) The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), in
collaboration with its Ministerial Standing Committee
on Scientific and Technological Cooperation
(COMSTECH), will hold the first-ever meeting of water
centers of excellence in Islamabad on February 24-25.
The event aims to strengthen institutional linkages,
facilitate joint research initiatives, and enhance
capacity-building among OIC member states to
address water security challenges.

Water security remains a pressing issue across many
OIC countries, as climate change, pollution, water
scarcity, and inefficient resource management
threaten economic and social development. The
meeting will bring together experts, policymakers, and
representatives from leading water research
institutions to discuss sustainable water management
solutions.

COMSTECH, headquartered in Islamabad since its
establishment by the OIC in 1981, has been
instrumental in promoting scientific and technological
cooperation within the OIC framework. Hosting this
inaugural meeting aligns with the organization's
broader objectives of advancing science, technology,
and sustainable development across its 57 member
states. [Arab News]

Pakistan, IAEA chief agree to expand
nuclear cooperation for climate change
mitigation

(afk) International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)
Director General Rafael Mariano Grossi has reaffirmed
support for Pakistan's peaceful use of nuclear
technology, emphasizing its role in energy security,
climate mitigation, and sustainable development.
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Pakistan remains one of the most climate-vulnerable
nations, having faced extreme weather events,
including the 2022 floods, which killed over 1,700
people, affected 33 million, and caused economic
losses exceeding USD 30 billion.

During his visit to Pakistan, Grossi met with Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif, Deputy Prime Minister Ishaq
Dar, and key officials from the Pakistan Atomic Energy
Commission (PAEC) and the Pakistan Nuclear
Regulatory Authority (PNRA) to discuss advancements
in nuclear science, safety protocols, and Pakistan's
contributions to the global nuclear sector. In his
meetings, Grossi praised Pakistan’s nuclear energy
program, noting that six operational reactors provided
more than 17 percent of the country’s electricity in
2023. He highlighted nuclear energy’s role in
combating climate change and its importance in
expanding sustainable energy solutions. [Arab News]

During his visit, Grossi inaugurated a radioactive waste
incinerator at Chashma Nuclear Power Plant, visited
the under-construction Chashma Power Plant Unit 5
(C-5), and launched a radiopharmaceutical lab at
INMOL, announcing IAEA technical assistance for
cancer treatment under the 'Rays of Hope' initiative.

He also highlighted gender inclusion in nuclear science,
praising Pakistani women's contributions to
healthcare, cancer research, and food security, and
urged greater participation in STEM fields.

At the Centre for International Peace and Stability,
Grossi reaffirmed nuclear technology's role in
achieving SDGs, commending Pakistan’s commitment
to the IAEA's 'Atoms for Peace and Development'
initiative for its applications in healthcare, agriculture,
and environmental sustainability. [The Express
Tribune] [Business Recorder] [The Nation]

While Pakistan is not a signatory to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT), it operates a civil nuclear
program under |IAEA safeguards and has voluntary
agreements ensuring compliance with international
safety standards.

Pakistan condemns Israeli Prime
Minister's remarks on Palestinian state,
backs Saudi stance

(Im/mra) Pakistan has condemned Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's suggestion that
Palestinians should establish a state in Saudi Arabia,
calling the statement “irresponsible, provocative, and
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thoughtless.” Islamabad reaffirmed Pakistan's firm
support for Saudi Arabia’s position on the Palestinian
issue, emphasizing that a just solution must adhere to
internationally agreed principles. Pakistan continues to
advocate for the creation of a Palestinian state with
pre-1967 borders and East Jerusalem as its capital.

The remarks from Netanyahu came after a similar
proposal from U.S. President Donald Trump, which
suggested Palestinians in Gaza be resettled in Egypt,
Jordan, or other countries. This idea has been widely
rejected by regional states, including Saudi Arabia,
Egypt, Jordan, and Pakistan, and condemned by
human rights organizations. [Arab News 1]

Against this backdrop, Pakistan's Deputy Prime
Minister Ishaq Dar has held discussions with the
foreign ministers of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt,
Tarkiye, Malaysia, and Iran. In parallel, during his
participation at the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) meeting in New York, he also urged OIC
members to preserve the Gaza ceasefire agreement
and support ongoing negotiations for a long-term
resolution. He stressed the importance of ensuring
adequate humanitarian assistance to Gaza, particularly
through the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA).

In addition to addressing the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, Dar highlighted the persistent and alarming
challenge of Islamophobia, calling for urgent action
from the OIC to combat it. He also reiterated Pakistan’s
support for African nations within the OIC, particularly
on issues concerning regional stability in Libya, Sudan,
the Sahel, and Somalia. [Arab News 2]

Meanwhile, Pakistan has continued its humanitarian
support for Gaza, with the National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA) dispatching a 60-ton
consignment of relief goods, including tents and
tarpaulins, from Karachi to Egypt's El Arish
International Airport. The aid, sent in collaboration
with the Al-Khidmat Foundation, marks the 24th
shipment Pakistan has delivered for war-affected
Palestinians. [DAWN]

Pakistan rejects US-India joint statement,
accuses New Delhi of destabilizing
Kashmir

(sn/tj/mra/afk) Pakistan has strongly condemned a
joint statement issued by the United States and India,
rejecting allegations that it supports terrorism and
calling the remarks “one-sided and misleading.” The
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statement, released after a meeting between US
President Donald Trump and Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi at the White House, accused Pakistan
of harboring militants and referenced the 2008
Mumbai attacks.

In response, Pakistan's government emphasized its
counterterrorism efforts and criticized the omission of
India’s alleged human rights violations in Jammu and
Kashmir. It accused India of attempting to divert global
attention from its actions in the disputed region while
warning that increased US-India military cooperation
could destabilize South Asia. Pakistan urged
international partners to adopt a balanced approach
rather than endorsing narratives disconnected from
ground realities. [Arab News 1] [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Pakistan] [DAWN]

Tensions between Pakistan and India remain high,
particularly along the Line of Control (LoC), the de facto
border dividing Kashmir. The government of Azad
Jammu and Kashmir (AJK), a self-governing region
under Pakistan's control, has reported 54 improvised
explosive device (IED) incidents along the LoC since
2016, resulting in multiple casualties. These attacks
have been attributed to Indian sabotage efforts, with
Pakistani officials submitting evidence to the United
Nations. [Arab News 2]

Pakistan has also accused India of smuggling weapons
and narcotics across the LoC. AJK’s Interior Minister
has highlighted specific cases of IEDs detonating in
Chakothi, Nezapir, Chirikot, Rakh Chakri, and Deva,
leading to civilian casualties in Battal and Kot Kotera. In
addition, Pakistani officials claim Indian forces violated
the ceasefire in Deva and Bagsar on February 12, while
also allegedly using double agents for arms smuggling.
[The Express Tribune]

Pakistan strengthens economic and
financial ties with global lenders and
Middle Eastern partners

(Im/afk) Pakistan is securing increased financial
backing from global institutions and deepening
economic collaboration with Middle Eastern nations as
it pursues structural reforms to stabilize its economy.
The country is actively engaging with the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Finance
Corporation (IFC), and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries to attract investment and foster sustainable
growth.
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During his visit to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) for
the World Governments Summit (WGS), Prime Minister
Shehbaz Sharif met with IMF Managing Director
Kristalina Georgieva, who reaffirmed the lender’s
support for Pakistan's reform agenda. She praised the
government's commitment to fiscal discipline, noting
that Pakistan’s economic indicators—such as rising
growth and declining inflation—were improving.

The meeting also addressed Pakistan’s proposal to
lower electricity prices to boost industrial productivity.
Georgieva assured that the IMF would review the plan
if formally presented, easing concerns over its earlier
rejection. Finance Minister Muhammad Aurangzeb
later emphasized the IMF's appreciation for Pakistan’s
reforms, particularly in taxation, energy sector
efficiency, state-owned enterprise (SOE) restructuring,
and public finance management. [Arab News 1]

Pakistan’s economic recovery remains tied to its
ongoing USD 7 billion IMF loan program, secured in
September 2024. Since averting a sovereign default in
2023, the country has focused on improving financial
governance and ensuring macroeconomic stability.
[DAWN] [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan is also securing investment from the
International Finance Corporation (IFC), which is set to
unlock USD 2 billion annually for infrastructure
projects, particularly in energy, water, ports, and
airports. IFC Managing Director Makhtar Diop led a
high-level delegation to Pakistan for the first time in
nearly a decade, following the World Bank’s
commitment of USD 20 billion over the next ten years
to support private sector growth, renewable energy,
and social development.

During discussions with Finance Minister Aurangzeb,
Diop emphasized IFC's focus on digital infrastructure,
agricultural supply chains, and green energy. He
commended Pakistan's Country Partnership
Framework with the World Bank as a global best
practice, highlighting its efforts to create an
investment-friendly climate. Aurangzeb outlined
policies such as introducing an agricultural income tax
and granting industry status to warehousing to attract
foreign capital. [Arab News 2] [Arab News 3]

On the sidelines of the Emerging Market Economies
Conference in AlUla, Saudi Arabia, Finance Minister
Aurangzeb met with his Saudi counterpart Mohammed
bin Abdullah Al-Jadaan to explore ways to maximize
economic collaboration. The conference, organized by
the Saudi Ministry of Finance and the IMF, brought
together policymakers and financial leaders from 48
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countries to discuss economic policies, investment
strategies, and regional stability.

Aurangzeb also engaged in discussions with finance
ministers from the UAE, Jordan, Egypt, Morocco, and
other GCC countries to enhance economic cooperation
and discuss financial policies for sustainable growth.
Saudi Arabia remains a crucial investment partner,
having signed 34 memorandums of understanding
(MoUs) worth USD 2.8 billion in October 2024 to boost
private sector investment in Pakistan’'s energy,
infrastructure, and technology sectors.

Speaking to Arab News, Aurangzeb emphasized that
Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 economic reforms provide
valuable insights for Pakistan’'s own structural
transformation. He highlighted the need to learn from
Saudi Arabia’s rapid progress while ensuring that
Pakistan maintains macroeconomic stability and
attracts long-term investment. [Arab News 4] [Arab
News 5] [Arab News 6]

Pakistan’s Prime Minister calls for global
support in USD 100 billion energy
transition

(sn) Pakistani Prime Minister Shehbaz Sharif has called
for global support at the World Governments Summit
(WGS) as he seeks to meet the demands of Pakistan’s
USD 100 billion energy transition. The WGS was held in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) between February 11
and 13, where global policymakers, private sector
figures, and state and government officials discussed
the future of innovation, governance, and international
cooperation.

During an address, Sharif urged more substantial
climate financing: “The global shift to a green economy
requires a shared responsibility.” Sharif stated that
governments and private institutions must strengthen
climate financing and technology sharing, particularly
with emerging economies such as Pakistan. Though
the PM reaffirmed Pakistan's commitment to green
alternatives, he emphasized the need for international
partnerships and financial support, particularly as they
look to mobilize domestic resources and implement
necessary policy reforms. [Arab News]

The discussion moved to Pakistan’s current investment
landscape, to which the PM highlighted Pakistan’s
youthful and technologically proficient population. The
PM also noted the significance of the Special
Investment Facilitation Council (SIFC), a civil-military
body established in 2023. In conjunction with
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simplified business regulations and enhanced legal
protections, the SIFC will streamline the foreign
investment process.

Sharif also reflected on Pakistan’s past economic
instability, highlighting the significance of its 2.4
percent inflation rate in January 2025, the lowest in
nine years. The PM stated that Pakistan is at a crucial
point in its economic transformation before unveiling
the National Economic Transformation Plan, “Uraan
Pakistan.”

The Uraan Pakistan will encompass five sectors:
exports, e-Pakistan, environment and climate change,
energy and infrastructure, and equity and
empowerment. The announcement is another
significant commitment to Pakistan’s green economy.
The PM finalized the address by restating Pakistan’s
target for 60 percent clean energy and a 30 percent
share of electric mobility vehicles by 2030. [WGS]

On the sidelines of the WGS, Sharif met with UAE
President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan to
discuss ways to deepen the nations' economic
cooperation. The talks centered on sustainable growth
sectors in financial, trade, and development fields.

In the last 20 years, the UAE has provided over USD 10
billion in foreign investment while also serving as
Pakistan's third-largest trading partner, trailing China
and the US. The talks highlight the strengthening
partnership between the two nations, who signed
multiple agreements worth over USD 3 billion in
January 2024 to develop railways, economic zones and
infrastructure. [Arab News 2]

Sri Lanka, United Nations jointly launch
One Registry program

(db) On Friday 13, Sri Lanka and the United Nations
(UN) started the Transforming Local Administrative
Data Collection Systems for Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG) Acceleration initiative in Colombo. Also
known as One Registry, this joint program shall
upgrade the Sri Lankan Civil Registration and Vital
Statistics (CRVS) system.

The UN Development Program and the World Health
Organization will put the plan into effect with further
assistance from the UN Sri Lanka SDG Fund. The joint
program will be embedded into Sri Lanka's digital
transformation agenda, which is supposed to improve
access to public services, especially for vulnerable
communities.
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The project builds upon digitizing civil registration,
creating an interoperable registry connected to
important government authorities, and elevating
digital literacy and public awareness. One Registry shall
synergize with other national digital programs like the
Sri Lanka Unique Digital Identity and the Electronic
National Identity Card initiatives.

In this context, the European Union (EU) Chargé
d'Affaires to the Maldives and Sri Lanka, Lars Bredal,
emphasized the EU's contribution to the Joint SDG
Fund and its commitment to exchange best practices
regarding digitization and ensuring data privacy. [Daily.
News]

Asian Development Bank pledges USD 900
million in development assistance to Sri
Lanka for 2025

(Im) The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has
committed an indicative USD 900 million in funding for
Sri Lanka in 2025, focusing on macroeconomic stability,
power, agriculture, finance, tourism, and skills
development. The funding will be provided through
policy-based loans, results-based lending, investment
projects, and technical assistance.

Discussions are currently underway between the ADB
and the Sri Lankan government to finalize the pipeline
of projects for 2025-2028. The Country Programming
Mission scheduled for March will determine the
specific support needed. A Tripartite Portfolio Review
Meeting (TPRM) in the first quarter of 2025 will assess
the progress of ongoing projects under the USD 4
billion ADB portfolio in Sri Lanka.

In 2024, the ADB funded projects worth USD 808
million, including financial support for small and
medium enterprises, power sector reforms, water
supply and sanitation, and financial sector stability.
ADB Country Director Takafumi Kadono emphasized
that ADB prioritizes critical investments over non-
essential projects, ensuring that funding supports
structural and policy reforms essential for Sri Lanka's
long-term economic stability. [Daily Mirror]

EU extends trade preferences for
Cambodia following Least Developed
Country graduation
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(dgl) Cambodia’s Ministry of Economy and Finance has
announced that the European Union (EU) will extend
its trade preference scheme for Cambodia by three
years, lasting until 2032, after the country graduates
from its Least Developed Country (LDC) status in 2029.
Cambodia is set to become an upper-middle-income
economy in 2030.

The criteria for Cambodia’s LDC graduation include
Gross National Income per capita, the Human Assets
Index, and the Economic and Environmental
Vulnerability Index. Cambodia is working with partners
such as the UNDP and UN Agencies to address
challenges during this transition.

In 2024, Cambodia exported USD 4.41 billion worth of
goods to the EU, marking a 20.34 percent increase
from 2023. The EU accounted for 9.62 percent of
Cambodia’s total trade, which amounted to USD 55.37
billion.

The UN General Assembly confirmed Cambodia's
graduation from the LDC category in 2029 and assured
continued support during the transition. Additionally,
the UK has extended Cambodia’s benefits under the
Developing Countries Trading Scheme (DCTS) until
2032 to support the smooth economic transition (see
AR No. 5, February/2025, 1). [Khmer Times]

Indonesia seeks to finalize EU Trade
Agreement in 2025

(Ip) During a virtual meeting with European Union (EU)
Trade Commissioner Maros Sefcovic on February 14,
Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs Airlangga
Hartarto emphasized Indonesia's commitment to
swiftly conclude negotiations on the Comprehensive
Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) with the
European Union. He stressed the urgency of
completing this process to boost trade and investment
between the two economies.

Despite acknowledging remaining issues in the
negotiation process, Hartarto affirmed that Indonesia
would maintain an open approach to investment
opportunities. He expressed hope that the finalized
IEU-CEPA would encourage EU investors to explore
Indonesia's market.

Meanwhile, Commissioner Sefcovic highlighted the
importance of establishing a realistic timeframe for
completing negotiations that satisfies both parties. He
noted that the different market and economic
structures between the EU and Indonesia could create
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additional market opportunities, while also pointing
out that current global trade conditions, characterized
by tariff wars, require effective mitigation strategies.
[Antara News]

Indonesia affirms and strengthens
collaboration with CEPI

(gk) Indonesian Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs
Arrmanatha Nasir received a visit from a delegation of
the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations
(CEPI) on February 12, in Jakarta. During the visit,
Indonesia affirmed its commitment to CEPI and to
strengthening the global health architecture, especially
in developing vaccines to anticipate future health risks.

CEPI emphasized the importance of collaboration with
Indonesia’s PT Bio Farma in vaccine production,
especially since the collaboration could address
inequality in vaccine access in Indonesia and the rest
of the developing countries. In response, Nasir
acknowledged CEPI's support to Indonesia and hoped
that it would provide the same assistance in
development of tuberculosis vaccine, which also aligns
with CEPI's priorities.

As part of its public health strategy, Indonesia aims to
achieve vaccine self-sufficiency and independence and
position itself as a regional leader in vaccine
production. The government, through international
partnerships, is working towards reducing reliance on
imported vaccines and boosting domestic capabilities.
The collaboration with CEPI aligns with this vision,
enhancing Indonesia’s capacity to develop and
produce vaccines, while also addressing the
inequalities in vaccine access across developing
nations.

CEPI is a public-private partnership organization,
established in Davos, Switzerland in 2017. The main
founders of this organization are Norway, India, the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Wellcome Trust,
and the World Economic Forum. The organization,
founded as a response to the Ebola outbreak, focuses
on developing health products to anticipate future
health risks. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs of The Republic
of Indonesia, in Indonesian]

Indonesia becomes first Southeast Asian
country to complete UNESCO’s Readiness
Assessment Methodology
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(gk/Ip) Indonesia has become the first Southeast Asian
country to complete UNESCO's Readiness Assessment
Methodology (RAM), as announced by Deputy Minister
of Communication and Digital Affairs, Nezar Patria,
after a meeting with UNESCO Assistant Director-
General for Social and Human Sciences, Gabriela
Ramos, at the UNESCO Office in Paris, on February 11.

UNESCO'’s RAM is a comprehensive diagnostic tool
designed to assist countries in evaluating their
preparedness for the ethical development and
deployment of Artificial Intelligence (Al). It serves as an
instrument for countries aiming to harness the
benefits of Al while mitigating potential risks.

Following this achievement, the Indonesian
government offered to host the Artificial Intelligence
(Al) Global South Forum next year. This forum,
organized by UNESCO, aims to promote the
development and use of Al technology for developing
countries in Asia, Africa, and the South Pacific. [Antara]

Meanwhile, in related developments, at the 1st
Regional Policy Convening of Al Ready ASEAN,
conducted at the ASEAN Secretariat in Jakarta on
February 12, Indonesian Deputy Minister of Higher
Education, Science, and Technology Stella Christie
advocated for the formulation of an ASEAN
educational policy concerning the utilization of artificial
intelligence (Al).

She highlighted that the Al Ready ASEAN program
seeks to foster the appropriate utilization of Al and
enhance the understanding of youth, educators, and
parents on the importance of Al skills for the future.
She cautioned that Al must be developed not only as
an invention but also as a significant force for social
and economic benefits and industries. Christie further
underscored the significance of enhanced public
literacy about Al. [Antara News] [OpenGovAsia]

Al Ready ASEAN is a regional initiative launched by the
ASEAN Foundation and supported by Google.org
through a USD 5 million grant. This 2.5-year program,
which officially began in October 2024, aims to develop
Al literacy across all ten ASEAN Member States, with a
target of training 5.5 million individuals in essential Al
skills. [ASEAN Foundation] [PR NewsWire]

Indonesia takes part in World
Government Summit

(gk) Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto took part
in the World Government Summit, held in Dubai,
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United Arab Emirates (UAE), through video conference,
on February 13. In his speech, he emphasized his
commitment to recognizing the nation’s potential and
building it into a modern and advanced country.

President Subianto affirmed his government's
commitment to ensuring every citizen has equal access
to education, health services and economic
opportunities. He highlighted the various programs
and policies implemented by his government and
hoped that Indonesia would be able to achieve a
growth target of 8 per cent. [President of The Republic
of Indonesia 1]

Regarding geopolitical affairs and global diplomacy, he
emphasized Indonesia’s support to the two-state
solution in the Israeli-Palestine conflict and hoped for
violence to end soon. He added that his nation is
committed to continuing to be a bridge between the
Global North and Global South, and that it shall
continue to forge global partnerships through
international organizations such as the BRICS, the
OECD, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement
for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) and the Indo-
Pacific Forum. He affirmed that Indonesia would
continue to strengthen its role as a force of regional
stability and development. [Antara] [President of The
Republic of Indonesia 2]

An annual event held in Dubai, United Arab Emirates,
the World Government Summit brings together global
leaders, policymakers, experts, and innovators to
discuss the future of government, governance, and
public policy.

Indonesia hosts Komodo 2025 multilateral
naval exercise

(gk) Indonesia is hosting the 5th Multilateral Naval
Exercise Komodo (MNEK) 2025 in Bali, starting from

February 15 and running till February 22. Indonesian
Navy Chief of Staff Admiral Muhammad Ali confirmed
that 38 countries including the US, UK, France,
Australia, Russia, China, India, Japan, South Korea,
Vietnam and other countries in the Asia-Pacific region
and 19 foreign warships are participating in this non-
combatant naval exercise.

This exercise aims to enhance cooperation and
interoperability among navies. It prioritizes natural
disaster mitigation and humanitarian
assistance/disaster relief, besides addressing joint
maritime threats during non-war situations.
[VOVWorld]
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As part of the exercise, the participants will also be
attending the 6th International Maritime Security
Symposium, organized by the Indonesian Navy.
Primary focus will be bringing about collaboration to
tackle various forms of illegal maritime activities such
as smuggling and illegal fishing that could pose a
threat to the environment, besides expanding
cooperation between countries to support
humanitarian assistance due to natural disasters.
[Antara 1] [Antara 2]

Laos joins UNICEF Executive Board as
member for 2025-2027 term

(tas) Lao PDR has officially resumed its role as a
member of the UNICEF Executive Board for the 2025-
2027 term, following its election by the UN Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) in April 2024. This marks
the country's second tenure, after serving from 2001 to
2003.

The UNICEF Executive Board, consisting of 36 UN
Member States, oversees UNICEF's work, policies, and
accountability efforts. [Lao News Agency]

Malaysia balances US and China amid
trade war concerns

(tl) Investment, Trade, and Industry Minister Tengku
Zafrul Abdul Aziz stated that Malaysia remains open to
discussions with Washington and will address any
trade concerns that the US may have, particularly in
the light of President Donald Trump's tariff hikes on
Chinese imports. Malaysia will meet US investors in Q2
of 2025 to reaffirm its commitment to economic
cooperation, despite uncertainties over potential ripple
effects from the US-China trade conflict.

While China remains Malaysia's second-largest trading
partner, Zafrul emphasized that the US is its top export
destination, and the government is working on the
potential challenges linked to global supply chain
disruptions. Even though Malaysia is not directly
targeted by the US tariffs, concerns persist over the
indirect impacts on regional trade. [Malaymail 1]

Moreover, Zafrul denied the speculation that he will be
appointed as Malaysia’s next ambassador to the US,
following the end of Mohamed Nazri Aziz's tenure. The
Prime Minister confirmed that a candidate has been
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chosen but the appointment is pending the approval of
Malaysia's King Sultan Ibrahim. [Malaymail 2]

China vows to eliminate scam businesses
on Thailand-Myanmar border

(hw) The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs has
reaffirmed in a February 7 statement that China is
committed to eradicating the scam industry flourishing
along the Thailand-Myanmar border, as it threatens
the lives, property, and security of citizens in the
affected countries. The ministry emphasized that
eliminating the scam industry is essential, as it
undermines beneficial cooperation between regional
actors. [Chinese Embassy in Myanmar]

China also pledged to cooperate with regional
stakeholders such as Laos, Myanmar, and Thailand to
combat criminal activities in the region. [Radio Free
Asia, in Burmese]

Recently, armed groups operating near the Myanmar
border, such as the Democratic Karen Benevolent
Army (DKBA) and the Border Guard Force (BGF), have
begun repatriating victims trapped in scam
compounds back to Thailand, following pressure from
China.

Thailand's Minister of Defense, Phumtham
Wechayachai, recently announced that Thai authorities
will arrest BGF chief Saw Chit Thu if he crosses into
Thailand. [Radio Free Asia 1, in Burmese]

While Thailand’s Department of Special Investigation
prepares an arrest warrant for Saw Chit Thu, the BGF
has announced plans to form a special taskforce to
address the scam industry in its territory. [BBC News,
in Burmese]

hinese President Xi Jinping also expressed his gratitude
to Thailand's Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra
during her visit to Beijing earlier this month (see AiR
No. 6, February/2025, 2), hanking Thailand for its active
role in combating the scam industry. [Radio Free Asia
2,in Burmese]

ASEAN Envoy’'s Myanmar visit receives
cold shoulder from junta

(nf) ASEAN special envoy to Myanmar Othman Hashim
made a visit to the country from February 6-8 but was
conspicuously not given attention by the junta's media
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—unlike its typical propaganda-tainted reporting of
trips by foreign envoys.

The low-profile treatment is indicative of heightened
tensions between ASEAN and Myanmar's military junta
amid Malaysia's more aggressive stance on the junta's
lack of implementation of the Five-Point Consensus for
peace.

In contrast to his predecessor, who met with high-
ranking junta officials and political actors, Othman is
said to have met only the Foreign Minister U Than Swe.
In the meantime, after visiting Myanmar, he went to
Bangkok for discussions with resistance groups, such
as the National Unity Government (NUG) and the K2C
coalition of ethnic armed groups.

Analysts attribute the junta's low-key reaction to its
disappointment at ASEAN's growing interaction with
opposition groups instead of its own suggested poll.
The envoy's focus on the cessation of violence,
humanitarian assistance, and inclusive dialogue—
instead of legitimizing the junta—can indicate a change
in ASEAN's strategy towards the Myanmar crisis.
[Irrawaddy News]

CRPH attends UN hearing, asking for
international support

(hw) The Committee Representing Pyidaungsu Hluttaw
(CRPH) - the Union Parliament established by
members of the National League for Democracy (NLD)
and other opposition lawmakers - attended a hearing
concerning Myanmar's parliament, held at the United
Nations headquarters in New York on February 13 and
14. The delegation to the UN was headed by Chairman
of CRPH's Executive Committee, Aung Kyi Nyunt and
accompanied by Dr. Win Myat Aye, National Unity
Government's (NUG) Minister of Humanitarian Affairs
and Disaster Management, and Myat Thida Tun,
Chairwoman of CRPH's International Relations
Committee.

During the hearing the delegation asked for support
and assistance necessary to solve Myanmar’s crisis and
to begin developmental projects in resistance and
ethnic armed forces-controlled areas, after reporting
on the CRPH and NUG's attempt to solve the issue.
Additionally, the CRPH delegation also met with
representatives of Canadian and Malaysian
governments in separate sessions. [DVB, in Burmese]
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NUG's Foreign Minister attends Munich
Security Conference

(hw) National Unity Government (NUG) Minister of
Foreign Affairs Zin Mar Aung attended the Munich
Security Conference and joined a panel discussion
titled Global Democracy Trends. She argued that, since
Myanmar is sandwiched between countries not
favorable to democratization, it is important for
European countries to be active and cooperative in
bringing democracy to Myanmar. She continued that
her attendance of the conference was prompted by
the urgent necessity of allies for Myanmar's democracy
movement. United States Senator Christopher Coons,
one of the panelists, also raised concern on the US's
cutting off funding for Myanmar and potential
consequences on the country’'s democracy movement.
[VOA, in Burmese]

Philippines expresses concern over China-
Australia air encounter, Beijing criticizes
Manila’s stance on South China Sea

(jto) The Philippines has expressed concerns over a
recent aerial encounter between Chinese and
Australian military aircraft in the South China Sea,
citing "unsafe maneuvers" by a Chinese PLA J-16 jet
against an Australian Royal Air Force aircraft. Manila
emphasized the importance of respecting freedom of
navigation over international sea lines of
communication, following reports that the Chinese jet
deployed flares in a manner deemed dangerous by
Australia. [Reuters]

This statement came after Australia condemned the
Chinese aircraft's actions as unsafe and endangering
personnel conducting routine surveillance in the
region. China, in response, accused Australia of
"spreading false narratives" and claimed that Australia
was the provocateur in the incident. [abc news]

Tensions surrounding the South China Sea escalated
further at the 61st Munich Security Conference, where
China criticized the Philippines for hypocrisy in
adhering to international agreements regarding the
disputed waters. During the panel titled "Making
Waves: Maritime Tensions in the Indo-Pacific,"
Philippine Foreign Affairs Secretary Enrique Manalo
accused powerful nations—without explicitly naming
China—of disregarding agreements like the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS),
contributing to regional instability. He emphasized that
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nations must uphold signed treaties to prevent further
conflicts.

Chinese officials countered these remarks, claiming
that the Philippines had violated the 2002 Declaration
on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea
(DOC). Wu Shicun, chairman of the Huayang Research
Center, questioned Manila's territorial claims, citing
historical treaties that allegedly place certain disputed
reefs outside Philippine jurisdiction.

Chinese analysts also accused the Philippines of
escalating tensions by reinforcing military positions on
disputed reefs and enacting new maritime laws that
contradict past agreements. They urged Manila to
recommit to diplomatic negotiations for a South China
Sea Code of Conduct (COC) rather than taking
unilateral actions. [Global Times]

US strengthens security ties as Manila
rejects China's call to withdraw Typhon
missile system

(Im/jto) The Philippines has reaffirmed its commitment
to its alliance with the United States, with US Secretary
of State Marco Rubio and Philippine Foreign Secretary
Enrique Manalo discussing security cooperation,
economic initiatives, and civil nuclear collaboration at
the Munich Security Conference. The talks took place
amid growing tensions over the US deployment of the
Typhon missile system in the Philippines, which China
has strongly opposed.

Manila has firmly rejected claims by China that it had
agreed to withdraw the US Typhon missile system,
reiterating that the system is purely defensive and
aligns with the country's pacifist Constitution, which
renounces war as an instrument of national policy. The
Philippine National Security Council (NSC) emphasized
that the missile system enhances regional security and
strengthens the country's defense posture.

The Typhon missile system, also known as the Mid-
Range Capability (MRC) Launcher, was first deployed in
April 2024 in llocos Norte as part of joint US-Philippines
military exercises. While its current location remains
undisclosed, the system is capable of launching
Tomahawk cruise missiles that can reach China and
Russia. The Philippine military maintains that it boosts
deterrence against threats in the region.

China has called the US missile system a "strategic
offensive weapon", accusing Manila of serving US
interests at the expense of its own national security.
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However, Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos Jr.
has dismissed Beijing's objections, asserting that the
system will only be removed if China ends its
aggressive actions in the West Philippine Sea. Marcos
has also pointed out the hypocrisy in Beijing's stance,
as China continues to maintain and expand its own far
more powerful missile capabilities.

The US State Department has clarified that the Typhon
missile system is conventionally armed and not
designed for nuclear payloads, countering fears of
escalating conflict. Meanwhile, Washington has
reaffirmed its commitment to deepening ties with the
Philippines, with both countries prioritizing security
cooperation, economic investments, and defense
modernization efforts. [Rappler 1] [Rappler 2] [Rappler
3]

Additionally, the two countries discussed the
implications of the US foreign aid freeze, with the
Trump administration reviewing development
assistance programs. During the Munich Security
Conference, both officials addressed concerns about
the 90-day suspension of US foreign aid, with the
Philippine Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA)
highlighting the critical role of US-funded programs in
education, healthcare, and disaster risk reduction
across Filipino communities. [Philstar]

Singapore says US in Asia now viewed as
‘landlord seeking rent’

(Im) Singapore's Defense Minister, Ng Eng Hen, has
highlighted a shift in how the U.S. is perceived in Asia,
noting that it has moved from being seen as a force of
"moral legitimacy" to a country akin to "a landlord
seeking rent."

Speaking at the Munich Security Conference, Ng
explained that the assumptions held about the U.S.
post-World War Il have changed significantly.
Previously, the U.S. was viewed as a liberator standing
against tyranny, but now, it is increasingly seen as a
disruptor more focused on its own interests, such as
economic deals, particularly in light of recent moves
under President Donald Trump's administration.

Ng's comments were made in the context of a broader
discussion about shifting U.S. foreign policy under
Trump, especially regarding NATO's stance on the war
in Ukraine. The Trump administration’s plan to directly
negotiate with Russia over Ukraine's future, bypassing
traditional allies, has raised concerns about the U.S.'s
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commitment to defending NATO's eastern borders,
especially as it reduces support for Ukraine.

In response to these developments, U.S. National
Security Adviser Mike Waltz stated that Ukraine owes
the U.S. "payback" for its support against Russia, while
also pushing Ukraine to accept a deal offering the U.S.
access to critical minerals from the war-torn country.
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has rejected
this deal, citing a lack of sufficient protections and
investments.

The changes in U.S. foreign policy have significant
implications for countries in Asia, including Singapore,
which has historically balanced its ties with both the
U.S. and China, as tensions between the two global
powers continue to rise. [Japan Times] [Taipei Times]

Singapore ranks top in Asia-Pacific as
least corrupt country

(vsq) Singapore ranks top in Asia-Pacific on the
Transparency International Corruption Perceptions
Index, climbing two ranks from the previous year and
remaining the only Asian country in the top 10 since
the index was first published in 1995. Neighboring
countries of Singapore such as Thailand, Malaysia,
Vietnam, Indonesia, Cambodia are ranked 34, 57, 88,
99 and 158 respectively on the index report. The index
ranks countries based on public sector corruption.
[Transparency International]

According to the Corrupt Practices Investigation
Bureau (CPIB), Singapore’s reputation as one of the
least corrupt countries is hard-earned. Singapore is
also ranked first out of 16 economies in the Political
and Economic Risk Consultancy in Asia in 2024, beating
New Zealand which held the position for 14 years.
Lastly, Singapore ranks third globally and first in Asia
with an index score of 0.78, with 1 being the highest
score for adherence to rule of law while Malaysia,
Indonesia, Thailand, Vietnam and Cambodia has an
index of 0.57, 0.53, 0.50, 0.50 and 0.31 respectively for
the absence of corruption in the World Justice Project
Rule of Law Index 2024. [CNA] [CPIB] [PERC] [W]P]

Singaporean State Minister discusses
enhanced Gaza aid efforts in Jordan

(Im) Singapore’s Senior Minister of State for Defence
Zaqy Mohamad visited Jordan on February 12-13 to
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discuss further humanitarian assistance for Gaza.
During his visit, he met Major-General Yousef Al-
Huneiti, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the
Jordanian Armed Forces, to explore avenues for
enhanced collaboration between both armed forces.
Zaqy also thanked Jordan for facilitating Singapore’s
humanitarian aid transfer.

SAF planners held discussions with their Jordanian
counterparts to assess opportunities for further
contributions to Gaza relief efforts. Zaqy also visited
the Jordan Hashemite Charity Organisation and the
King Hussein Cancer Centre, where he met with key
officials to explore medical support options, including
specialized treatment for children.

His visit coincided with the delivery of Singapore's
seventh humanitarian aid package for Gaza, which
included nine tons of medical, food, and hygiene
supplies transported to Amman by a Republic of
Singapore Air Force aircraft. [The Straits Times]

Efforts to shut down online scam centers
in Myanmar gain momentum

(msz/hrs/Im) Efforts to dismantle transnational scam
operations based along the Thai-Myanmar border have
ramped up, with Thailand, China, and Myanmar
intensifying their crackdown.

A key part of this action involves Chinese Assistant
Minister for Public Security, Liu Zhongyi, who visited
both sides of the border to oversee the repatriation of
Chinese nationals freed from scam centers in
Myanmar. He is expected to bring back an initial group
of 600 individuals to China. [Bangkok Post 1] [Bangkok
Post 2] [Bangkok Post 3] [Associated Press]

In response to criticism that Chinese authorities were
bypassing Thai officials during the rescue efforts,
Deputy Prime Minister Phumtham Wechayachai
emphasized the collaborative nature of the operation,
which also involves Thai authorities. He reassured the
public that Thailand remains integral in the
investigation and repatriation process. [Bangkok Post
4]

This crackdown followed a meeting between Thai
Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra and Chinese
President Xi Jinping earlier this month. Following the
meeting, Thailand took significant action, including
cutting off electricity, fuel, and internet supplies to
scam hubs in Myanmar. These measures, which led to
severe fuel shortages in the border areas, were
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accompanied by a ban on key products such as mobile
phones and solar panels, frequently used by scam
operators. Furthermore, Thailand tightened its banking
and visa regulations to curb the movement of scam-
related workers and financial transactions.

In the wake of these efforts, more than 250 individuals,
previously working in scam centers in Myanmar’s
Kyauk Khet village in Kayin State, were handed over to
Thailand on February 12. The Democratic Karen
Buddhist Army (DKBA), which controls the area, had
also given Chinese nationals operating illegal
enterprises until the end of February to leave.
[France24] [Bangkok Post 5] [Bangkok Post 6] [The
Irrawaddy]

As the crackdown picked up pace, on February 15, the
Karen Border Guard Force (BGF) announced it was
preparing to deport 10,000 people linked to cyber
scams in the area it controls to Thailand as part of a
crackdown on the illicit compounds. The deportations
would be carried out in groups of 500 per day.
[Channel NewsAsia]

Myanmar's military government has also ramped up
efforts, pledging to hand over about 1,000 foreign
nationals rescued from scam centers near the Thai
border. Since mid-February, approximately 1,030
individuals have been rescued, with 61 already sent
back to their home countries. [Bloomberg]

The situation has become further complicated by the
involvement of Col Saw Chit Thu, leader of Myanmar's
Karen Border Guard Force. Accused of facilitating
human trafficking and scam operations, particularly in
Myawaddy, Shwe Kokko, and KK Park, Col Saw Chit Thu
has pledged to eliminate call-center gangs operating in
Myawaddy by the end of February. However, his
connections with Chinese gambling kingpins and
forced labor operations have raised concerns. Thai
authorities are considering an arrest warrant for him in
connection with human trafficking charges, though
there is speculation that this investigation may be
politically motivated, linked to Thailand'’s internal
power struggles. [The Nation] [Bangkok Post 7]
[Bangkok Post 8]

China proposes new cooperation
initiatives with ASEAN

(Im) At the 31st ASEAN-China Senior Officials’
Consultation in Ningbo, China, both sides reaffirmed
their commitment to strengthening their
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership (CSP) and
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advancing cooperation across key sectors. China
proposed new initiatives to enhance collaboration in
maritime affairs, artificial intelligence, transportation,
the blue economy, healthcare for women and children,
and environmental protection.

Discussions highlighted significant achievements under
the ASEAN-China Plan of Action 2021-2025, which
concludes this year. Both parties outlined major
deliverables for 2025, including the signing of an
upgraded ASEAN-China Free Trade Agreement (FTA
3.0), the adoption of a new Plan of Action for 2026-
2030, and the establishment of the ASEAN-China
Tourism Ministers' Meeting.

Trade and economic cooperation remain central, with
an emphasis on green economy, digital ecosystems,
clean energy, agriculture, and food security. China
reaffirmed its support for ASEAN's central role in
regional affairs and its commitment to ASEAN's
community-building efforts as part of its broader
neighborhood diplomacy strategy.

Security concerns were also discussed, with senior
officials emphasizing the need for stronger
cooperation in counterterrorism, human trafficking,
cybercrime, and drug abuse prevention.

The meeting took place under the ASEAN-China Year of
People-to-People Exchanges, with plans to implement
various cultural and connectivity initiatives to
strengthen ties between ASEAN and China. Timor-
Leste participated as an observer, reflecting its growing
engagement with ASEAN. The consultation sets the
stage for further discussions at the ASEAN-China
Ministerial Meeting in July. [The Investor] [ASEAN]

Vietnam'’s Prime Minister pushes for FTA
with MERCOSUR

(nt) Vietnamese Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh has
called for accelerating negotiations on a free trade
agreement (FTA) between Vietnam and the Southern
Common Market (MERCOSUR), emphasizing the need
to strengthen trade and investment ties. MERCOSUR is
a regional trade bloc comprising Argentina, Brazil,
Paraguay, and Uruguay, aimed at promoting economic
integration and free trade among its members. The
statement came during a meeting in Hanoi with Renato
Costa, CEO of Friboi, a subsidiary of Brazil's JBS S.A.,
one of the world's largest meat processing companies
operating in 24 countries, including Vietnam.
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Chinh urged the Brazilian government and business
community to support the Vietnam-MERCOSUR FTA
and push forward agreements on trade, investment,
labor, visas, and double taxation avoidance. He also
called on Brazil to recognize Vietnam’s market
economy status, which would enhance trade balance
and business cooperation. [Viet Nam News]

Multilateral Komodo 2025 naval exercise
emphasizes disaster relief, maritime
security, and cooperation

(nt) The 5th Multilateral Naval Exercise Komodo
(MNEK) 2025 has commenced in Bali, Indonesia,
bringing together 39 nations, including China, the
United States, Russia, and Turkiye, in a week-long
maritime drill aimed at fostering regional cooperation.
The exercise, themed "Maritime Partnership for Peace
and Stability," is a non-combat operation that focuses
on disaster relief, humanitarian assistance, and
maritime security.

The event features 34 foreign and 18 Indonesian
warships, as well as seven helicopters and three
maritime patrol aircraft. Participants are engaging in
joint drills, officer exchange programs, and bilateral
naval meetings to enhance naval collaboration.
Humanitarian initiatives such as medical services,
public facility construction, and environmental
conservation efforts, including mangrove planting and
beach cleanups, are also key components of the
exercise.

In parallel to the exercise, the 6th International
Maritime Security Symposium (IMSS) provided a
platform for countries to discuss regional and global
maritime security concerns, including challenges such
as disaster preparedness, illegal fishing, and maritime
crime. [Anadolu Ajansi] [Al Mayadeen] [Antara]

Border talks and restoration of power
indicate minor rapprochement between
Bangladesh, India

(Im) Following the release of a UN report detailing
human rights violations under the former Prime
Minister Sheikh Hasina's government during the July-
August 2024 protests, Bangladesh has intensified its
efforts to secure her extradition from India. The
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), the primary
opposition to the ousted Awami League, along with the
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interim government, has called for Hasina’s
repatriation for trial.

BNP Secretary General Mirza Fakhrul Islam Alamgir
praised the UN's fact-finding committee for accurately
documenting mass killings and state repression under
Hasina's rule, demanding that India immediately
return her to Bangladesh. Alamgir referred to Hasina
as a "fascist leader" responsible for large-scale
persecution, urging the world to recognize her
accountability for these acts. [Dhaka Tribune 1]

In response, Bangladesh’s Foreign Ministry confirmed
that it had officially submitted the required documents
to India under the prisoner exchange agreement to
facilitate Hasina's extradition. While awaiting India's
response, Bangladesh expressed optimism that the UN
report's findings would encourage cooperation, though
India has not yet issued an official reply. [Dhaka
Tribune 2]

Bangladesh's Foreign Adviser, Touhid Hossain, also
addressed the issue in an interview with The Hindu,
calling on India to restrict Hasina from making
"incendiary and false" statements that could provoke
strong reactions within Bangladesh. He stressed that,
while Bangladesh had requested her extradition due to
her involvement in multiple murder cases, India should
at least limit her rhetoric. Hossain further emphasized
that the India-Bangladesh relationship should not be
"regime-specific," highlighting the need for strong
diplomatic ties regardless of leadership changes. [The
Daily Star 1]

In the context of the UN report, Hossain met with
Indian External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar on the
sidelines of the 8th Indian Ocean Conference in
Muscat, Oman. This marked the second high-level
diplomatic exchange between Bangladesh and India
since the formation of Dhaka's interim government in
August 2024. The previous meeting, held during the
UN General Assembly in September 2024, focused on
regional security and political cooperation. [Dhaka
Tribune 3]

During this recent meeting, Hossain discussed several
key issues, including the Ganges Water Treaty and the
possibility of convening a SAARC Standing Committee
meeting. Both countries also expressed optimism
regarding a border-related dispute resolution through
an upcoming Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB)-Border
Security Force (BSF) conference in New Delhi. [The
Daily Star 2] [The Daily Star 3]

The ongoing border tensions, particularly following the
political changes in Bangladesh, have been a focal
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point. The four-day BGB-BSF talks, which commenced
this week, are the first such meeting since the Sheikh
Hasina-led government was ousted. The discussions
will focus on border killings, illegal crossings, drug
smuggling, and India’s construction of barbed-wire
fencing along the Indo-Bangladesh border. Bangladesh
has raised formal objections to India’s continued
fencing activities, arguing that they violate bilateral
agreements, while India is expected to raise concerns
about attacks on BSF personnel by "armed miscreants"
from Bangladesh. [The Daily Star 4] [NDTV]

In related updates, Adani Power, part of India’s major
Adani Group conglomerate, has agreed to fully restore
power supply to Bangladesh from its 1,600 MW plant
in eastern India within days, following a three-month
reduction due to payment delays caused by
Bangladesh's foreign exchange shortage. However,
Adani has rejected requests from the Bangladesh
Power Development Board (BPDB) for tax benefits and
discounts, sources told Reuters.

Since October 31, 2024, Adani Power had halved
supply, leading to the shutdown of one unit of the
plant on November 1. BPDB initially requested only
partial power supply due to low winter demand and
financial difficulties. However, with summer demand
approaching, BPDB has asked Adani Power to resume
full supply, which the company has agreed to do by
next week.

Despite the restoration, pricing disputes remain
unresolved. BPDB had sought tax benefits and the
continuation of a discount program, which expired in
May 2024, but Adani Power has refused to make any
concessions, citing the power purchase agreement
(PPA).

A key issue is outstanding payments, with Adani
claiming BPDB owed around USD 900 million in
December 2024, while BPDB estimated the debt at
USD 650 million. BPDB Chairperson Md. Rezaul Karim
has downplayed the issue, stating that full supply will
resume, and that BPDB is working to increase
payments beyond USD 85 million per month. [The
Daily Star 5]

Switzerland to strengthen economic ties
with Bangladesh while phasing out aid by
2028

(Im) Switzerland will deepen its diplomatic and
economic cooperation with Bangladesh while gradually
phasing out its bilateral development aid by 2028. The
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shift follows the Swiss Parliament’s approval of the
International Cooperation Strategy 2025-2028, which
includes budget reductions affecting aid programs.

Despite ending direct development assistance,
Switzerland will remain engaged in humanitarian
efforts related to the Rohingya crisis, climate risk
reduction, migration, and trade relations. Swiss
Ambassador Reto Renggli discussed these priorities
with Foreign Secretary Md Jashim Uddin, highlighting
Switzerland’s commitment to expanding trade and
investment ties with Bangladesh. [Dhaka Tribune]

Bangladesh’s army chief visits Kuwait to
enhance military cooperation

(Im) Bangladesh's Chief of Army Staff General Waker-
Uz-Zaman departed for Kuwait on February 16 on a
three-day official visit, leading a five-member
delegation. During his visit, General Waker-Uz-Zaman
is scheduled to meet high-ranking civil and military
officials in Kuwait to discuss strengthening bilateral
military cooperation. The discussions will also focus on
Bangladeshi personnel engaged in Operation Kuwait
Rebuilding (OKP) and expanding opportunities for
skilled manpower from Bangladesh in Kuwait. [The
Daily Star]

Brunei's monarch receives Sabah
Governor in audience

(ga) Brunei's Sultan and the Queen received the
Governor of Sabah, Malaysia, Musa Haji Aman and his
spouse at Nurul Iman Palace on February 13. The
audience, attended by Brunei's royal family members
and senior government officials, focused on
strengthening bilateral cooperation between Brunei
and Sabah.

This marked Tun Musa's first official visit to Brunei
since becoming Sabah's 11th Governor on January 1.
The ceremony concluded with a luncheon hosted by
Their Majesties. [Borneo Bulletin]

Cambodia, China to deepen anti-
cybercrime cooperation

(dql) During a meeting between between Cambodian
Interior Minister Sar Sokha and Chinese Ambassador
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Wang Wenbin, Cambodia and China have pledged to
strengthen cooperation in combating online gambling
and scams, following concerns over rising cybercrime
in the region. Both parties agreed to focus on sharing
information, conducting joint crackdowns, and
rescuing victims.

Wang reaffirmed that China was willing to provide
investigative training and material support. [Khmer
Times]

Indian vessels conclude visit to Cambodia

(dgl) The Indian Navy Ship (INS) Sujata and Indian
Coast Guard Ship (ICGS) Veera completed their port
call at Sihanoukville Autonomous Port from February
14to 17.

During the visit, an Indian Navy delegation held high-
level meetings, including courtesy calls on the
Commander of the Royal Cambodian Navy, the
Commander of the Ream Naval Base, and the Deputy
Governor of Preah Sihanouk Province. The visit also
included interactive activities between the Indian and
Cambodian navies. [Phnom Penh Post] [Ommcom
News]

Cambodia, India deepen education
cooperation

(dgl) The Cambodian Ministry of Industry, Science,
Technology & Innovation (MISTI) and the Indian
Ministry of External Affairs have signed a
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to establish a
Science Library in Ratanak Mondul District,
Battambang Province, as part of India’s Quick Impact
Project (QIP).

The initiative aims to foster scientific inquiry and
innovation among Cambodian youth, particularly in
underserved areas, by providing access to scientific
literature and resources. [Khmer Times]

Cambodia receives Japanese funding for
dock construction

(dqgl) The Japanese government has allocated over USD
140,000 to Koh Rong town, Preah Sihanouk province,
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for the construction of a new dock to enhance
transport between the island and the mainland.

In addition, Japan granted over USD 63,000 to a
prosthetic components manufacturing facility in
Phnom Penh to replace outdated machinery.

These grants are part of Japan's “Kusanone” initiative, a
program supporting small-scale human security
projects. Since its launch in Cambodia in 1991, Japan
has funded 694 projects with a total investment
exceeding USD 70 million, according to the Japanese
embassy. [Phnom Penh Post]

Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Manet
meets U.S. Congressional delegation

(dqgl) A visiting U.S. congressional delegation, led by
Representative Jimmy Panetta, reaffirmed its
commitment to strengthening U.S.-Cambodia ties
during a courtesy call on Prime Minister Hun Manet on
February 17.

Both sides highlighted progress in bilateral relations
and discussed expanding cooperation in key areas,
including politics, trade, investment, education, health,
defense, security, and mine clearance.

The delegation emphasized that ongoing high-level
exchanges would further enhance cooperation. The
visit comes as Cambodia and the U.S. commemorate
the 75th anniversary of diplomatic relations. [Khmer
Times]

Cambodia optimistic over American
export market despite tariffs

(sal) Cambodian authorities and the business sector
agree that exports to the United States are expected to
grow despite import tariffs.

The General Department of Customs and Excise
(GDCE) reported a profit of USD 892.47 million in
January, reflecting a 38.6 percent increase compared to
the same month in the previous year.

Exports to the US surged 38.6 percent to USD 868.7
million, while imports from the US rose 37.7 percent to
USD 23.76 million. Cambodia’s trade surplus with the
US expanded to USD 844.94 million, up from USD
609.57 million in January 2024.
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The US remains Cambodia’s largest export market,
accounting for 37.66 percent of the country’s total USD
2.306 billion in exports last month.

Lim Heng, vice-president of the Cambodia Chamber of
Commerce (CCC), expressed optimism about
continued export growth, citing increasing factory
numbers and improved product quality.

In 2024, total Cambodia-US trade stood at USD 10.18
billion, up 11.2 percent from 2023. Exports to the US
grew 11.4 percent to USD 9.92 billion, while imports
from the US rose 2.7 percent to USD 264.15 million.
[The Phnom Penh Post]

China, Philippines clash over deployment
of U.S. missile system

(yq) China has called on the Philippines to remove the
U.S. Typhon missile system, warning that its prolonged
presence threatens regional security and could
escalate tensions. Beijing asserts that Manila had
committed to withdrawing the system, initially
introduced in April 2024 for joint military exercises.

Chinese officials claim the Typhon system is an
offensive weapon that destabilizes the region, accusing
Manila of catering to U.S. interests at the expense of
regional peace. [Xinhua News Agency] [Reuters]

In response, the Philippines denied making any
promise of withdrawing the missile system, insisting on
its right to bolster defense capabilities. The Philippine
National Security Council dismissed China’s criticisms
as “deceptive,” arguing that Beijing has continuously
advanced its missile capabilities without facing similar
scrutiny from Manila.

Philippine defense officials, including Armed Forces
Chief Romeo Brawner Jr., have expressed interest in
keeping the system permanently and potentially
acquiring similar missile platforms. [Philippine News
Agency] [Inquirer]

Thailand to deport 10 Chinese suspects in
actor’s kidnapping case

(yq) Thai authorities will extradite ten Chinese
nationals linked to actor Wang Xing's abduction, part of
a broader crackdown on scam networks. Wang was
lured to Thailand with promises of an acting job but
was later found in Myanmar. His disappearance
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sparked public outcry in China and intensified efforts
to combat human trafficking and online fraud
syndicates.

The suspects, operating in Myanmar's Myawaddy town,
were arrested while transiting through Thailand en
route to Cambodia. They will be sent to China for
prosecution. Thai police revealed that China has
identified 3,700 suspects involved in scam operations,
prompting coordinated crackdowns.

The Karen National Army (KNA), which controls parts of
Myawaddy, has pledged to repatriate thousands more.
Meanwhile, Thailand has cut electricity, fuel, and
internet access to illegal compounds in Myanmar to
curb their activities, highlighting growing regional
concerns over cybercrime’s impact on security and
tourism. [Reuters]

China condemns US, Canadian warships
transiting Taiwan strait

(dh) China has voiced strong concerns over the recent
passage of U.S. warships through the Taiwan Strait,
viewing it as an unnecessary provocation that could
heighten regional tensions. China’s Eastern Theater
Command criticized the U.S. for justifying these
operations under the banner of “freedom of
navigation,” arguing that they send misleading signals
of support for Taiwan.

The USS Ralph Johnson, a destroyer, and the USNS
Bowditch, a survey ship, transited the waterway
between February 10 and February 12, prompting the
Chinese People's Liberation Army (PLA) to monitor
their movements, emphasizing its readiness to
safeguard national security. [China Ministry of Foreign
Affairs] [Al Jazeera]

Similarly, China has also criticized Canada after a
Canadian warship transited the Taiwan Strait, accusing
it of provoking tensions and undermining stability in
the region. In response, China deployed air and naval
forces to monitor the situation and stated it would take
action against any perceived threats.

China's military commented that the “act that
deliberately stirred up trouble and undermined peace
and stability in the Taiwan Strait.” [China Ministry of
National Defence]

China condemns U.S. over Taiwan policy
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(yq) China has demanded the U.S. “correct its mistakes”
after the State Department updated its Taiwan fact
sheet, removing language explicitly opposing Taiwan
independence. The revision, which includes references
to Taiwan's semiconductor cooperation with the
Pentagon and international organization support, was
described by the U.S. as a routine update.

Beijing, viewing the change as a provocation, accused
Washington of fueling separation. Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Guo Jiakun called it a “seriously wrong
message” and part of the U.S.'s strategy to undermine
China.

While the U.S. does not have formal ties with Taiwan, it
remains the island’s key ally and arms supplier. A State
Department spokesperson reiterated the U.S.
commitment to the one-China policy while
emphasizing peace and stability in the Taiwan Strait.

Taiwan Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung welcomed the
update, calling it a positive stance on U.S.-Taiwan
relations. Taiwan's government rejects Beijing's
sovereignty claims, asserting that only its people can
determine their future. It maintains that it is already an
independent nation under the official name “Republic
of China,” a government that retreated to Taiwan in
1949 after the Chinese civil war. [Reuters]

China accused of facilitating Russian
military supply chain

(yq) China has emerged as a key conduit for smuggling
Western high-tech components to Russia, particularly
benefiting its military drone production, according to
the Estonian foreign intelligence service. The agency's
annual national security report, released on February
12, highlights China's role in circumventing Western
sanctions by supplying Russia with critical dual-use
technology.

The report states that around 80 percent of Western
components reaching Russia now come through China,
making it the primary hub for high-tech imports
essential to Russia’s armed forces. Intelligence chief
Kaupo Rosin emphasized that China's strategic interest
lies in preventing Russia's defeat in Ukraine, as such an
outcome would bolster the U.S., Beijing's main global
rival.

With no viable domestic alternatives, Russia relies

heavily on Western-sourced drone parts, which are
often covertly transferred through private Chinese
companies. The report suggests that even Western
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firms operating in China may unknowingly be part of
these supply chains.

Russia is also accelerating its domestic drone
production, including advanced versions of Iranian
kamikaze drones, unmanned aerial weapons designed
to detonate on impact. This expansion underscores the
continued role of Chinese-facilitated imports in
sustaining Russia’s war capabilities despite
international sanctions. [Table Briefings]

China aims for stronger relationship with
Germany and the EU

(dh) During his visit to Germany to attend the Munich
Security Conference, Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi
emphasized China’s interest in strengthening
cooperation with Germany and the European Union,
particularly in trade and international relations.

In a meeting with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz,
Wang expressed appreciation for Germany's stance
against EU tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles and
encouraged continued efforts to ease trade tensions
between China and the EU. [Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
China, in Chinese]

The discussions also covered the ongoing war in
Ukraine, with Wang stating that China and Europe
share an interest in seeking a peaceful resolution. He
reiterated China's willingness to engage in dialogue
with Germany and other parties to support diplomatic
efforts. Addressing broader security concerns in
Europe, he highlighted the need for a "balanced and
sustainable" security framework, particularly amid calls
from the United States for increased NATO defense
spending and U.S. President Donald Trump's push for
talks on ending the war without involving the EU.

In separate meetings with EU foreign policy chief Kaja
Kallas and his French and Spanish counterparts, Wang
reiterated China's commitment to fostering stable
relations with the EU and reducing trade disputes. He
described Germany as playing a stabilizing role in EU-
China relations and emphasized the importance of
open communication and diplomacy in managing
global challenges. [Reuters]

French foreign minister set to visit China
to resolve cognac tariffs
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(dh) French Foreign Minister Jean-Noél Barrot has
announced plans to visit China in the coming weeks to
resolve trade tensions over Beijing's tariffs on French
Cognac and Armagnac. These tariffs, introduced in
October 2024, came after the European Commission
imposed duties on Chinese electric vehicles, a move
widely viewed as a factor in China's response.

Speaking at the Munich Security Conference, Barrot
emphasized the importance of addressing this issue,
following discussions with his Chinese counterpart,
Wang Yi. France has rejected China’s claims that
Cognac and Armagnac producers benefit from unfair
government subsidies.

China's tariffs followed the EU'’s decision to impose
duties of up to 35.3 percent on Chinese car
manufacturers, including BYD, Geely, and SAIC. The
decision was strongly backed by France before taking
effect in October.

In December, China extended their anti-dumping
probe into EU brandy by three months (see AiR No. 53,
December/2024, 5).

Since the departure of former French Prime Minister
Michel Barnier, the matter has been deprioritized
under new Prime Minister Francois Bayrou, who has
been focused on budget negotiations. Cognac is a key
French export, with nearly all production—98 percent
—sold internationally. China and Singapore together
account for about 20 percent of those exports.
[Euractiv]

Chinese foreign minister insists on two-
state solution in meeting with Israeli
counterpart

(dqgl) China's Foreign Minister Wang Yi emphasized that
the two-state solution is the key to resolving the
Middle East conflict. During a meeting with Israeli
Foreign Minister Gideon Sa'ar, held on the sidelines of
the Munich Security Conference last week Wang, called
for an end to the humanitarian crisis in Gaza and
reaffirmed China's commitment to a just and lasting
resolution to the Palestinian issue. He added that
peaceful coexistence between Israel and Palestine
would promote broader Arab-Jewish reconciliation.

Regarding bilateral relations between the two
countries, Wang stated that Beijing views its
partnership with Israel from a long-term perspective
and seeks to strengthen cooperation under the China-
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Israel innovative comprehensive partnership. [Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, China, in Chinese]

In response, Sa'ar requested China to take a “balanced”
foreign policy in relation to the Middle East and the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, while emphasizing the need
for increased economic pressure on Iran. [Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Israel] [AA] [The Times of Isreal]

The meeting follows a ceasefire in Gaza that has been
in effect since January 19. The Israeli-Palestinian
conflict has strained China-Israel relations, with Beijing
condemning Israel’s actions and advocating for the
Palestinian cause and a two-state solution—an
approach rejected by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu. At the same time, China has maintained
strong economic ties with Israel, which remains one of
the few developed economies participating in China's
Belt and Road Initiative.

The Innovative Comprehensive Partnership included
an agreement on expanding technology and trade ties.
In addition, China agreed on investments in Israeli
infrastructure. [South China Morning Post]

Xi Jinping reaffirms China-Africa ties in
message to African Union Summit

(yq) Chinese President Xi Jinping sent a congratulatory
message to the 38th African Union (AU) Summit. The
move follows Foreign Minister Wang Yi's four-nation
Africa tour in January (see AiR No. 2, January/2025, 2),
reflecting China’s efforts to strengthen its ties with the
continent

He praised the AU for promoting regional unity,
increasing Africa's global influence, and addressing
regional and global challenges with a unified voice. Xi
emphasized the growing role of the Global South,
describing China and Africa as key players in shaping
the international order. He noted that the successful
Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) had elevated their partnership,
ushering in a new phase of cooperation.

China remains committed to supporting Africa’s
modernization through six proposals and ten
partnership initiatives, covering infrastructure, trade,
health, education, and security. Xi expressed readiness
to work with African leaders to bring tangible benefits
to the 2.8 billion people across both regions. [Xinhua
News Agency]
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The AU Summit, held in Addis Ababa, also focused on
Africa’'s economic growth and global positioning.
Leaders elected Djibouti's Maumoud Youssef Ali as the
next AU Commission chairperson, reinforcing Africa’s
strategic direction. [The Star]

Close miss in South China Sea, involving
Chinese fighter jet and Australian aircraft

(dh) An Australian surveillance aircraft had a close
encounter with a Chinese fighter jet over the South
China Sea when the jet released flares dangerously
close, within 30 meters of the RAAF P-8. Australian
officials described the incident as unsafe and lodged
formal complaints with China. Defense Minister
Richard Marles emphasized that while the flares did
not hit the aircraft, they posed a serious risk.

In response, China claimed the Australian aircraft had
“deliberately intruded” into Chinese airspace over the
Xisha Islands, which is a disputed territory, and posed
a security threat. The Chinese foreign ministry
confirmed that China has lodged complaints with
Australia citing Canberra’s violation of Chinese
sovereignty and destabilization of the South China Sea.
[China Ministry of Foreign Affairs] [SCMP]

Meanwhile, Australian naval forces are tracking a
group of Chinese warships near Queensland’s coast.
The Australian government acknowledged that these
vessels are operating within international law, but their
presence is being closely monitored. Defense officials
have refrained from speculating on China’s intentions,
stating that they will assess the situation once the
mission is complete. [Financial Review]

Amid this dispute, China and Australia held the 23rd
Defense Strategic Dialogue in Beijing on February 17 in
Beijing focusing on military relations and regional
security. Both sides agreed to enhance strategic
communication, manage differences, and continue
defense exchanges and cooperation. [Ministry of
Defense, China] [Reuters]

China and Cook Islands sign deal,
prompting disapproval from New Zealand

(dh)The Cook Islands recently signed a partnership
agreement with China, further strengthening Beijing's
involvement in the Pacific. However, the deal has
sparked debate, particularly over concerns about
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transparency and its implications for the Cook Islands'
longstanding relationship with New Zealand.

Prime Minister Mark Brown travelled to Beijing for the
signing, which outlines areas of cooperation such as
trade, tourism, infrastructure, climate resilience, and
education. Brown emphasized that the agreement is
meant to complement, rather than replace, the Cook
Islands’ existing partnerships, including with New
Zealand.

During his visit to China, discussions also touched on
seabed mineral research, as the Cook Islands explores
the potential for deep-sea mining. An area which China
is particularly interested in.

However, the New Zealand government expressed
frustration at not being consulted beforehand, given
its historical role in supporting the Cook Islands’
defense and foreign policy. Last week, Brown stated
that he does not require New Zealand's approval
regarding the deal (See AiR No. 6, February/2025, 2)

In response to these concerns, Brown addressed the
public, assuring that his government remains
committed to transparency and open discussions
about the country's future. There are concerns over
the agreement, including the potential for hidden
conditions, such as financial commitments or resource
access rights, particularly regarding deep-sea mining.

China defended the agreement, stating that it is
mutually beneficial and does not target any third party,
a comment widely seen as a response to New
Zealand's concerns. Meanwhile, New Zealand
reiterated its ongoing support for the Cook Islands.
The agreement comes at a time of increasing
geopolitical competition in the Pacific, with China
seeking to expand its regional influence. [The
Guardian] [Global Voices]

Chinese company starts lithium
production in Argentina

(dh) Chinese mining company Ganfeng Lithium has
begun lithium production at its Mariana project in
Argentina’s Salta province. The facility, which
represents a $790 million investment, is designed to
produce up to 20,000 metric tons of lithium chloride
annually from the Llullaillaco salt flat. To support its
operations sustainably, Ganfeng also invested USD 190
million in a solar park to provide energy for the plant.
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In addition to Mariana, Ganfeng is progressing with
other lithium projects in Argentina. Construction is set
to begin this year on the Pozuelos-Pastos Grandes
project, while the Incahuasi-Arizaro project is in an
advanced exploration phase. The company is also a
partner in the operational Cauchari-Olaroz project and
the feasibility-stage Pastos Grandes project, in
collaboration with Lithium Argentina.

Argentina’s government, led by President Javier Milei,
has welcomed foreign investment in mining, viewing it
as a key driver of economic growth. The administration
has introduced incentive programs that have been well
received by international lithium and copper
companies. While Argentina holds significant lithium
reserves as part of the "Lithium Triangle" along with
Chile and Bolivia, some projects have faced delays due
to falling lithium prices and slowing demand for
electric vehicles.

During the inauguration of the Mariana project, Mining
Secretary Luis Lucero highlighted its potential to
strengthen the local economy by creating jobs and
generating foreign revenue. [Reuters]

India, Myanmar discuss reopening border
trade via roads

(Im) India and Myanmar have agreed to explore steps
to resume border trade through roads, following a
meeting between Myanmar's Deputy Commerce
Minister U Minn Minn and India’s Minister of State for
Commerce and Industry Jitin Prasada on February 14
in New Delhi.

The discussions focused on enhancing bilateral trade
in pharmaceuticals, pulses, and petroleum products,
as well as promoting the recently launched Rupee-Kyat
trade settlement mechanism to facilitate transactions
between the two countries.

India is Myanmar's fifth-largest trading partner, with
bilateral trade reaching USD 1.74 billion in 2023-24,
slightly down from USD 1.76 billion in 2022-23. Both
sides recognized the significance of road-based trade
and agreed to take measures to facilitate its
resumption. [Business Standard]

India’s Modi and US President Trump
discuss trade, defense, and tariffs
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(Im) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi met U.S.
President Donald Trump at the White House last week,
marking the first visit by an Indian leader since Trump’s
return to office in mid-January. The two leaders
reaffirmed their strategic partnership, focusing on
trade, defense cooperation, and energy security. Modi
proposed doubling bilateral trade to USD 500 billion by
2030, while Trump pressed India to reduce tariffs on
American goods.

Trump emphasized the need for a balanced trade
relationship, highlighting the USD 45.7 billion trade
deficit with India. He expressed optimism about India
increasing imports of U.S. energy products, while Modi
announced reductions in Indian tariffs, particularly on
high-end goods like motorcycles. While no final trade
deal was announced, both leaders agreed to continue
negotiations to resolve trade disputes and strengthen
economic ties. [Al Jazeera] [Associated Press] [Channel
NewsAsia]

The meeting also saw an expansion of defense ties,
with Trump offering to sell F-35 stealth fighter jets to
India. Modi welcomed increased military sales,
reinforcing India's position as one of the largest buyers
of U.S. defense equipment. Both leaders underscored
their commitment to counterterrorism, with Trump
backing the extradition of Tahawwur Rana, accused of
involvement in the 2008 Mumbai attacks.

Additionally, discussions included infrastructure
initiatives, with Trump mentioning an economic
corridor linking India to the U.S. via the Middle East
and Europe. The two leaders also addressed global
security, though Modi remained silent on Trump's
comments about the Russia-Ukraine war.

In related updates, in the wake of the Modi-Trump
meeting, Tesla is signaling its intent to enter the Indian
market, with job postings for 13 roles in cities like
Mumbai and Delhi, marking a renewed effort after
previous setbacks due to high import duties.

The Indian government recently reduced customs
duties on electric cars, particularly those priced above
USD 40,000, from 110 percent to 70 percent,
encouraging international automakers like Tesla to
explore the market. Despite India’s relatively nascent
electric vehicle (EV) market compared to China, it is
seen as a growing opportunity for Tesla, especially
after its first annual drop in EV sales in over a decade.
[Business Standard]
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India and France strengthen ties with
economic, defense, and nuclear
agreements

(hjn) Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and French
President Emmanuel Macron met in Marseille to
deepen economic and strategic cooperation,
positioning France as India’s key European partner.
The visit focused on trade, defense, nuclear energy,
and infrastructure projects, with France pitching
Marseille as the entry point for the India-Middle East-
Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC), a proposed trade
route to enhance connectivity between India and
Europe via the Middle East.

IMEC, first announced at the 2023 G20 summit, is seen
as a rival to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. France has
actively supported the project, though logistical and
geopolitical challenges, including the Israel-Hamas
conflict, have raised doubts about its viability. Despite
this, both leaders emphasized its potential for
investment and economic growth.

In defense, India is set to acquire 26 additional Rafale
fighter jets and three Scorpene-class submarines from
France, reinforcing its military shift away from Russian
equipment. These purchases, worth approximately
EUR 10.6 billion, follow India’s previous procurements
of French aircraft and submarines.

Another key outcome of the visit was a letter of intent
for India and France to co-develop small modular
nuclear reactors (SMRs) to enhance energy security
and transition toward a low-carbon economy. The
initiative signals a shift in India’s traditionally strict
nuclear policies, easing regulatory hurdles to attract
foreign investment. France had previously agreed to
help build a large nuclear power plant in India, but
delays due to liability concerns stalled the project.

The deepening ties with France coincide with India’s
broader geopolitical strategy to diversify partnerships
beyond the U.S. and China. Modji's visit included
meetings at an artificial intelligence summit in Paris,
after which he traveled to Washington for talks with
President Donald Trump on defense cooperation and
potential U.S. investments in India’s energy sector.
While the U.S. and France compete for defense
contracts, India reportedly favors French equipment
due to fewer operational restrictions compared to
American weapons.[PM India] [France24] [BBC]
[Deutsche Welle]
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India, Ukraine foreign ministers discuss
conflict resolution and bilateral ties

(Im) India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar met
Ukrainian Foreign Minister Andrii Sybiha on the
sidelines of the Munich Security Conference (MSC) to
discuss efforts toward resolving the Russia-Ukraine
war. The meeting came a day after Prime Minister
Narendra Modi met U.S. President Donald Trump at
the White House, reiterating India’s position as a
proponent of peace.

Jaishankar and Sybiha also explored opportunities to
enhance bilateral cooperation in areas such as trade,
technology, agriculture, and security. The Ukrainian
minister emphasized Kyiv's reliance on India’s global
influence in securing a "just and lasting peace."

Jaishankar also participated in a panel discussion on
democratic resilience, where he criticized the West for
historically supporting non-democratic forces in the
Global South while holding democracy as a Western
ideal. He highlighted India’s democratic model, noting
high voter participation and the efficiency of election
processes. [The Indian Express]

Qatar and India strengthen ties with key
agreements

(Im) As the Amir of Qatar, Sheikh Tamim Bin Hamad Al-
Thani, wrapped up his two-day state visit to India on
February 18, the two countries made significant strides
in enhancing their bilateral cooperation. Qatar has
become India’s third-largest trading partner, and
recent discussion centered around efforts to expand
and diversify the partnership.

One of the key outcomes of the visit was the signing of
two major MoUs: one between the Qatari
Businessmen Association (QBA) and the Confederation
of Indian Industry (Cll), and another between Invest
Qatar and Invest India. The two sides also elevate the
Joint Working Group on Trade and Commerce to the
ministerial level, underlining the intent to deepen
bilateral engagement.

Speaking against this backdrop, India's Commerce and
Industry Minister Piyush Goyal highlighted the growing
shift in trade relations from energy—where Qatar
remains a key supplier of LNG and LPG—to emerging
technologies such as artificial intelligence, the Internet
of Things (loT), quantum computing, and
semiconductors. With both countries aiming to align
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their development goals, Qatar’s Vision 2030 and
India’s Viksit Bharat 2047 initiative were seen as key
frameworks for enhancing collaboration in sectors like
smart cities, renewable energy, and infrastructure
development. [The Hans India]

India and Qatar's defense cooperation is also a key
aspect of their relationship, with India providing
training slots in defense institutions and actively
participating in the Doha International Maritime
Defense Exhibition (DIMDEX).

However, one of the issues pending between India and
Qatar is the return of a former Indian Navy personnel.
In August 2022, eight former Indian Navy personnel
were arrested in Qatar on espionage charges and
initially sentenced to death. Following diplomatic
efforts by India, their sentences were commuted in
December 2023. Seven were released in February 2024
and returned to India, but one individual remains in
Qatar, with efforts ongoing to secure his release. [The
Hindu] [The Indian Express]

India and Chad hold inaugural Foreign
Office Consultations

(hjn) On February 13, India and Chad convened their
first-ever Foreign Office Consultations (FOC) in
N'Djamena, marking a significant milestone in their
bilateral relations. The discussions were co-chaired by
Shri Sevala Naik Mude, Additional Secretary (Central
and West Africa) from India's Ministry of External
Affairs, and Fatime Aldjineh Garfa, Minister Delegate
for Foreign Affairs of Chad.

The discussions covered bilateral ties, focusing on
political cooperation, trade, energy, defense, and
cultural exchanges. Both countries highlighted
opportunities in agriculture, mining, and
infrastructure. They also addressed regional and global
issues, emphasizing multilateral cooperation. The next
round of consultations will take place in New Delhi.
Ministry of External Affairs, India]

Indonesia and Turkey strengthen
strategic partnership

(gk) Indonesian President Prabowo Subianto received a
state visit from Turkey's President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan on February 12, marking the 75th anniversary

of diplomatic relations between both. This visit was
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part of Erdogan’s four-day diplomatic tour, which
included stops in Malaysia and Pakistan.

During this visit, the two heads of state held their first
High Level Strategic Council meeting, the highest
bilateral forum for the two countries, during which
both discussed cooperation in various fields, in line
with the national priorities of both countries. They
discussed strengthening economic ties, with a mutual
goal to increase bilateral trade to USD 10 billion
annually and accelerating the finalization of the
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement
(CEPA).

A significant focus was on defense collaboration,
highlighted by an agreement to jointly develop a
Baykar combat-drone factory in Indonesia. They also
discussed cooperation in improving military education
and training, intelligence cooperation, and
counterterrorism. Cooperation in the health sector was
discussed too. [AP News]

On the topic of global issues, both nations emphasized
the importance of ceasefire and urged for the
implementation of a two-state solution in Palestine.
[President of the Republic of Indonesia 1, in
Indonesian]

Following the meeting, both nations signed and
exchanged 12 agreements, in the fields of energy,
health, agriculture, defense industry, communications,
and education. [President of the Republic of Indonesia
2, in Indonesian]

Indonesia seeks to strengthen migrant
worker protection and placement in Japan

(Ip) Christina Aryani, Indonesia's Deputy Minister for
Protection of Migrant Workers, met with
representatives of the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA) to discuss expanding and safeguarding
Indonesian migrant workers in Japan. The discussion
focused on addressing worker exploitation concerns
and increasing placements, particularly in healthcare.

Aryani emphasized the importance of improving
Japanese language skills among healthcare workers
and recommended including Japanese language
courses in health education curricula. She noted that
worker placement through official companies offers
better protection than independent recruitment.

The ongoing cooperation between Indonesia and JICA
since 2016 includes various human resource
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development programs, from technical training to
postgraduate studies and support for returning
workers. [Antara News]

Canada to support Indonesia in
developing nuclear energy

(aar) Canada has expressed its willingness to assist
Indonesia in developing nuclear energy as an
alternative resource to address climate change.
Minister of International Development Ahmed Hussen
highlighted Canada’s expertise in nuclear energy and
its readiness to support Indonesia in building a nuclear
ecosystem, including regulations and funding.

Collaboration on nuclear technology may follow in
later stages, as Indonesia is still in the early phases of
development. The two countries have previously
explored nuclear cooperation, including discussions on
a small modular reactor (SMRs) during the ASEAN-
Canada Special Summit in 2024.

Additionally, Indonesia’s Nuclear Energy Research
Organization (ORTN BRIN) signed a letter of intent with
Canadian Nuclear Laboratories (CNL) in December
2024 to advance research and human resource
capacity in nuclear technology. [Antara]

Indonesia and UK to strengthen
collaboration on transnational corruption
cases

(gk) Indonesia's Corruption Eradication Commission
(KPK) and the United Kingdom's Serious Fraud Office
(SFO) held a meeting at the former’s office in Jakarta on
February 13. Both anti-graft agencies discussed
measures to tackle transnational corruption cases.

Chairperson of KPK Setyo Budiyanto informed in a
statement that officials from both agencies discussed
plans for a technical training session on investigations,
which is scheduled for February 25. The session will
include officials from the British Embassy, Indonesia’s
National Police and prosecutors, among others. He
also highlighted the mutually beneficial cooperation
both agencies have indulged in, through the
memorandum of understanding signed in 2010, which
has allowed the exchange of information, data and
experiences on corruption and money laundering
cases, besides joint training activities. He also
expressed hope that both agencies-KPK and SFO- will
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help Indonesia’s accession to the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).

In response, SFO director Nick Ephgrave affirmed that
his office sees great potential in a strengthened
partnership, and that his office is planning on sending
two senior investigators to Indonesia to share best
practices. He also expressed SFO's intention of working
with KPK to pursue the recovery of assets involved in
corruption cases. [Antara 1]

In another related news, the British embassy in Jakarta
launched a digital access program for micro, small and
medium enterprises (MSMEs). The embassy partnered
with the BRI Research Institute, targeting 250 MSMEs in
the villages of Lombok Island, West Nusa Tenggara.
The program will include a series of digital literacy and
skills training, while also targeting business
development for women and youth in ultra-micro and
micro categories. [Antara 2]

UAE to support Indonesia’s transition to
cleaner energy and increase trade to USD
10 billion per year

(gk/aar/Ip) At the sidelines of the World Government
Summit that took place in Dubai, Indonesia and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) agreed to increase the
bilateral trade to USD 10 billion annually, doubling the
USD 5 billion achieved in 2024.

Both nations aim to achieve this target through the I-
UAE CEPA (Indonesian-United Arab Emirates
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement),
increased investments, expanded tourism, and
collaboration in the digital economy. Plans include
expanding aviation infrastructure, enhancing flight
access, and increasing cargo capacity. The UAE also
invited Indonesia to participate in Investopia 2025 to
explore further trade and investment opportunities.
[Antara 1]

In a separate but related event, the UAE agreed to
collaborate in Indonesia’s transition to clean energy,
Indonesian Coordinating Minister for Economic Affairs
Airlangga Hartarto reported after his meeting with
UAE's Minister of Energy and Infrastructure Suhail
Mohamed Al Mazrouei.

During the meeting, Airlangga welcomed UAE's support
for the ongoing construction of solar power plants. He
added that the UAE has been an active partner in
Indonesia’s transition to clean energy, and that UAE's
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contribution to building Southeast Asia’s largest solar
power plant in West Java is a testament to the same.

Both ministers also discussed the importance of
technology integration in the industrial sector,
including robotics and unmanned production systems.
Suhail highlighted the significance of building data
centers, given the need for data in bigger countries like
the United States and China. He also expressed UAE's
readiness to help Indonesia’s industrialization, invest in
various sectors and invite more business actors to
Indonesia. [Antara 2]

Meanwhile, former Indonesian President and current
Chairwoman of the Indonesian Democratic Party of
Struggle (PDI-P), one of Indonesia's major political
parties, Megawati Soekarnoputri met with United Arab
Emirates’ Crown Prince Sheikh Khaled bin Mohamed
bin Zayed in Abu Dhabi.

Their discussion covered two main areas: potential
research cooperation between Indonesia's BRIN and
UAE institutions, particularly in sanitation, clean water,
and quantum technology; and the Palestinian cause,
where Megawati emphasized the importance of
Palestinian independence, referencing her father
Soekarno's historical support at the 1955 Asia-Africa
Conference. [Antara 3]

Japan, Palau strengthen partnership in
security and development

(adi) Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba met with visiting
Palauan President Surangel S. Whipps, Jr. on February
12 in Tokyo to discuss regional security, economic
cooperation, and environmental initiatives, reaffirming
Japan’s commitment to deepening ties with Palau.
[Prime Minister's Office of Japan]

During the meeting, Ishiba pledged enhanced support
for Palau’'s maritime security and infrastructure
development, emphasizing Japan's long-standing
cooperation with Pacific Island nations. He also
highlighted Japan'’s role in assisting Palau in climate
change resilience and sustainable development.

On February 14, Foreign Minister Takeshi Iwaya met
with Palauan Minister of State Gustav Aitaro to further
develop bilateral cooperation. The two ministers
agreed to expand Japan-Palau collaboration under the
Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) framework and
strengthen their "tokubetsu" (special) relationship.
[Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan]
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Japan’'s engagement with Palau reflects its broader
strategy of strengthening regional alliances amid
evolving security challenges. Palau remains
strategically significant as one of the 13 countries
maintaining formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan.
[Mainichi Shimbun]

Taliban delegation visits Japan for
discussions on governance and aid

(adi) A senior delegation from the Taliban arrived in
Tokyo for discussions with Japanese officials, marking
their first known diplomatic visit outside Central Asia
and the Middle East since regaining control of
Afghanistan in 2021. The visit, hosted by the Nippon
Foundation, aims to provide the delegation with
insights into inclusive governance and the role of
international humanitarian aid.

Japan does not officially recognize the Taliban as
Afghanistan’s government but continues to engage in
diplomatic efforts with international partners to
encourage policy changes, particularly concerning
human rights and the treatment of women and girls.

The discussions highlight Japan’s broader diplomatic
engagement in Afghanistan despite the lack of formal
recognition of the Taliban government. [AP News]

Japan protests Chinese Coast Guard
incursion near Senkaku Islands

(adi) Japan lodged a formal protest with China on
February 12 after four Chinese coast guard vessels
entered Japanese territorial waters near the disputed
Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea, known in China
as Diaoyu Islands. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs
asserted that the incursion violated Japan's
sovereignty.

The Japan Coast Guard confirmed that the Chinese
vessels entered the territorial waters surrounding the
uninhabited islets earlier in the day. Japanese patrol
ships issued repeated warnings for the vessels to leave
immediately. [Mainichi Shimbun]

Meanwhile, China has removed a buoy it had installed
within Japan's exclusive economic zone (EEZ) near the
Senkaku Islands, a move that may signal Beijing's
intent to improve bilateral relations. The Japanese
Coast Guard confirmed the buoy's removal on
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February 11, noting it had been relocated outside
Japan's EEZ. [Japan Times]

The buoy, installed in July 2023, had been a point of
contention between Tokyo and Beijing. Japan had
repeatedly called for its removal, asserting that its
placement violated Japan's sovereignty. [Asahi
Shimbun]

This development comes amid efforts by both nations
to ease tensions and improve diplomatic ties. The
removal of the buoy is seen as a positive gesture from
Beijing, potentially paving the way for a leaders'
summit later this year. [Japan Times]

Despite this conciliatory move, other maritime
disputes persist. Another buoy, confirmed by Japan in
December 2024 within its EEZ south of Yonaguni
Island, remains in place. Japanese officials have urged
China to remove this buoy as well, emphasizing the
importance of respecting international maritime laws
and Japan's territorial rights. [Japan Today]

Japan's investment in China declines by 60
percent over past decade

(adi) Japan's investment in China has decreased by 60
percent over the past ten years, influenced by
geopolitical tensions and increased competition from
Chinese firms. In 2024, Japanese investments totaled
JPY 493.1 billion (USD 3.2 billion), maintaining the
previous year's level but significantly lower than a
decade ago.

Despite the decline, a report from the China-Japan
Chamber of Commerce indicates that recent Chinese
government stimulus policies have improved
confidence among some Japanese companies. These
measures, introduced in September 2024, aim to
revitalize China's economy and attract foreign
investment.

China considers Japan a major source of foreign
investment. However, factors such as China's
economic slowdown, a prolonged real estate slump,
and regulatory actions against the private sector have
deterred foreign investors. Additionally, escalating
U.S.-China tensions have prompted Japan, a U.S. ally,
to reassess its economic relationship with China.

The China-Japan Chamber of Commerce report
suggests that optimism is rising among Japanese firms
due to China's recent stimulus efforts. The
effectiveness of these policies in reversing the
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investment decline remains to be seen. [South China
Morning Post]

Japan to recognize Taiwan as place of
origin in family registry

(dgl) In @ move welcomed by Taiwan but angering
China, Japan's Justice Ministry announced of February
17 that it will allow Taiwanese spouses of Japanese
nationals to list their place of origin as Taiwan, rather
than China, in the country's family registry system. The
decision reflects a shift in recognizing Taiwanese
identity within Japan's legal framework. [Focus Taiwan]
[Global Times]

Previously, Japan's family register recorded a foreign
spouse’s nationality, which led to Taiwanese
individuals being classified as from China. The revised
ordinance will now include "region" alongside
"nationality," aligning with Japan'’s residence registry
and foreign resident certificates. The change also
applies to naturalized Taiwanese citizens, whose place
of origin was previously listed as China. The new
system takes effect in May, with retroactive changes
available upon request.

Japan's ministry cited legal clarity in cross-national
marriages and divorces as a reason for the change.
Calls for similar recognition had grown, particularly
since Palestine has been exceptionally listed in Japan’s
registry. [Kyodo News]

Taliban officials conduct first-ever known
diplomatic visit to Japan

(dqgl) Invited by the Nippon Foundation, Japan’s largest
private philanthropic organization, a Taliban
delegation, including officials from Afghanistan’s
foreign affairs, education, economy, and health
ministries, are visiting Japan this week. This marks first
visit of high-ranking representatives of the Afghani
interim government to Japan since the Taliban
returned to power in that country in August 2021.

The delegation seeks humanitarian support and are
reportedly discussing diplomatic ties with Japanese
officials. [The Asahi Shimbun]

The Taliban has mainly engaged with neighboring and
regional countries since regaining power in 2021, with
official visits outside the region limited to diplomacy
summits in Norway in 2022 and 2023.
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Japan's embassy in Kabul, temporarily relocated to
Qatar after the Taliban takeover, has since resumed
diplomatic and humanitarian operations. [Al Jazeera]

Japan requests exemption from U.S.
tariffs

(adi/dql) Japanese Foreign Minister Takeshi lwaya
requested an exemption for Japan from President
Donald Trump's planned tariffs on steel and
aluminum. lwaya made this request during talks with
U.S. Senator Marco Rubio at the Munich Security
Conference on February 15. [Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, Japan]

Iwaya and Rubio affirmed their commitment to
strengthening Japan-U.S. economic ties. Regarding
auto tariffs, Iwaya raised concerns with Rubio over the
upcoming measures set to take effect around April 2.
Trump's tariff policies, part of his "America First"
agenda, aim to bolster U.S. industries and reduce trade
deficits. Additionally, he signed a document to
introduce reciprocal tariffs, raising U.S. import taxes to
match those of other countries. Trump has also
announced plans for car tariffs.

Japan, a major U.S. trading partner, reported an JPY
8.64 trillion (USD 57 billion) trade surplus with the U.S.
last year, primarily through exports of cars and
electronics. [Kyodo News]

The discussion followed a February 7 meeting between
Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba and Trump at
the White House, where the leaders agreed to pursue
a "new golden age" in bilateral relations, focusing on
defense, economy, technology, and more (see AiR No.
6, February/2025, 2).

Meanwhile, Japan has initiated communication with
the United States following President Donald Trump's
directive to develop reciprocal tariffs on countries
taxing U.S. imports, according to Chief Cabinet
Secretary Yoshimasa Hayashi. Hayashi stated that
Japan will respond appropriately after carefully
examining the specific details and potential impact of
the proposed measures. [Prime Minister’s Office,
Japan]

President Trump has tasked his economic team with
formulating plans for reciprocal tariffs, aiming to
address trade imbalances by imposing equivalent
duties on imports from countries that levy tariffs on
U.S. goods. This initiative could significantly impact
global trade dynamics, prompting Japan to engage
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proactively with U.S. officials to understand the
implications for its economy. [Reuters]

U.S. space force leaders visit Japan to
strengthen alliance

(adi) Senior leaders from the U.S. Space Force's Space
Operations Command (SpOC) visited Japan from
February 9 to 11, to engage with U.S. personnel and
bolster the alliance with the Japan Self-Defense Forces
(JSDF). The delegation, led by Lt. Gen. David N. Miller
Jr., SpOC commander, and Chief Master Sgt. Caleb
Lloyd, SpOC's command senior enlisted leader, met
with members of the Japan Air Self-Defense Force's
(JASDF) Space Operations Group at Fuchu Air Base.

During the visit, Lt. Gen. Miller emphasized the
importance of partnerships in deterring conflict. The
discussions focused on enhancing cooperation and
ensuring seamless integration of space capabilities
between the U.S. Space Force and the JSDF.

The leaders also met with representatives from U.S.
Space Forces Japan, activated in December 2024 at
Yokota Air Base, to discuss combined training exercises
and readiness to sustain a free and open Indo-Pacific.
[Space Operations Command] [Kyodo News]

Lao Prime Minister Sonexay Siphandone
eyes UAE investments

(tas) Prime Minister Sonexay Siphandone, during his
visit to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) from February
10 to 12, met with business leaders in Dubai,
promoting investment opportunities in Laos.

Speaking at the Laos-UAE Business Forum, which
gathered over 80 officials and executives from more
than 50 companies, Siphandone emphasized key
sectors such as clean energy, carbon credits,
agriculture, and financial services.

He highlighted Laos' potential in hydropower, solar,
and wind energy, as well as its vast forest cover, which
ranks eighth globally and offers carbon credit
opportunities. He also encouraged UAE businesses to
explore investments in modern agriculture,
infrastructure, and financial services, as Laos aims to
boost sustainable development and regional economic
cooperation. [Vientiane Times]
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Malaysia’s Sarawak to supply electricity to
Southern Philippines

(tl) Malaysia is set to expand its regional energy
cooperation, with Sarawak State supplying its excess
electricity to the southern Philippines via Sabah
starting in 2025, following a request from Prime
Minister Anwar lbrahim. Sarawak Premier Abang Johari
Openg announced that a combined capital of 2,000 ME
will be generated for the supply of the state’s power
plants in Miri and Bintulu.

The initiative is part of a broader effort to enhance the
ASEAN energy grid, positioning Sarawak as a key
energy hub in the ASEAN region and the synthetic gas
production to support sustainable energy generation is
also in the process of development. [Bernama]

Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim reaffirms
Malaysia’s neutrality while strengthening
ties with China

(tl) At the China Conference Southeast Asia 2025,
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim reiterated Malaysia’s
commitment to neutral foreign policy while recognizing
China as a crucial economic and trade partner. He
reaffirmed that Malaysia will not align itself with any
geopolitical bloc but will continue to engage with global
powers based on mutual economic interests.

He condemned the economic coercion and unilateral
actions that threaten regional stability and advocated
instead for a rules-based multilateral system that
promotes fairness and inclusion, especially for Global
South.

Anwar underscored the importance of Malaysia-China
relations, highlighting China’s role as Malaysia’s trading
partner for 15 consecutive years. In 2023, Malaysia-
China’s bilateral trade reached USD 190,24 billion,
reflecting deep economic interdependence.

He argued that deepening relationships with China, the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), BRICS is not taking
sides, but maintaining ASEAN's strategic influence in a
rapidly evolving multipolar global landscape since
ASEAN must broaden its international partnerships
beyond its conventional alliances. [Malaymail]

Malaysia, Indonesia to strengthen
cooperation in agriculture and food
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security

(ga) Malaysia and Indonesia have reaffirmed their
commitment to enhancing bilateral and regional
cooperation in agriculture and food security, as
discussed during Indonesia’s Vice Minister for Foreign
Affairs Arif Havas Oegroseno'’s courtesy visit to
Malaysia's Deputy Agriculture and Food Security
Minister Arthur Joseph Kurup.

Malaysia's Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security
(KPKM) stated that the county, under its 2025 ASEAN
Chairmanship, is preparing a Priority Economic
Deliverable (PED) for the ASEAN Ministers on
Agriculture and Forestry (AMAF) meeting in September,
aimed at fostering a sustainable and resilient
agricultural sector. Arthur also invited Indonesia to
participate in the Mini Malaysia Agricultural,
Horticulture, and Agrotourism Exhibition (Mini MAHA)
during the 47th ASEAN Summit.

In 2023, Indonesia was Malaysia's third-largest trading
partner in the agri-food sector, with trade valued at
MYR 18.88 billion (USD 4.25 billion). [Bernamal

Malaysia’s pilgrims fund board and Saudia
Airlines sign five-year agreement for haj
charter flights

(ga) The Malaysian Pilgrims' Fund Board (TH) has
signed a five-year agreement with Saudia Airlines to
provide chartered flights for Malaysian Hajj pilgrims
from 2025 to 2029. All flights will depart from Kuala
Lumpur International Airport (KLIA) to Jeddah and
Madinah, with the first flight scheduled for April 29.

For the 2025 Hajj season, Saudia will operate 45 round-
trip flights, each accommodating 357 passengers,
covering 50 percent of Malaysia's 31,600 pilgrims. The
agreement emphasized commitment to efficient
scheduling and quality service for pilgrims. [Bernama]

Maldives, United Arab Emirates update
Memorandum of Understanding

(db) The Maldives and the UAE have renewed their
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on government
development and modernization, with the signing
ceremony held at the World Government Summit
2025. The agreement aims to enhance the Maldives'
governmental expertise through the UAE's Experience
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Exchange Programme (GEEP), which provides
specialized training to government officials. Since the
initial MoU, the Maldives has participated in four
training programs under GEEP, benefiting 128 officials.
[The Maldives Journal]

Mongolia, China sign agreement on cross-
border railway, strengthen bilateral
cooperation

(fs) On February 14, Mongolian Prime Minister
Luvsannamsrain Oyun-Erdene and Chinese Premier Li
Qiang finalized an agreement to build the
Gashuunsukhait-Gantsmod cross-border railway.

Negotiations for the project began in 2004, involving
over 60 rounds of discussions, three National Security
Council recommendations, six parliamentary
resolutions, and 45 government resolutions before
reaching an agreement.

This railway will become Mongolia’s second rail link
with China, after the Zamiin-Uud-Erlian connection
established in 1955.

Once operational, the new railway is expected to
double Mongolia's port capacity, increasing coal
exports from 83 million to 165 million tons annually
and boosting coal revenue by USD 1.5 billion per year.
The project will also strengthen Mongolia’s National
Wealth Fund and pave the way for tax reforms.

The agreement sets a framework for future railway
connections at the Shiveekhuren-Sekhee, Bichigt-Zuun
Khatavch, and Khangi-Mandal border ports, further
enhancing Mongolia-China trade and infrastructure
connectivity. [GoGO]

In addition, the two sides agreed to strengthen high-
level exchanges, align development strategies, diversify
trade, and improve border connectivity during the
meeting. They also emphasized cooperation in
environmental protection, tourism, renewable energy,
and the green and digital economies, while reaffirming
commitment to trilateral collaboration with Russia.
[Montsame]

Beyond coal, Mongolia is pursuing various energy
initiatives, including the Power of Siberia 2 pipeline,
which would transport Russian natural gas to China
through Mongolian territory. While the project has
faced delays due to ongoing price negotiations,
Mongolia remains prepared to facilitate discussions
and has proposed hosting a trilateral meeting with
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Russia and China to advance the agreement, Oyun-
Erdene said.

Mongolia is also exploring hydrogen production as part
of its efforts to diversify its energy sector. The
government is in discussions with Middle Eastern
countries regarding potential hydrogen exports,
positioning itself as a player in the transition to
sustainable energy alternatives.

With natural resources comprising over 90 percent of
its exports and over a quarter of government revenue,
Mongolia is prioritizing international partnerships to
secure its place in the global energy landscape.
[Straight Arrow News]

Mongolia, Japan to build recycling center

(fs) Ambassador of Japan to Mongolia Igawaharu
Masaru and Governor of Moron district Taivanbayar
Khadbaatar signed an agreement for the construction
of a recycling center in Khuvsgul province.

The recycling center aims to address the increasing
waste problem in M&ron district, which has been
exacerbated by population growth, the revival of
tourism, and expanding business activities. The
initiative seeks to enhance waste management by
increasing the recovery of secondary resources,
reducing negative environmental and health impacts,
and improving overall living conditions.

The project is part of Japan's Grant Assistance for
Grassroots Human Security Projects, which has been
implemented in Mongolia for 35 years. They provide
support to relatively small projects in Basic Human
Needs (BHN) sectors at the grassroots level in
developing countries. [Akipress]

Mongolia, Laos to strengthen audit
cooperation

(fs) Mongolia's Chief Auditor Deleg Zagjzav visited Laos
from February 10-14 at the invitation of President of
the State Audit Organization of the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic Viengthavisone Thepachanh.

During the visit, both sides signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) to enhance cooperation in line
with the principles of the International Organization of
Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) and the Asian
Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions (ASOSAI).
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As part of the cooperation, joint training sessions and
seminars were conducted to exchange expertise in
financial oversight, aiming to establish both institutions
as leading audit bodies in the region.

Zagjzav also met with Laos' National Assembly
Chairman Xaysomphone Phomvihane, who highlighted
the strengthening ties between Mongolia and Laos in
trade, economy, culture, and education, and
announced commitments for further collaboration in
financial and budgetary oversight.

Additionally, he held meetings with officials from Laos'
State Inspection Authority, Anti-Corruption Agency,
and Professional Inspection Department to discuss
mutual areas of interest. [Montsame]

Chinese Assistant Minister of Public
Security meets with junta cabinet
members and BGF leaders

(hw) China'’s Assistant Minister of Public Security Liu
Zhongyi travelled to Myanmar's capital, Naypyidaw,
and met with junta appointed Minister of Foreign
Affairs Than Swe and Minister of Home Affairs
Lieutenant-General Tun Tun Naung in separate
sessions, discussing the possibility of multilateral
cooperation between Myanmar, Thailand, and China to
eliminate transnational crimes and the gambling and
scam industry on Thailand-Myanmar border.

Myanmar's Foreign Affairs and Home Affairs ministries
announced that the respective ministers discussed the
increased cooperation to crack down on the scam
issue. The parties also discussed the expulsion of
illegal foreigners living in Myanmar’s Kayin State and
the arrest of individuals in Shan States involved in
scam businesses. Liu had travelled to Mae Sot and Mae
Sai in Thailand at the end of January to discuss with
Thai authorities concerning the scam issue. [BBC News,
in Burmese] [Bangkok Poast]

Liu arrived at Mae Sot with a 26-member delegation
again on February 16 and then travelled to the
Myanmar side to meet with the leaders of Border
Guard Force (BGF) to discuss the scam issue. [VOA, in
Burmese]

The meeting took place on February 17 at BGF
headquarters in Shwe Kukko, according to BGF's
spokesperson Lieutenant-Colonel Naing Maung Zaw.
[Tachileik News, in Burmese] Liu also met with scam
victims - Chinese nationals - currently in custody of
BGF. [BBC News, in Burmese]
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Thailand prohibits export of consumer
goods to Myanmar through Myawaddy

(hw) According to businessmen in Myawaddy who are
involved in importing consumer goods from Thailand,
the latter has recently banned the import of certain
items, including mobile phones and
telecommunications equipment, into Myanmar
through Myawaddy. This trading town, located on the
Thailand-Myanmar border, is notorious for hosting
online scam businesses.

The newly prohibited items include solar panels,
batteries, inverters, generators, mobile phones and
related accessories, cables, and computer software,
according to a merchant from Myawaddy. These
materials are essential for online scam operations. A
local source added that although these goods can still
be obtained through smuggling, their prices will
inevitably rise.

This move came just days after Thailand's decision to
cut off energy supplies to Myanmar, primarily
electricity and fuel, in an effort to disrupt the operation
of scam compounds on Myanmar's side of the border.

Thailand's fuel cut has caused gasoline and diesel
prices in Myawaddy to skyrocket, fueling the expansion
of the black market. Of the more than 40 gas stations
in Myawaddy, most have ceased operations, leaving
only four that continue to sell fuel, operating in shifts.
[BBC News, in Burmese]

Fuel Shortage in Myanmar’'s Myawaddy
sparks border crossings into Mae Sot

(anl) Local sources report that many residents are
crossing the border into Mae Sot, Thailand, to buy fuel
due to ongoing fuel rationing in Myawaddy Township,
Karen State. Major fuel stations in Myawaddy continue
to limit sales per vehicle, forcing smaller stations to
shut down entirely due to supply shortages, while
larger stations operate only during specific hours.

Since February 7, fuel stations in Myawaddy have been
selling only 30,000 Myanmar Kyats (USD 14.3) worth of
fuel per vehicle. Meanwhile, a black market for
smuggled fuel has emerged, with a barrel (over 200
liters) priced at 2,350,000 Kyats (USD 1,120).

On February 9, Myawaddy-Mae Sot Media reported
that approximately 1,200 vehicles crossed into Mae Sot
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to purchase fuel. On the same day, the Thai military
seized 26,021 liters of petrol and 114,837 liters of
diesel being transported by a pickup truck at a military
checkpoint in Mae Lamao, Tak Province.

Additionally, on the evening of February 8, Thai
authorities confiscated 600 liters of fuel intended for
transport to Myanmar via Phop Phra Township. Thai
authorities have since stepped up efforts to curb illegal
fuel transportation from Tak Province into Myanmar.
[Mizzimal

Arakan Army arrests four Bangladeshi
fishermen

(hw) The Arakan Army (AA) reportedly arrested four
Bangladeshi fishermen and confiscated their vessels
on February 11 while they were fishing in the Naf River
in Cox's Bazar District, Bangladesh. The fishermen are
from Teknaf Municipality, and a local leader confirmed
that their ages range from 16 to 30.

The incident has been reported to local authorities and
Bangladesh’s Border Guard Force (BGF), while the
fishermen's family members are concerned about their
fate. The BGF is conducting an investigation and is
working to secure their swift release, according to local
media. AA spokesperson Khaing Thu Kha has not
commented on the arrests. In October, the Bangladesh
BGF successfully rescued 16 fishermen who had been
captured by the AA. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

Argentine court issues arrest warrants for
Myanmar junta's leader and 24 other
individuals

(anl/hw) The court of Buenos Aries in Argentina had
issued arrest warrants for the leader of Myanmar
junta, Senior-General Min Aung Hlaing, and 23 other
individuals for committing genocide on Rohingyas
people in 2017. Burmese Rohingya Organization UK
(BROUK) had requested an arrest warrant for
individuals including Min Aung Hlaing, Vice Senior-
General Soe Win, and other military officials who
implemented the genocide order on the ground. The
Argentina court decided to also include Aung San Suu
Kyi and Htin Kyaw, president of Myanmar from 2016 to
2018.

The case was first reported to the Argentine court by
BROUK back in 2019, and BROUK reiterated its request
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to issue an arrest warrant for Min Aung Hlaing in
December 2023. [Radio Free Asia, in Burmese]

The National Unity Government (NUG) had objected to
the inclusion of Aung San Suu Kyi and Htin Kyaw in the
arrest warrant and requested to remove them.
However, it had welcomed the attempt of Argentina to
bring the culprits of 2017 Rohingya Genocide to justice.
[DVB, in Burmese]

In response, the junta questioned whether Argentina
was familiar with Myanmar, stating that the Myanmar
government was well aware of Argentina. He
suggested that if Argentina wished to criticize
Myanmar on legal matters, it should first address the
vacant judicial positions within its own country,
referencing reports from December that highlighted
Argentina's need to appoint 150 judges across various
levels of its judiciary.

Meanwhile, Tun Khin, president of the Burmese
Rohingya Organization UK, welcomed the Court's move
as a historic step toward justice for the Rohingya and
all those suffering under Myanmar's military.
[Irrawaddy]

India and Nepal push forward stalled
energy and infrastructure projects

(Im) South Asian neighbors Nepal and India have
agreed to expedite discussions on long-stalled
multipurpose projects and cross-border energy
transmission.

Nepal's Energy Minister Dipak Khadka and his Indian
counterpart, CR Patil, met in New Delhi and agreed to
resume talks on the Pancheshwar Multipurpose
Project, Saptakoshi High Dam Multipurpose Project,
and Sunkoshi Storage cum Diversion Scheme, which
have faced delays due to disputes over water-sharing
and project scope. The Pancheshwar project, a key part
of the 1996 Mahakali Treaty, aims to generate
6,480MW of energy and provide irrigation for large
tracts of land in both countries, but disagreements
over resource allocation have stalled progress.

Additionally, both sides agreed to hold upcoming
meetings of key bilateral mechanisms, including the
Joint Committee on Inundation and Flood Management
and the Joint Commission on Water Resources, to
address flood control, irrigation, and hydropower
development. A secretary-level meeting also finalized
investment plans for two new 400kV cross-border
transmission lines—Inaruwa (Duhabi)-Purnia and
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Dodhara (Lamki)-Bareli—aimed at facilitating Nepal's
energy exports to India and Bangladesh. The Nepal
Electricity Authority (NEA) and India's Power Grid
Corporation will jointly fund and construct these
projects, expected to be completed by 2030. [The
Kathmandu Post 1] [The Kathmandu Post 2]

By 2035, Nepal and India aim to develop five high-
capacity transmission lines, enabling Nepal to export
up to 16,000 megawatts of energy. The two sides are
also working to scale up the capacity of the 400kV
Dhalkebar-Muzaffarpur line, currently the only major
cross-border energy link, which will allow for power
exchange of up to 1,100 megawatts by 2030.

India has committed to purchasing 10,000MW from
Nepal over the next decade, reinforcing Nepal's
ambitions to become a regional energy hub. With
ongoing construction of the Butwal-Gorakhpur and
Dhalkebar-Sitamarhi transmission lines, Nepal's
hydropower sector is set to expand significantly,
positioning the country as a key player in South Asia’s
energy market. [The Kathmandu Post 3]

During the 8th Indian Ocean Conference in Muscat,
Oman, Nepal's Foreign Minister Arzu Rana Deuba and
Indian External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar discussed
expanding regional cooperation and energy trade.
Deuba expressed appreciation for India’s support in
facilitating Nepal's electricity trade with both India and
Bangladesh, highlighting the milestone agreement
enabling Nepal to export power to Bangladesh via
India.

The two ministers also discussed the review of the
Nepal-India Trade Treaty and progress in improving
trade connectivity, including India’s efforts to
operationalize additional port facilities. The
Pancheshwar Multipurpose Project and Nepal's Upper
Arun Hydropower Project were also key discussion
points. Deuba emphasized Nepal's continued
commitment to strengthening ties with India, while
Jaishankar reaffirmed India’s dedication to enhancing
regional cooperation, particularly through BIMSTEC.
[The Kathmandu Post 4]

Nepal ‘s foreign minister urges Qatar to
mediate release of Nepali hostage held by
Hamas

(Im) Nepal has formally requested Qatar's assistance in
securing the release of Bipin Joshi, a Nepali national
held captive by Hamas since October 2023. During a
meeting on the sidelines of the Eighth Indian Ocean
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Conference in Muscat, Oman, Foreign Minister Arzu
Rana Deuba urged Qatari Minister of State for Foreign
Affairs Sultan bin Saad bin Sultan Al Muraikhi to
mediate in Joshi's release, citing Qatar’s active role in
brokering negotiations between Israel and Hamas.

This follows previous diplomatic outreach by Nepal,
including Deuba'’s phone call with Qatar’s Minister of
State for Foreign Affairs Mohammed bin Abdulaziz Al-
Khulaifi. Nepal has also raised the issue at the United
Nations and through bilateral channels, pressing for
Joshi's inclusion in any future hostage negotiations.
[The Kathmandu Post]

North Korea dismantles inter-Korean
reunion site

(mm/dqgl) In a latest move reflecting North Korea’s anti-
unification policy towards South Korea, Pyongyang is
dismantling a South Korean-funded facility at the
Mount Kumgang resort, previously used for family
reunions of those separated by the Korean War.

Seoul built the 12-story facility in 2008 with KRW 55
billion won (USD 38 million), including an event hall
and over 200 guest rooms, north of the Demilitarized
Zone (DMZ) that separates North and South Korea. The
last family reunions were held there in August 2018,
before North Korea threatened to dismantle the resort
in 2019. [CNN]

As of December 2023, more than 130,000 South
Koreans had applied for reunions, but only 36,941
were still alive. [Reuters]

South Korea criticized the demolition as an "anti-
humanitarian act", demanded that Pyongyang
immediately stops the demolition and announced that
it is considering legal action and a joint international
response. [Ministry of Unification, South Korea]

Mount Kumgang was one of two major inter-Korean
economic projects, along with the Kaesong Industrial
Zone, symbolizing past efforts at reconciliation.
However, in 2020, North Korea destroyed a joint liaison
office in Kaesong over tensions related to propaganda
leaflets sent by defectors (see AiR No. 25, June/2020,
4).

On October 15, North Korea blew up parts of the
northern inter-Korean roads, specifically the Gyeongui
and Donghae roads north of the Military Demarcation
Line (MDL) and shortly afterwards amended its
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constitution to officially define South Korea as a
“hostile state” (see AiR No. 43, October/2024, 4).

Top Pentagon official warns of North
Korean missiles capable of hitting
American soil

(dqgl) Air Force General Gregory Guillot, head of U.S.
Northern Command has warned that North Korea may
be preparing to mass-produce intercontinental ballistic
missiles (ICBMs) capable of reaching the U.S., citing
Pyongyang's solid-fuel Hwasong-19 ICBM. Tested in
October (see AiR No. 45, November/2024, 1), the
missile reduces launch preparation time, limiting U.S.
pre-launch warning capabilities. [The EurAsian Times]

In written testimony to the Senate Armed Services
Committee, Guillot added that North Korea's rhetoric
suggests a shift from research and development to
serial production of strategic weapons, potentially
expanding its missile inventory and challenging U.S.
missile defense capabilities.

Beyond Guillot's testimony, questions remain within
the U.S. military about the extent of North Korean
operational capabilities and whether North Korea can
successfully pair a nuclear warhead with an ICBM
capable of surviving launch, flight, and atmospheric
reentry. Admiral Samuel Paparo, head of U.S. Indo-
Pacific Command, stated in November that such
capability has not yet been observed but is undergoing
continued testing. [South China Morning Post]

Guillot's remarks come amid calls for increased missile
defense funding, including former President Donald
Trump's proposal for a comprehensive “lron Dome”
system. Trump recently issued an executive order to
accelerate the development and deployment of missile
tracking and interception technologies, with details
expected in the fiscal 2026 defense budget. [The White
House, USA] [Defense Post]

The U.S. currently fields over 40 ground-based
interceptors at Fort Greely, Alaska, and Vandenberg
Space Force Base, California, to counter a potential
North Korean missile attack. [South China Morning
Post]

In response to Guillot's statements, North Korea
reaffirmed its commitment to strengthening its
defensive capabilities in response to what it considers
"provocative attempts" by South Korea and the United
States. A statement from Pyongyang's defense policy
chief emphasized that enhancing its self-defense is
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essential to safeguard the state's security against
growing provocations. It rejected the U.S. claims,
arguing that the North's actions are defensive and
accusing the U.S. of using the term "threat" to justify its
own military ambitions. The statement also criticized
the U.S. for its missile defense system, claiming it is
designed to preemptively strike other nations, and
condemned recent U.S. nuclear submarine
deployments to the Korean Peninsula and trilateral
military cooperation with South Korea and Japan.
[KCNA] [Yonhap News Agency]

Former security official involved in US-
North Korea diplomacy named as Under
Secretary of State for Political Affairs

(dql) U.S. President Donald Trump has nominated
Allison Hooker as Under Secretary of State for Political
Affairs. Hooker, previously Senior Director for Asian
Affairs at the National Security Council, played a key
role in U.S. Indo-Pacific policy and was instrumental in
preparing Trump's summits with North Korean leader
Kim Jong-un in 2018 and 2019.

Hooker, a former senior analyst for North Korea at the
State Department's Bureau of Intelligence and
Research (2001-2014), was also a Council on Foreign
Relations International Affairs Fellow in South Korea
(2013-2014). Before her nomination, she was
considered a candidate for U.S. Ambassador to South
Korea. [Yonhap News Agency]

Meanwhile, former Deputy Assistant Secretary Thomas
DiNanno has been named as Deputy Secretary of State
for Arms Control and International Security, a position
overseeing U.S. global security policy, including
nonproliferation, arms control, regional security,
defense relations, arms transfer, and security
assistance. In addition, it serves as the State
Department's lead for high-level meetings of the U.S.-
South Korea Extended Deterrence Strategy
Consultation Group (EDSCG).

Currently affiliated with the Hudson Institute, a foreign
policy and security think tank in Washington, D.C.,
DiNanno served as Deputy Assistant Secretary in the
State Department's Bureau of Arms Control,
responsible for missile defense and space policy.
[Chosun Biz]
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Bangladesh, Pakistan to launch passenger
and cargo shipping services

(sn) The Pakistan National Shipping Corporation (PNSC)
announced Pakistan and Bangladesh'’s decision to
launch passenger and cargo shipping services between
the two nations. The decision was released following a
meeting between PNSC Chairman Sultan Ahmed
Chawla and Bangladesh High Commissioner Igbal
Hussain Khan, where the participants discussed
opportunities for enhanced maritime cooperation.

The PNSC stated that the decision was made to
facilitate smoother travel and encourage people-to-
people connectivity in trade, industry, and ship agency
matters. Khan expressed Bangladesh's delight with the
agreement, signaling the possibility of future bilateral
trade and diplomatic partnerships between the two
countries. Pakistan and Bangladesh have continued
strengthening their relationship, particularly since the
ousting of Bangladesh’s ex-Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in August 2024.

The news follows the signing of a landmark agreement
to establish a joint business council in January and the
MoU signed by Pakistan’s Trade Corporation to export
rice to Bangladesh. Officials have also discussed
establishing direct flight services from Dhaka to
Islamabad and Karachi. [Arab News]

Pakistan-U.S. ties face new strains amid
sanctions proposal and shift in South Asia

policy

(Im) Pakistan-U.S. relations face new strains as a U.S.
congressman moves to impose sanctions on Pakistani
officials over former Prime Minister Imran Khan's
imprisonment, while analysts warn of renewed
diplomatic challenges under Trump’s South Asia envoy
pick, Paul Kapur.

U.S. Congressman Joe Wilson announced plans to
introduce the "Pakistan Democracy Act," which seeks
to sanction members of Pakistan’s military and
government involved in what he called the “wrongful
persecution and imprisonment” of Khan. Ousted in
April 2022 through a parliamentary vote, Khan was
jailed in August 2023 on multiple charges, which he
claims are politically motivated and orchestrated by
Pakistan’s military. His party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
(PTI), has faced severe crackdowns, with over 5,000
members detained following the May 9, 2023, protests,
when PTI supporters stormed military installations.
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While the military labeled it a "Black Day", Khan's
supporters argue they were targeted.

Tensions escalated in November 2024, when
thousands of Khan's supporters marched toward
Islamabad, demanding his release. The government
reported four security personnel were killed in clashes,
while PTl insists its supporters were instead attacked.
Khan remains in prison as tensions between his party
and the military continue to rise. [Arab News 1]

Meanwhile, President Donald Trump’s nomination of
Paul Kapur as U.S. assistant secretary of state for
South Asian affairs has further signaled potential
difficulties for Islamabad. Kapur, a security expert of
Indian origin, has been a vocal critic of Pakistan's
security policies and a strong advocate for closer U.S.-
India ties. Analysts suggest his appointment reflects a
broader bipartisan consensus in Washington to
prioritize New Delhi as a strategic partner, further
sidelining Pakistan.

Former Pakistani high commissioner to India Abdul
Basit warned that Pakistan's limited economic leverage
and weak diaspora engagement restrict its diplomatic
influence. Christopher Clary, a U.S. academic, noted
that Kapur has long portrayed Pakistan as a "uniquely
dangerous state", suggesting a more skeptical
approach from Washington.

While Islamabad has yet to comment officially on
Kapur's nomination, PTI leader Syed Zulfikar Abbas
Bukhari welcomed the departure of Donald Lu, whom
Khan accused of orchestrating his removal from office.
[Arab News 2]

Pakistan and Turkey deepen strategic ties

(an) In a major boost to bilateral relations, Pakistan
and Turkey have pledged to strengthen cooperation
across defense, energy, trade, and several other
sectors. The discussions, held during the 7th session of
the Pakistan-Turkey High-Level Strategic Cooperation
Council in Islamabad, resulted in the signing of 24
agreements, including a joint declaration aimed at
deepening their strategic partnership. Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Pakistani Prime
Minister Shehbaz Sharif co-chaired the high-level talks,
marking a significant step toward enhanced
cooperation.

Key areas of collaboration include defense, with
agreements focused on air force electronic warfare,
military training, and defense health cooperation.
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Energy cooperation was highlighted with agreements
on energy transition, hydrocarbons, and mining. Both
countries also committed to advancing trade,
agriculture, technology, and cultural ties. Notable
agreements in these sectors include trade deals to
digitalize certification processes, agreements on water
management in agriculture, and technological
collaborations in textile technology and metrology.

Pakistan also welcomed the Turkish delegation's
presence at the Pakistan-Turkey Business Forum,
which further promoted private sector engagement.
[Voice of America] [Al Jazeera] [Anadolu Ajansi]

Pakistan and Azerbaijan establish joint
chamber of commerce and industry

(sn) Pakistan and Azerbaijan inaugurated a joint
chamber of commerce and industry in Islamabad,
aiming to streamline investment matters under a
single platform. Pakistan’s Privatization Minister Abdul
Aleem Khan and Azerbaijan’s Ambassador Khazar
Farhadov attended the event, underscoring efforts to
enhance bilateral trade and investment.

The initiative follows increased engagement between
the two nations, including Azerbaijani President Ilham
AliyeVv's visit last year, where he announced plans to
expand trade to USD 2 billion. Pakistan, seeking
foreign investment to stabilize its economy, has
prioritized sectors such as energy, mining, agriculture,
and infrastructure.

Pakistan has also removed customs and regulatory
duties on Azerbaijani imports under the Pakistan-
Azerbaijan Preferential Trade Agreement, facilitating
trade in key sectors, including oil and gas. Additionally,
both countries are finalizing a security cooperation
agreement covering defense infrastructure, arms
trade, and intelligence sharing. [Arab News]

Pakistan and Russia to modernize
Pakistani steel mill

(sn) The Russian ambassador to Pakistan, Albert P.
Khorev, has announced Russia’s intention to cooperate
with Pakistan to modernize the Pakistani-owned steel
mill and develop Pakistan’s industrial and energy
sectors. The news comes after a team of Russian
experts assessed Pakistan Steel Mills (PSM) in January,
identifying the sector's need for reform and
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development. PSM reported losses of over USD 800
million from its 2008 inception until August 2024, due
to several factors, including a lack of investment,
corruption, and mismanagement.

Pakistan has invested significant funds into loss-
making enterprises, such as the Pakistan International
Airline, with the PSM’s 19,000-acre facility not
producing steel since June 2015. Russia will look to
modernize the steel mill, which was once responsible
for roughly 50 percent of Pakistan's steel production.
[Arab News]

The Russian ambassador also stated Russia’s intention
to increase cooperation and use of the “North-South”
and “Belarus-Russia-Kazakhstan-Uzbekistan-
Afghanistan-Pakistan" transport corridors. The talks
centered on modernizing the Quetta-Taftan railway
line and increasing maritime cargo transportation.

Relations between the nations have continued to
strengthen, increasingly since Pakistan began
purchasing Russian crude oil in 2023. Plans are in place
to establish the Pakistan Stream gas project, a 1,100-
kilometer pipeline to send LNG from Karachi to power
plants in Punjab. [The Express Tribune]

Pakistan’s northwestern province to
initiate direct talks with Afghanistan amid
rise in militancy

(sn/afk/Im) Pakistan’'s Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP)
province has launched an initiative to engage the
Taliban-led government in Afghanistan in order to
address growing security concerns, particularly the rise
in militancy, and explore opportunities for trade and
economic cooperation. This decision comes in the
wake of an alarming surge in cross-border attacks by
the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), which continues
to receive financial and logistical support from Kabul,
further straining relations between the two countries.

KP Chief Minister Ali Amin Gandapur - a close ally of
jailed ex-Prime Minister Imran Khan - emphasized that
Pakistan's security is directly linked to peace in
Afghanistan, particularly regarding the TTP's activities.
He highlighted the necessity for immediate
government-level negotiations and called for the
formation of a jirga (tribal council) to facilitate talks.
This led to the plan to dispatch of two delegations to
Kabul, consisting of political leaders, religious scholars,
and tribal elders. The first delegation, made up of tribal
elders and senior government officials, is expected to
lay the groundwork for the talks, while the second
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delegation, which includes a broader group of
stakeholders, will engage in deeper discussions on
cross-border security, trade, and cooperation. [DAWN]
[Arab News 1] [Arab News 2]

The initiative comes as the 35th UN Analytical Support
and Sanctions Monitoring Team report confirmed that
TTP's strength in Afghanistan remains intact, with over
600 attacks on Pakistan recorded between July and
December 2024. The report further alleged that Afghan
authorities provide monthly financial support to the
family of TTP chief Noor Wali Masoud and that TTP, the
Afghan Taliban, and Al-Qaeda in the Indian
Subcontinent are collaborating under the banner of
Tehrik-e Jihad Pakistan. [Arab News 3]

Against this backdrop, it is particularly noteworthy that
Pakistan's Foreign Office later stated that it was not
informed about the decision by KP province to hold
direct talks with Kabul regarding the growing militancy
in the region. The federal government emphasized that
foreign relations, as per Pakistan’s constitution, fall
under its mandate, and that provincial governments
typically engage in such matters through federal
channels. [Arab News 4]

In related updates, Pakistan’s Interior Minister Mohsin
Naqvi met with U.S. Chargé d'Affaires Natalie Baker in
Islamabad, calling for global cooperation to counter
militancy. He emphasized that terrorism is an
international challenge requiring joint strategies and
intelligence-sharing. Naqvi also highlighted his recent
visit to the United States, where discussions with U.S.
lawmakers focused on strengthening counterterrorism
efforts and bilateral relations.

The U.S. has repeatedly supported Pakistan’s security
concerns, particularly amid cross-border militancy
from Afghanistan. However, tensions remain high, as
Washington also maintains diplomatic engagement
with Afghanistan’s Taliban government. Naqvi
expressed optimism about stronger Pakistan-U.S. ties
under President Donald Trump'’s administration and
extended an invitation to Baker for Islamabad’s
upcoming spring festival. [The Nation] [Arab News 5]

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia strengthen
defense, economic, and humanitarian
cooperation

(afk/sn) Pakistan and Saudi Arabia have reinforced
their defense, economic, and humanitarian
collaboration through high-level engagements, military
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exercises, trade discussions, and aid programs, further
solidifying their strategic partnership.

In the economic sphere, Pakistan’s Finance Minister
Senator Muhammad Aurangzeb met with his Saudi
counterpart, Mohammed bin Abdullah Al-Jadaan, on
the sidelines of the Emerging Markets Conference in
AlUla, Saudi Arabia. They discussed enhancing bilateral
trade, investment, and financial cooperation, focusing
on key sectors such as energy, technology, finance,
and infrastructure. [The News International]

On the defense front, Pakistan’s Chairman Joint Chiefs
of Staff Committee General Sahir Shamshad Mirza
visited Saudi Arabia to attend the 8th round of the
Pakistan-Saudi Joint Military Cooperation Committee
(JMCC) meeting. He held talks with Saudi Chief of
General Staff General Fayyadh bin Hamed Al-Ruwaili
and Saudi Assistant Minister of Defense Major General
Talal Bin Abdullah Al-Otaibi, addressing regional
security challenges, counterterrorism collaboration,
and mutual exchange programs. General Mirza
received a Guard of Honor upon his arrival, reflecting
the close defense ties between the two nations. [The
Nation] [PTV World] [Arab News 1]

As part of their growing military cooperation, the
Pakistan Navy and Royal Saudi Naval Forces (RSNF)
concluded the Naseem Al Bahr-XV bilateral maritime
exercise in the North Arabian Sea. The drills featured
anti-submarine warfare, joint maneuvers, and missile
firings by PNS Zulfigar, PNS Yarmook, and RSNF ships
HMS Jazan and HMS Hail. [The Express Tribune] [Arab
News 2]

In addition to defense and economic cooperation,
Saudi Arabia has extended humanitarian support to
Pakistan through the King Salman Humanitarian Aid
and Relief Center (KSrelief), which has distributed
50,000 winter relief kits across 52 of Pakistan’s coldest
districts. The aid, provided in collaboration with
Pakistan's National Disaster Management Authority
(NDMA), includes quilts, woolen shawls, and warm
clothing, benefiting an estimated 350,000 people.
KSrelief has committed to further humanitarian
assistance through 2025. [Arab News 3]

Pakistan’s Air Force Chief pledges training
and capacity-building support for Rwanda

(Im) Pakistan's Air Chief Marshal Zaheer Ahmed Baber
Sidhu has pledged capacity-building assistance and
operational training expertise to Rwanda’s Air Force, as
part of efforts to enhance its security capabilities. The
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commitment was made during a high-level meeting in
Islamabad with Rwanda Air Chief Lt. Gen. Jean Jacques
Mupenzi, who led a delegation to Pakistan.

During the visit, the Rwandan delegation toured the
National ISR & Integrated Air Operations Center and
the PAF Cyber Command, receiving a briefing on
Pakistan'’s air force modernization and force structure.
[Arab News]

Cambodia, Philippines strengthens
economic and agricultural ties

(jto) The Philippines has expanded their economic
cooperation with Cambodia through recent new
agreements that prioritize boosting trade and
investment. The Philippines has become Cambodia’s
13th partner in signing a Double Taxation Agreement
(DTA) which is aimed at boosting economic
cooperation and attracting Filipino investment. The
agreement prevents double taxation and encourages
cross-border trade. Experts highlight its capacity to
enhance international competitiveness through
allowing taxation on income generated in both
countries, further strengthening economic ties.
[Phnom Penh Post]

Moreover, a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
on Agricultural and Agribusiness Cooperation was
signed between the two countries to boost
investments in Cambodia’s rice sector on February 11.
With trade between the Philippines and Cambodia
reaching USD 80.5 million in 2023 the discussion
further explored potential rice trade cooperation,
contingent on the respective laws of both nations. In
addition, discussions are underway to explore trade in
vegetables and meat. [Philippines Department of
Agriculture]

Seychelles President Ramkalawan hosts
U.S. National Defense University
delegation

(Im) On February 14, President Wavel Ramkalawan of
Seychelles welcomed a distinguished delegation from
the U.S. National Defense University (NDU) at State
House. The delegation, led by retired senior fellow
General Thomas Waldhause, includes generals and
admirals from various branches of the U.S. military and
is participating in a professional military educational
program as part of their Capstone project. As part of
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the Capstone project, the delegation visits multiple
African nations to enhance their understanding of
international defense and security dynamics. [Office of
the President of The Republic of Seychelles]

Seychelles President Ramkalawan holds
talks with Crown Prince of Dubai

(Im) On February 11, President Wavel Ramkalawan of
Seychelles engaged in bilateral talks with Sheikh
Hamdan bin Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the
Crown Prince of Dubai, Minister of Defence, and
Deputy Prime Minister of the United Arab Emirates
(UAE). UAE. The meeting, held on the sidelines of the
World Government Summit 2025 in Dubai, focused on
strengthening the longstanding relationship between
Seychelles and the UAE, particularly in the areas of
trade, investment, tourism, and sustainable
development.[Office of the President of The Republic
of Seychelles]

South Korea condemns Japan over most recent
territorial claim to Dokdo

(mm) South Korea has vowed it will take strong action
over Japan's repeated territorial claims of South
Korea's easter islets of Dokdo. The remarks come after
Japan is set to host an annual ceremony
commemorating "Takeshima", the Japanese name for
Dokdo, sending a government official to oversee the
event. The South Korean foreign ministry has
condemned the event calling it Japan's unlawful claim
over Dokdo, a region that is clearly South Korean
territory in terms of history, geography and
international law. [Yonhap News]

The Dokdo islands, located midway between Japan and
South Korea, has remained a territorial feud between
the two countries since 1945. Japan first annexed the
islands during colonial rule of Korea, after postwar
liberation South Korea regained control of Dokdo.
However, successive Japanese governments across
both sides of the political aisle maintain Japanese
claims to the territory and claim South Korea's control
amounts to illegal occupation. [Lowy Institute]

South Korean, U.S. foreign ministers
reaffirm commitment to North Korea's
denuclearization, address tariffs
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(mm/fn) The top diplomats of South Korea and the U.S.
met on the sideline of the Munich Security Conference
for bilateral talks focused on North Korea and U.S.
tariffs on steel and aluminum imports. The meeting
came two days after U.S. President Donald Trump
signed a memorandum directing the development of a
"reciprocal" tariff plan, considering trading partners'
duties, non-tariff barriers, and exchange rate policies.

The memorandum tasks Commerce Secretary Howard
Lutnick and the U.S. Trade Representative with
proposing country-specific remedies as Trump seeks to
align U.S. import tariffs with those imposed on its
exports. Trump ruled out exemptions or waivers,
emphasizing that the plan would apply universally.
According to Lutnick, the administration's tariff study
will be completed by April 1. The announcement has
drawn attention in South Korea, where concerns are
rising over potential U.S. trade measures, given the
country's USD 55.7 billion trade surplus with the U.S. in
2024. [ABC News] [Yonhap News Agency 1]

South Korean Foreign Minister Cho Tae-yul and U.S.
Secretary of State Marco Rubio reaffirmed their
commitment to the complete denuclearization of
North Korea and agreed to closely coordinate policies
on the issue. They also emphasized the need to
monitor growing military cooperation between Russia
and North Korea.

Regarding tariffs, the two ministers adopted a
conciliatory tone. Cho called for close bilateral
consultations to find mutually beneficial solutions,
highlighting South Korea’'s economic investments in
the United States. Rubio, for his part, suggested
further discussions between the two governments. He
also requested Seoul's active cooperation in the
shipbuilding, energy, and other sectors, to which Cho
expressed South Korea's willingness to engage.
[Yonhap News Agency 2]

The discussion on tariffs comes as South Korea's
economy faces “increasing downward pressure” for the
third consecutive month, following President Yoon Suk
Yeol's short-lived martial law decree and a weakening
global trade market, exacerbated by U.S. tariffs on key
trading partners. While South Korea is the fourth-
largest exporter of steel to the U.S., steel accounts for
only 1 percent of its total exports to the country,
making the overall economic impact relatively limited.
[The Korea Times]

However, South Korean officials are closely monitoring
the situation as the U.S. has warned it is considering
tariffs on vehicles and semiconductors in future - two
sectors that make up more than 40 percent of South
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Korean trade exports to the United States. Leading
Korean car makers, Hyundai Motor and Kia, are heavily
reliant on the U.S. market and could lose KRW 2 trillion
(USD 1.3 billion) each in profit if a 10 percent tariff is
imposed on Korea-made vehicles. [The Korea Times]
[Korea JoongAng Daily]

Economic experts warn South Korea is particularly
vulnerable to U.S. imposed tariffs, given its trade
surplus with the United States and its status as an ally
that Trump views as dependent on American military
defense. Meanwhile, the impeachment and criminal
trial of President Yoon has left South Korea without a
fully elected leader. This uncertainty is reflected in the
numbers, with South Korea's top think tank cutting the
national economic growth forecast for the second time
in four months. [ABC News][Associated Press] [Yonhap
News]

Earlier this month, Acting President Choi Sang-mok
ordered South Korean trade and finance ministers to
establish a task force to address the United States
interests in new tariffs. The government has also
mobilized financial support for low-income households
and small businesses, while boosting job creation,
adding 135,000 jobs in January. [The Korea Times] [KBS
World]

Choi also announced that the government will hold an

export strategy meeting this week to discuss measures
aimed at minimizing the impact of the tariffs. [Yonhap

News Agency 3]

South Korea, US strengthen space
cooperation in response to North Korean
threats

(fn) Top military commanders from South Korea and
the United States have reaffirmed their commitment to
enhancing collaboration in space to tackle the
escalating dangers posed by North Korea's space
related military actions.

During their meeting at Osan Air Base, Lt. Gen. Kim
Hyung-soo (South Korea) and Lt. Gen. David Miller (US)
highlighted the significance of integrating aerial and
space intelligence to address threats such as ballistic
missile launches and GPS jamming from North Korea.
Both the parties expressed their worries regarding
North Korea's growing space-related threats, which
encompass satellite launches and its military
connections with Russia. The two commanders agreed
to improve intelligence-sharing on North Korean
ballistic missile detection and joint space operations,
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as well as expand their civilian space collaborations
and joint training.

This follows the joint Polaris Hammer-Korea exercise,
which simulated responses to space-based threats and
marked the first joint space drill with a foreign military
on US soil. The next phase of their joint exercises will
take place in March. [The Korea Herad]

Hyundai Rotem denies involvement in
state-owned Romanian football club

(fn) Hyundai Rotem, a subsidiary of Hyundai Motor
Group dealing with defense and railroad systems, has
refuted claims suggesting it was negotiating to take
over the management of Romania's Steaua Bucharesti
football club.

This speculation surfaced amid ongoing discussions
between Hyundai Rotem and the Romanian defense
ministry regarding the export of K2 Black Panther
battle tanks, a deal that has been in the works since
2022. As part of these discussions, Hyundai Rotem
delivered a K2 tank to Romania for evaluation and
proposed technology transfers along with local
industrial collaboration.

Recently, Romanian media reported that the defense
ministry might contemplate transferring Steaua
Bucharesti to Hyundai Rotem, which led to speculation
that the company could provide financial support for
the club as part of the defense agreement. However,
Hyundai Rotem swiftly rejected these rumors,
asserting that no talks regarding the football team had
occurred.

The speculation likely originated from Hyundai Rotem's
previous sponsorship deal with the Romania's
handball team affiliated with defense ministry, which
may have led to assumptions that the company could
become involved with the football club. The Romanian
government, which owns Steaua Bucharesti, has made
significant investments in the club's stadium and
intends to promote the team to Liga 1, but achieving
this requires private ownership.

Hyundai Rotem insisted that it's engagement in
Romania remains focused on defense collaboration,
confirming that there was no internal
miscommunication regarding the football club. [The
Korea Herald]
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India’s Adani Green Energy withdraws
from wind project in Sri Lanka, but
further talks possible

(Im) Adani Green Energy, part of Indian billionaire
Gautam Adani's Adani Group, has confirmed its
withdrawal from its planned wind energy project in
Mannar, Sri Lanka. The company cited prolonged
delays in approvals and government decisions as
reasons for its exit, stating that while it remains
committed to Sri Lanka, it respects the country's
sovereign rights and choices.

The project, which involved establishing 484MW
Renewable Energy Wind Farms at Mannar and
Pooneryn along with associated transmission
infrastructure, had undergone 14 rounds of
discussions with previous Sri Lankan administrations.
However, despite receiving approvals on fixed tariff
rates for 20 years, environmental clearances for the
Mannar site remained pending, and an ongoing
Supreme Court case further complicated progress.

During his recent visit to New Delhi, President Anura
Kumara Dissanayake reaffirmed his government’s
willingness to discuss the project but insisted that
Adani must lower the proposed tariff rates. Despite
this, the project faced further uncertainty when a new
Cabinet Appointed Negotiations Committee (CANC)
was set up to renegotiate terms, prompting Adani
Green to formally withdraw.

Against this backdrop, President Dissanayake indirectly
criticized Adani Green Energy for its exit from the
renewable energy project, questioning whether the
quoted unit price of USD 0.08 per unit was justifiable.
During his recent budget speech in Parliament, he
emphasized the government's commitment to
awarding renewable energy projects to the lowest
bidder, regardless of nationality. He pointed out that a
local company had secured a project at a significantly
lower bid of USD 0.04 per unit, reinforcing his
administration's preference for cost-effective solutions.
[Daily Mirror 1]

Meanwhile, in an official statement, Adani Green
Energy emphasized that while it is stepping away from
this project, it remains open to future collaboration if
the Sri Lankan government wishes to engage. The
withdrawal follows another major foreign direct
investment (FDI) setback for Sri Lanka, as Australian
energy firm United Petroleum also pulled out in
December 2024. [Daily Mirror 2] [Daily Mirror 3]

Despite Adani's announcement, reports indicate that
both the Sri Lankan and Indian governments are likely
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to engage in further discussions next week. This
suggests that while Adani Green has formally
withdrawn, negotiations on energy investment
between the two parties may not be entirely over.
[Daily Mirror 4]

Still, the withdrawal of Adani Green Energy from its
wind energy project in Mannar has raised concerns
about Sri Lanka’s investment climate, with opposition
figures warning of the negative impact on the country’s
economy. For example, Chamith Wijesundera, national
organizer of the Samagi Jana Balawegaya (S)B) Youth,
criticized the government, stressing the need for
incoming investments rather than departures. He
questioned the effectiveness of economic policies,
warning that continued investor withdrawals could
jeopardize Sri Lanka's recovery. [Daily Mirror 5] [Daily
Mirror 6]

India-Sri Lanka ferry service faces delays
due to rough seas

(Im) The India-Sri Lanka ferry service, which resumed in
October 2023 after a 41-year hiatus, has faced
repeated suspensions due to adverse weather
conditions. The service connects Nagapattinam in
Tamil Nadu to Kankesanthurai in Jaffna. The latest
relaunch, initially scheduled for February 13, has been
postponed again, with a tentative restart set for
February 16, subject to improved sea conditions.

Climate experts attribute the ongoing disruptions to
global warming, which has intensified the northeast
monsoon and created rougher sea conditions in the
Gulf of Mannar. Researchers suggest the need for
better vessels to withstand these challenges. Beyond
tourism, the ferry service is also seen as a strategic
initiative by India to strengthen its presence in Sri
Lankan waters and curb illegal activities in the region.
[Daily Mirror]

Turkiye invites Sri Lanka’s President
Dissanayake for official visit in April

(Im) Turkiye has officially invited Sri Lankan President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake for an official visit in April.
The invitation was extended by Turkish Ambassador
Semih LUtfG Turgut during a meeting with Sri Lanka's
presidential secretary.
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The ambassador praised Sri Lanka's “Clean Sri Lanka”
initiative and expressed Turkiye's willingness to assist
in digitalization and poverty alleviation efforts. He also
highlighted Turkiye's ongoing support for Sri Lanka’s
education, healthcare, and agriculture sectors, noting
that several agreements are expected to be signed
soon. Additionally, Turkiye has increased its
scholarship quota for Sri Lankan students from 15 to
25. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka’s President discusses economic
cooperation with Kuwaiti prime minister

(Im) Sri Lanka’s President Anura Kumara Dissanayake
met with Kuwaiti Prime Minister Sheikh Ahmed
Abdullah Al Ahmad Al Sabah in the United Arab
Emirates during the 2025 World Governments Summit.
The discussion focused on enhancing trade relations,
investment opportunities, and tourism. President
Dissanayake highlighted Sri Lanka's political and
financial stability and expressed gratitude for Kuwait's
support in securing an International Monetary Fund
(IMF) loan. He also acknowledged the contribution of
155,000 Sri Lankan workers in Kuwait, who send USD
700 million in annual remittances. [Daily Mirror]

Sri Lanka pursues low-cost fuel from UAE
and signs investment protection
agreement

(Im) Sri Lanka is exploring the possibility of importing
low-cost fuel from the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
under a government-to-government deal, aiming to
bypass third-party costs. President Anura Kumara
Dissanayake, who recently visited the UAE, was
expected to discuss the initiative, which had been
proposed in the past but was never pursued. This
move aligns with the government's recent steps to
invest in the petroleum sector, including a USD 3.7
billion agreement with China’s Sinopec for an oil
refinery in Hambantota and modernization plans for
the Sapugaskanda refinery. [Daily Mirror 1] [Daily
Mirror 2] [Daily Mirror 3]

During Dissanayake's visit, Sri Lanka and the UAE also
signed a Reciprocal Promotion and Protection of
Investments agreement to strengthen economic and
investment relations. The agreement, signed by UAE's
Minister of State for Financial Affairs Mohamed Bin
Hadi Al Hussaini and Sri Lankan Foreign Minister Vijitha
Herath, establishes a legal framework for investment
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protection, dispute resolution, and economic
cooperation. It is expected to enhance foreign direct
investment (FDI) and create a more stable investment
environment in Sri Lanka while reinforcing economic
ties between the two nations. [Daily Mirror 4]

Taiwan pushes Japan for trade deal, eyes
CPTPP membership

(ce) Taiwan's foreign ministry is actively lobbying the
Japanese government to initiate discussions on a
bilateral trade agreement, according to Nikkei Asia.
Foreign Minister Lin Chia-lung has instructed
Taiwanese diplomats in Tokyo to pursue this objective,
aiming to further strengthen economic ties with Japan.

However, Japan faces political challenges, notably
concerns over potential backlash from China. A
comprehensive trade deal could strain Tokyo's
relationship with Beijing since Beijing previously
reacted strongly to similar agreements, as evidenced
by its criticism of the UK's Enhanced Trade Partnership
with Taiwan.

Taiwan views a successful trade deal with Japan as
essential for improving its chances of joining the
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-
Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).

While Japan and Taiwan have existing agreements on
investment and taxation, a comprehensive trade deal
has yet to materialize. Taiwan's recent decision to lift
its ban on Fukushima food imports in July could create
a more conducive environment for advancing trade
discussions.

Taiwan and Japan already have a foundation for closer
economic ties, with existing agreements on
investment, double taxation avoidance, and customs
cooperation. [Taiwan News]

Taiwanese President Lai addresses
Trump’s semiconductor concerns

(ce) U.S. President Donald Trump has reiterated his
claim that Taiwan has undermined the US
semiconductor industry, vowing to bring production
back to America. He called for renewed tariffs on
Taiwanese-made chips, singling out TSMC, which
produces around 90 percent of the world's most
advanced semiconductors. Trump said, “Right now,
everything is made in Taiwan,” blaming Taiwan for the
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decline in US chip production and declaring, “Taiwan
took our chip business away,” while suggesting 100
percent tariffs on Taiwanese semiconductor imports.
[Taiwan News 1]

To address potential trade fiction, President Lai Ching-
te called for more consultations with the US
government to build trust and reinforce Taiwan'’s role
as an “indispensable partner” in global manufacturing
and high-tech leadership. Lai pointed out that
Taiwanese investment in the US has surged, creating
nearly 400,000 jobs and surpassing investments in
China, making the US Taiwan's largest investment
destination.

Lai also announced that the Cabinet is reviewing trade
relations with the US, aiming to create a more
balanced trade dynamic, while encouraging Taiwanese
companies to invest further in the US. He mentioned
that Taiwan is preparing to boost imports of US natural
gas to help reduce its trade surplus, aligning with
Trump's push to cut the US trade deficit with Japan
through increased energy exports.

Lai emphasized that Taiwan would continue to
collaborate closely with the US to ensure regional
stability and support a free and open Indo-Pacific. He
also underscored Taiwan's commitment to
strengthening its national defense, prioritizing special
budgets and aiming to increase defense spending to 3
percent of GDP.

This commitment to defense is reflected in the
significant increase in US arms sales to Taiwan over the
past eight years, totaling USD 26.27 billion, with USD
18.77 billion of that occurring during Trump's first
term. [Taiwan News 2]

Taiwan pursues major arms deal with US, military
cooperation

(ce) Amid rising military pressure from China, Taiwan is
reportedly in discussions with the United States to
secure a significant arms deal, potentially valued
between USD 7 billion and USD 10 billion to reinforce
Taiwan's self-defense capabilities. The proposed
package could include advanced weapons, such as
coastal defense cruise missiles and rockets for the
HIMARS system. [Reuters]

While the US government has not yet officially
commented, US National Security Advisor Mike Waltz
previously indicated his support for accelerating arms
deliveries to Taiwan. Taiwan's Ministry of National
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Defense, while declining to confirm specific
acquisitions, reiterated its commitment to
strengthening its defenses, noting that all equipment
that enhances military effectiveness is under
consideration.

Taiwan is also reportedly planning a special defense
budget focused on key areas such as precision-guided
munitions, air defense modernization, command and
control systems, reserve force equipment, and
counter-drone capabilities [Taiwan News 1]

Taiwan strengthens air defenses with USD 761 million
NASAMS deal

Meanwhile, Taiwan has secured a USD 761 million deal
for three NASAMS missile systems. The contract,
signed with the American Institute in Taiwan, aims to
enhance protection around key government and
infrastructure sites in Taipei and New Taipei City, with
deliveries expected by 2030.

This acquisition addresses a crucial gap in Taiwan's
defense, replacing the aging Hawk missile systems with
a modern, more effective solution. The NASAMS,
equipped with advanced medium-range air-to-air
missiles, will integrate seamlessly with Taiwan's
existing defense network, providing a more robust,
layered protection against aerial threats, including
drones, missiles, and aircraft.

Discussions on the NASAMS purchase began during
the 2022 Monterey Talks between the United States
and Taiwan, highlighting the deepening security
cooperation between the two. The deal comes amid
growing military pressure from China, which considers
Taiwan a breakaway province. While the US maintains
a policy of strategic ambiguity, it continues to support
Taiwan's self-defense efforts through arms sales and
military coordination.

Defense experts praise the NASAMS for its advanced
capabilities and compatibility with Taiwan's existing US-
made weaponry. However, they warn that China’s
expanding military presence near Taiwan requires
further investments in air defense systems. [SCMP]

Taiwan seeks US partnership to build domestic drone
industry

Taiwan is actively seeking to collaborate with the
United States to develop a robust domestic drone
industry following calls for increased defense
spending. Recognizing the strategic importance of
drone technology, the government aims to move
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beyond simply purchasing weapons and invest heavily
in its own defense industrial base.

This push is driven by several factors, including
Taiwan's inclusion in key US initiatives like "friend-
shoring" and the Partnership for Indo-Pacific Industrial
Resilience. The government is also actively fostering
international cooperation, with recent delegations to
Lithuania and ongoing engagement with the US and
Japan.

To achieve this goal, Taiwan has launched the "Drone
National Team" initiative, aiming to produce 15,000
drones per month domestically by 2028. The
government is also supporting the development of
crucial drone components like flight control chips and
establishing a large-scale drone testing facility.

However, decoupling from China's dominant position
in the drone industry presents significant challenges.
Despite these challenges, the government remains
committed to establishing a purely domestic supply
chain for drone technology, recognizing its critical role
in enhancing Taiwan's defense capabilities. [Taiwan
News 2]

US legislators call for diplomatic freeze
with South Africa over Taiwan office
dispute

(ce) Six Republican members of the US House of
Representatives have called for a diplomatic freeze
with South Africa in response to the South African
government's pressure on Taiwan to relocate its
representative office in Pretoria.

In a letter to the President, the lawmakers accused
South Africa of "self-abasing advocacy" of the Chinese
Communist Party and cited concerns over human
rights abuses and corruption within the South African
government. They argue that South Africa's actions,
which align with China's efforts to diplomatically isolate
Taiwan, could embolden Beijing to invade the island,
directly contradicting US national security interests.

The letter recommends a series of punitive measures,
including revoking South Africa's duty-free trade
benefits under the African Growth and Opportunity
Act. It warns that the South African government
requires a "reminder of what happens when American
interests are marginalized” (see AiR No. 6,
February/2025, 1).[Taipei Times]
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United States and Canadian warships
transit fuels tensions

(ce) A US Navy destroyer and a survey ship recently
transited the Taiwan Strait, drawing a sharp rebuke
from China. The People's Liberation Army (PLA)
denounced the passage as a provocative act that
heightens regional security risks, with the PLA's
Eastern Theatre Command declaring the US was
sending "wrong signals" and vowing to safeguard
China's sovereignty and stability. The US Navy,
however, defended the operation as a routine freedom
of navigation exercise conducted in international
waters, adhering to international maritime law. This
180km-wide waterway is claimed by China, despite
international law limiting territorial waters to 12
nautical miles from a coastline. This transit, the first
since the current US administration took office, comes
amidst already strained US-China relations, particularly
concerning Taiwan, and is expected to further
exacerbate tensions. [Stars & Stripes][Ministry of
National Defense of the People's Republic of China][Al
Jazheera]

Adding to the tensions, a Canadian frigate, HMCS
Ottawa, transited the Strait on February 16th, marking
the sixth such passage by a Canadian warship since
the country adopted its Indo-Pacific Strategy in
November 2022. This transit, part of Operation
Horizon, underscores Canada's commitment to
freedom of navigation and overflight in the crucial
waterway, aligning with its plan to conduct at least
three annual naval transits through the Strait. In
response, the PLA's Eastern Theater Command
accused Canada of "deliberately stirring up trouble"
and undermining peace and stability, stating its forces
are on high alert. [Taipei Times]

Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs welcomed the
transit, thanking Canada for its actions in supporting a
free and open Indo-Pacific. [Taiwan News]

Taiwan continues humanitarian aid to
Ukraine, renews support for Czech NGO

(ce) The Taiwanese government has renewed its
commitment to supporting Ukrainian refugees by
signing a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with
People in Need, a leading Czech humanitarian
organization. This partnership will see Taiwan continue
to fund People in Need's efforts to assist Ukrainian
refugees in the Czech Republic, with a focus on
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providing shelter for young Ukrainians and offering
crucial counseling services.

The project, funded with USD 283,252, is expected to
assist 4,825 displaced Ukrainians until the end of this
year. This builds upon Taiwan's previous support,
which included a USD 1 million donation in 2022 to aid
in the education and integration of Ukrainian children.
[Taipei Times]

President Lai hosts Eswatini delegation

(ce) President Lai Ching-te met with Eswatini's Deputy
Prime Minister Thulisile Dladla to reaffirm the strong
bilateral relationship between the two countries.
Taiwan and Eswatini, one of 13 countries recognizing
Taiwan have maintained close ties for over five
decades, with cooperation spanning various sectors.

During the meeting, Lai emphasized the importance of
continued support between the two countries,
particularly in the face of growing global challenges. He
thanked Eswatini for its unwavering support of
Taiwan's participation in international organizations.

Dladla expressed gratitude for Taiwan's significant
contributions to Eswatini's development, highlighting
the positive impact of Taiwanese assistance on the
country's infrastructure and national progress. [Focus
Taiwan]

China’s president cautions on Thai casino
project; Thailand to increase economic
ties with Hong Kong

(hrs/bk) During an official visit to China by Thai prime
minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra, President Xi Jinping
cautioned that the Thai government's casino-
entertainment complex project could increase criminal
activity.

Ms. Paetongtarn explained that the project is intended
to be an integrated complex with hotels, restaurants
and entertainment facilities, of which less than 10
percent of the space will be allocated for the casino. In
response to Mr Xi's caution, Ms Paetongtarn said that
further studies on the project were being carried out
before the project was approved. Her government's
push for this project reflects their stance on gambling
and associated activities - the government intends to
regulate such activities and collect revenue from them
instead of driving them underground. [Bangkok Post]
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Thailand pushes for stronger economic partnership with
Hong Kong

On a separate occasion where Commerce Minister
Pichai Naripthaphan visited Hong Kong on February
14, he highlighted Thailand's efforts to position itself as
a key global trade hub, aiming to strengthen economic
ties with Hong Kong and deepen regional economic
integration. Pichai stated that Thailand and Hong Kong
could collaborate to enhance trade security and
economic resilience. He underscored the existing
agreements between the two regions, such as the
double-taxation treaty, the investment promotion and
protection agreement, and the ASEAN-Hong Kong Free
Trade Agreement (FTA), which play a crucial role in
fostering trade and investment. He also cited the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
the world's largest free-trade agreement, as a key
driver of regional economic integration.

During his visit, Pichai noted that Thailand is actively
pushing for economic liberalization and foreign
investment, focusing on key industrial sectors, and
collaborating with Hong Kong to develop a robust
financial center. He emphasized Hong Kong's pivotal
role as a gateway for China'’s global trade and financial
connectivity, highlighting Thailand's strategic position
as a bridge to ASEAN markets for both Hong Kong and
China. He also expressed the commitment of the Thai
Commerce Ministry to support businesses seeking
trade and investment opportunities in both regions.

Bilateral trade between Thailand and Hong Kong
reached USD 17.04 billion in 2024, marking a 24.3
percent increase year-on-year, positioning Hong Kong
as Thailand's 12th largest trading partner. [The Nation]

Lao Prime Minister to visit Thailand this
week

(Im) Lao Prime Minister Sonexay Siphandone will visit
Thailand on February 20 to strengthen bilateral
relations. This visit follows an invitation extended by
Thai Prime Minister Paetongtarn Shinawatra and
marks Sonexay's first official visit since taking office.
The leaders are expected to discuss enhancing
cooperation in trade, connectivity, and people-to-
people exchanges, as well as addressing shared
challenges such as narcotics, online scams, human
trafficking, PM2.5 pollution, and the management of
shared water resources.

The visit coincides with the 75th anniversary of
diplomatic relations between Thailand and Laos.
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During his visit, Sonexay will open the Thai-Lao
Business Forum in Bangkok and meet with Their
Majesties the King and Queen. [Bangkok Post]

Cambodia-Thailand tensions over
disputed temple

(acs/msz) Tensions between Thailand and Cambodia
escalated on February 13 after Cambodian soldiers
sang their national anthem at the Prasat Ta Muen
Thom temple in Thailand's Surin province. The reason
behind the soldiers' presence and their decision to sing
the anthem remains unclear, but it triggered a
confrontation with Thai soldiers stationed at the site.

Prasat Ta Muen Thom, an ancient Hindu temple
located in Phanom Dong Rak district near the Thai-
Cambodian border, has been a long-standing point of
contention between the two countries. The temple's
location falls within a disputed area, where territorial
claims overlap due to incomplete boundary
delimitation. This has led to frequent tensions and
confrontations, especially when actions like raising
national symbols or engaging in political gestures are
seen as provocations.

Lt Gen Boonsin Padklang, commander of Thailand's
2nd Army Region, reaffirmed that the temple is located
in Thailand, though the unresolved border issue still
causes ambiguity. While Thailand permits Cambodians
to visit the temple, he stressed that political
expressions, such as singing a national anthem, are
prohibited as they could exacerbate tensions and
complicate the border dispute. [Bangkok Post]

At the same time, Thailand is considering building a 55
kilometers-long fence along its porous border with
Cambodia in Sa Kaeo province, which has become a
hotspot for illegal activities such as scam call centers
and human trafficking. The proposed fence, which
would cost approximately THB 385 million (around
USD 11.4 million), was suggested by Sa Kaeo's
provincial governor Parinya Phothisat. Deputy Prime
Minister and Defense Minister Phumtham
Wechayachai has expressed support for this initiative,
hoping it would disrupt the operations of scam call
centers in Cambodia and Myanmar within six months,
assuming full cooperation from all parties.

In addition to the fence, Governor Parinya proposed
the establishment of a Thai consular office to assist the
estimated 30,000 Thais working in Cambodia and to
address concerns about Wi-Fi and mobile phone
signals spilling across the border. The National
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Broadcasting and Telecommunications Commission

(NBTC) plans to dismantle towers located within one
kilometer of the border to reduce signal leakage into
Cambodia. [Thai PBS World]

Malaysia-Thailand road alignment project
nears completion

(msz) The Malaysia-Thailand road alignment project
linking Malaysia’s Bukit Kayu Hitam Immigration,
Customs, Quarantine and Security (ICQS) complex with
Thailand’s Sadao Customs, Immigration and
Quarantine (CIQ) complex is scheduled for completion
by July or August 2025.

According to Consul General of Malaysia in Songkhla,
Ahmad Fahmi Ahmad Sarkawi, the construction of a
new ClQ complex on Thailand's side had been
completed, but the road alignment connecting to the
complex was delayed due to technical obstacles. He
expected that the project would begin operations by
the end of 2025.

As regards the construction of a second bridge
connecting Rantau Panjang in Kelantan with Sungai
Golok in Narathiwat, the project is in its final phase of
addressing technical details before construction can
begin. Ahmad also mentioned Thailand’s plans to
upgrade the Thai CIQ facilities in Wang Kelian and
Padang Besar.

The two projects were expected to boost trade
volumes and tourism industry in both countries. In
2023, Thailand was Malaysia's sixth largest trading
partner globally and second largest among the ASEAN
Member States, with total trade valued at USD 24.83
billion. [The Nation]

Myanmar suspends migrant worker
departures to Thailand amid conscription
push

(Im) Myanmar’s military junta has suspended the
deployment of migrant workers to Thailand, according
to overseas employment agencies. While migrant labor
to other countries remains permitted, authorities have
issued a verbal directive blocking departures
specifically to Thailand as of February 14.

The suspension comes amid growing conscription
efforts, as Myanmar’s military faces intensified
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resistance from ethnic armed groups and anti-junta
forces. The regime is now preventing men aged 18 to
35 from leaving the country, even if they have valid
work or travel permits. At Yangon airport, some male
workers have been stopped from departing, despite
having approval documents.

As of March 2024, data from the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) estimated that
Thailand hosts 2.3 million officially registered migrant
workers from Myanmar, making up around 70 percent
of all registered foreign laborers in the country. The
suspension has raised concerns among Thai industries
that depend on Myanmar's workforce, including
construction, agriculture, and manufacturing.

The labor shortage is also impacting other countries,
with reports that Singaporean employers have begun
seeking alternative labor sources due to the
uncertainty surrounding Myanmar's migrant
workforce. Employment agencies in Myanmar say they
have received no formal written instructions regarding
the suspension, creating confusion for both workers
and recruiters. [Bangkok Post]

Iran keen to boost tourist exchanges with
Thailand

(msz/hrs) Nassereddin Heidari, the Islamic Republic's
envoy in Bangkok, spoke at an event marking the
Islamic Republic of Iran’s National Day in Bangkok on
February 11. He said that over 50,000 Iranians visited
Thailand for tourism in 2024, and Tehran would like to
also attract more Thai tourists to visit Iran. Hence, the
Iranian embassy is planning to hold events to promote
Iran as a tourist destination. Additionally, 2025 marks
the 70th anniversary of bilateral relations between Iran
and Thailand. In commemoration, the Iranian embassy
in Thailand and the Royal Thai Embassy in Tehran will
organize events, as well as promoting people-to-people
exchanges. [Bangkok Post]

Surge in unruly Israeli tourists in
Northern Thailand

(hrs) Following a string of recent incidents involving
Israeli nationals, locals in Thailand's Mae Hong Son's
district have raised concerns on their behavior.

One such incident saw four Israelis break into and
vandalize Pai hospital's emergency room. They were
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subsequently deported after being fined USD 89 each.
Another incident involved the arrest of two Israelis for
working illegally without permits as singers in a local
restaurant, adding to concerns of foreign tourists
illegally taking up jobs. According to reports, several
businesses in town are being illegally operated by
Israeli citizens.

Following complaints of a synagogue being used to
host large parties, police officers conducted a search of
the synagogue's premises but found no evidence of
illegal activities or major gatherings.

Israeli ambassador to Thailand, Orna Sagiv, has said
that she regretted the behavior of some Israeli tourists
and said she intends to personally travel to Pai to meet
with officials, locals and the Israeli community.
[Bangkok Post]

Timor-Leste debuts direct air link to China

(Im) Timor-Leste's inaugural direct flight between the
capital Dili and the Chinese city of Xiamen took place
last week, marking a significant milestone for the
country's aviation industry. The flight is part of a trial
period running from February to April, with two round-
trip flights per month. By May, the service will increase
to a weekly round-trip flight.

This new direct air link is expected to boost trade and
economic relations between Timor-Leste and China by
reducing travel time from over 30 hours to just over
five hours. The flight was operated by Aero Dili's first
leased Airbus A320, and the airline plans to expand its
international routes, with new services to Bali,
Singapore, and potentially Melbourne, Darwin, and
Thailand later this year. The airline is also working on
partnerships with Chinese counterparts to create
integrated tourism packages to attract visitors to both
Dili and Bali. [the macao news]

Timor-Leste accuses Australian company
of major fraud in USD 523 million lawsuit

(Im) Timor-Leste has strongly rejected a USD 523
million lawsuit filed by Lighthouse Corporation,
accusing the Australian company of attempting to
perpetrate a major fraud against its government. The
lawsuit, which claims that Timor-Leste breached a 2010
fuel supply agreement, is now being contested in
court. Lighthouse alleges that the Timorese
government failed to provide the necessary letters of
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credit, preventing the company from delivering fuel as
agreed under the deal.

The dispute dates back to 2010 when Timor-Leste,
struggling with electricity shortages, entered
negotiations with Lighthouse to supply diesel fuel to
the capital, Dili. The company claims that the
government did not fulfill its financial obligations,
leading to the breach of contract. However, Timor-
Leste has countered that Lighthouse misled the
government through fraudulent representations,
including inflated claims of financial resources and
industry ties, particularly with major oil companies like
ExxonMobil and BP. The Timorese government also
alleges that Lighthouse doctored financial documents,
including inflating account balances, in order to secure
the contract.

Timor-Leste's defense in court includes a claim that
Lighthouse engaged in fraudulent misrepresentation
and that the company’s financial backing was far less
than claimed. A key piece of evidence in this case is an
allegedly forged Commonwealth Bank statement that
Lighthouse presented, which inflated its account
balance from USD 25,000 to USD 55 million.

In response to the lawsuit, Timor-Leste is seeking to
have the case dismissed, and the country's lawyers
argue that Lighthouse’s actions have placed an undue
financial burden on the nation. The lawsuit, which
amounts to 11.5% of Timor-Leste's GDP, represents a
significant threat to the country's financial stability.
Timor-Leste is pushing for the case to be dismissed by
February 27, 2025, but if unsuccessful, the country will
fight the case at trial.

The USD 523 million lawsuit has put a strain on Timor-
Leste, one of the poorest countries in Southeast Asia.
Experts emphasize that the country's limited resources
should be directed toward nation-building and
improving public services, rather than being tied up in
a prolonged legal battle in Australia. [abc news]

Senior Chinese Party official discusses
legal cooperation with Vietham'’s
prosecutor general

(Im) Chen Wengqing, a senior official of the Communist
Party of China (CPC), met with Nguyen Huy Tien,
prosecutor general of Vietnam's Supreme People’s
Procuracy, in Beijing to strengthen legal cooperation.
The Supreme People’s Procuracy of Vietnam is the
highest prosecutorial authority responsible for
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overseeing legal proceedings and ensuring law
enforcement in the country.

Chen, who is a member of the CPC Central
Committee’s Political Bureau and head of the
Commission for Political and Legal Affairs, emphasized
the need to implement agreements reached by the two
heads of state. He urged both sides to improve legal
cooperation, enhance the rule of law, and support the
development of a China-Vietnam community with
strategic significance.

Nguyen Huy Tien affirmed Vietnam'’s commitment to
advancing prosecutorial collaboration and achieving
new milestones in legal cooperation between the two
countries. [Xinhua News]

Strengthening Vietham-Laos ties through
diplomacy and economic cooperation

(hn/tas) Lao Foreign Minister Thongsavanh
Phomvihane visited Vietnam for a series of high-level
meetings, reinforcing the deep political and economic
ties between the two countries. During discussions
with State President Luong Cuong, Party General
Secretary To Lam, and Prime Minister Pham Minh
Chinh, both sides emphasized their long-standing
friendship, special solidarity, and comprehensive
cooperation.

The leaders praised the strong political trust between
Vietnam and Laos, facilitated by regular high-level
exchanges and joint cooperation mechanisms. They
reaffirmed their commitment to security and defense
collaboration, expanding trade and investment, and
boosting people-to-people and local government
partnerships.

Bilateral trade turnover reached USD 2.25 billion in
2024, marking a 38.2 percent increase from the
previous year, with a target of USD 5 billion. Vietnam
remains the third-largest investor in Laos, with 267
projects worth USD 5.7 billion, significantly
contributing to Laos' economic development and
employment.

Phomvihane thanked Vietnam for supporting Laos'
ASEAN and ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly (AIPA)
Chairmanship in 2024. Both countries pledged to
enhance coordination at regional and global forums
and to accelerate the implementation of key
agreements, including those signed between their
Politburos and Intergovernmental Committees.
[Vientiane Times]
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Vietnamese leaders encouraged Laos to streamline
investment policies, improve infrastructure, and
remove barriers for Vietnamese businesses,
particularly in energy, mining, tourism, and education
projects. Prime Minister Chinh and Foreign Minister
Phomvihane agreed to fast-track strategic projects,
including transport links to better integrate their
economies.

President Cuong announced plans for a state visit to
Laos soon, underscoring Vietnam'’s continued
commitment to its closest regional ally. [Viet Nam
News 1] [Viet Nam News 2]

Vietnam and Japan strengthen defense
cooperation

(hn) Vietnamese Deputy Defense Minister Sr. Lt. Gen.
Hoang Xuan Chien and Japan's Defense Policy Director
General Kano Koji reaffirmed their commitment to
strengthening defense cooperation at the 11th
Vietnam-Japan Defense Policy Dialogue in Fukuoka.

Both sides reviewed progress in delegation exchanges,
training, capacity-building, defense industry
collaboration, UN peacekeeping, and regional security.
Chien reiterated Vietnam’s independent foreign policy
and ‘four nos’ defense principle (no military alliances;
no siding with one country against another; no foreign
military bases on Vietnamese territory; no use or
threat of force in international relations) while urging
Japan to expand training programs and support for
Vietnam's peacekeeping and war consequence
mitigation efforts.

Discussions also covered regional security, adherence
to international law in the East Vietnam Sea, and
advancing a Code of Conduct. Koji praised Vietnam's
role in regional stability and pledged to deepen
defense ties. The dialogue concluded with an
agreement to enhance future collaboration, with
Vietnam inviting Koji to the next session. [tuoi tre
news]

Vietnam tries to navigate US policy shifts

(hn/nt) Vietnam is trying to actively engage with the
United States to address a range of challenges,
including rising trade tensions, war legacy cooperation,
and immigration policies.
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The new 25 percent tariffs imposed by Washington on
Vietnamese steel exports have raised concerns, with
Vietnam signaling its readiness for constructive
dialogue to mitigate the risk of further trade
restrictions. The U.S. remains Vietnam'’s largest export
market, with January 2025 exports reaching USD 10
billion, though this represents a 2.1 percent decline
from the previous year. In response to trade
imbalances, Vietnam has offered to increase imports
of U.S. agricultural products and explore energy and
defense purchases, including liquefied natural gas
(LNG) and Lockheed Martin C-130 Hercules military
transport planes. Additionally, VietJet's multi-billion-
dollar Boeing deal for 200 aircraft remains part of
ongoing economic ties. [Reuters 1] [Reuters 2] [Viet
Nam News]

Beyond trade, Vietnam is also concerned about the
potential impact of U.S. foreign aid cuts, particularly in
war legacy projects. The United States Agency for
International Development (USAID) has played a key
role in bomb and mine clearance, dioxin remediation
at Bien Hoa air base where Agent Orange
contamination remains severe, and healthcare
initiatives, which Vietnam considers vital for
community safety and environmental protection.

Vietnamese officials have urged continued U.S.
support for war aftermath efforts, warning that
terminating these programs undermines trust
between the two nations, especially as they celebrate
30 years of diplomatic ties. The Pentagon, which co-
funds Agent Orange cleanup efforts, has expressed
support for maintaining these projects, but with USAID
funds still blocked, uncertainty remains. [The New York
Times] [Vietnam Plus 1]

Vietnam has also affirmed its willingness to cooperate
on the deportation of Vietnamese nationals under U.S.
immigration policies. While President Trump’s
deportation campaign targets individuals with criminal
records and undocumented status, Vietnam has
committed to ensuring a smooth process for their
return, as per previous agreements. At the same time,
Vietnam has expressed hope for favorable residency
conditions for Vietnamese nationals in the U.S. to
contribute to the development of both countries.
[Vietnam Plus 2]

Vietnam, Germany strengthen ties in Al,
trade, and defense, mark 50 years of
bilateral relations
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(hn/nt) Germany and Vietnam are marking 50 years of
diplomatic relations with a wide range of initiatives
aimed at strengthening cooperation in technology,
trade, investment, and defense.

German Ambassador Helga Margarete Barth
emphasized Germany's interest in expanding
collaboration in artificial intelligence (Al), cyber
security, and vocational training, noting the growing
number of Vietnamese businesses active in these
sectors. She also highlighted that 530 German
companies operate in Vietnam, investing over USD 3.6
billion and creating 50,000 jobs. The EU-Vietnam Free
Trade Agreement (EVFTA) has further boosted trade,
with bilateral turnover reaching EUR 8.8 billion in 2024.

Germany is also increasing educational and cultural
exchanges, with 35,000 Vietnamese students taking
exams at the Goethe Institute annually. Additionally,
more direct flights between Vietnam and Germany are
being launched to enhance tourism, with 250,000
German visitors arriving in Vietnam in 2023, the
second highest among European countries. A German
Festival is planned at Hoan Kiem Lake in Hanoi from
September 19-21, alongside career fairs and cultural
events throughout 2025. [tuoi tre news] [Voice of
Vietham 1]

On defense, bilateral ties have expanded beyond
training assistance to military cooperation, following a
2022 agreement signed during German Chancellor
Olaf ScholZ's visit to Vietnam. Germany is supporting
Vietnam'’s UN peacekeeping efforts through financial
aid and training while also enhancing collaboration in
military medicine, search and rescue operations, and
military law. Future agreements are expected to cover
peacekeeping, civil defense, and disaster response.
[Voice of Vietnam 2]

Announcements
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Upcoming online events

20 February 2025 @ 3:00-4:30 p.m. (GMT+7), CPG,
Thailand

Asia in Review Webinar Series

Four Years Since the Coup: Where Is
Myanmar Heading?

February 1 marked the fourth anniversary of
Myanmar’s 2021 military coup. As the conflict enters its
fifth year, some analysts argue that the combination of
widespread public dissent, strategic territorial gains by
resistance forces, and the military’'s defensive posture
could signal a turning point in the civil war, potentially
leading to the regime’s collapse. Others, however,
emphasize the military’s resilience and caution against
premature conclusions.

This webinar will examine the current balance of
power of the conflict, anticipated military and
resistance movements in 2025, the role of external
actors, and prospects for a resolution. For more
information, see [CPG].

20 February 2025 @ 10:00-11:15 a.m. (GMT+7), ISEAS
- Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore

Elites and Civil Society in Indonesia: Is the
Political Terrain Changing?

This webinar addresses Indonesia’s overall stagnation
that remains a constraint on the emergence of political
parties with an alternative development program: what
is possible for them to offer? For more information,
see [ISEAS].

Recent Book Releases

Conor Gearty, Homeland Insecurity: The Rise and Rise
of Global Anti-Terrorism Law, Polity, 202 pages,
published May 13, 2024. For a review, see [LSE].

Ana Lucia Araujo, Humans in Shackles: An Atlantic
History of Slavery, University of Chicago Press, 640
pages, published October 15, 2024. For a review, see
[LSE].
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Odd Arne Westad and Chen Jian, The Great
Transformation: China’s Road from Revolution to
Reform, Yale University Press, 424 pages, published
October 29, 2024. For a review, see [Asian Review of
Books].

Pankaj Mishra, The World After Gaza, Vintage Digital,
293 pages, published January 16, 2025. For a review,
see [The Guardian].

Scott W. Berg, The Burning of the World: The Great
Chicago Fire and the War for a City's Soul, Vintage, 464
pages, published February 4, 2025. For a review, see
[Penguin Books].

Calls

The African Society of International Law (AfSIL)
invites paper proposal for its 14th Annual Conference
“Law - Africa, Culture, and International Law,” to be
held on October 17-18, 2025, in Maputo, Mozambique.
The deadline for abstract submission is February 21,
2025. For more information, see [AfSIL].

Jobs and Positions

United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs -
Nepal is looking for a Political Affairs Intern. The
deadline for application submission is March 1, 2025.
For more information, see [UN ODA].

United Nations Office for Project Services - Nepal is
looking for a Security and Justice (S&J) Officer. The
deadline for application submission is February 22,
2025. For more information, see [UNOPS].

The United Nations Secretariat is looking for a
Sustainable Development Officer (Trade,
Investments and Debt Sustainability) - Temporary,
Bangkok (Thailand). The deadline for application
submission is February 17, 2025. For more
information, see [UN].

The United Nations Secretariat is looking for a
Sustainable Development Officer, SDG Acceleration
(Digital Transformation) - Temporary, New York
(United States). The deadline for application
submission is February 17, 2025. For more
information, see [UN].

United Nations Development Programme is looking
for an International Analyst in Sustainable Rural
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Development - Columbia. The deadline for
application submission is February 21, 2025. For more
information, see [UNDP].

International Organization for Migration - Brussels
(Belgium) is looking for a Humanitarian
Programming Assistant (EU Liaison). The deadline
for application submission is February 22, 2025. For
more information, see [IOM].

The United Nations Economic Commission for
Africa Economic Commission for Africa - Addis
Ababa (Ethiopia) is looking for a Chief of Section,
Economic Affairs. The deadline for application
submission is March 24, 2025. For more information,
see [UNECA].

The United Nations Economic Commission for
Europe Economic Commission for Europe is looking
for an Economic Affairs Officer. The deadline for
application submission is March 24, 2025. For more
information, see [UNECE].

University of Reading is offering a PhD Studentship
in War and Climate Change. The deadline for
application submission is March 19, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Reading].

Manchester Metropolitan University is looking for a
Lecturer in Law. The deadline for application
submission is February 23, 2025. For more
information, see [Manchester Metropolitan University].

University of Oxford - Trinity College is looking for a
Career Development Fellowship in Law. The
deadline for application submission is March 3, 2025.
For more information, see [University of Oxford].

King's College London is looking for a Refugee
Family Reunion Postdoctoral Research Associate
(Forensic). The deadline for application submission is
February 13, 2025. For more information, see [King's
College London].

Durham University is looking for a Postdoctoral
Research Associate - Law School. The deadline for
application submission is February 18, 2025. For more
information, see [Durham University].

University of Sussex is looking for a Research Fellow
- Law, Politics and Sociology. The deadline for
application submission is February 25, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Sussex].

University of Cambridge is looking for a University
Assistant Professor in Private Law. The deadline for
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application submission is March 2, 2025. For more
information, see [University of Cambridge].

Team:

Adelaide Im (adi), Aisha Noor (an), Aamnah Fatima Khan
(afk), Andi Azraf Akbar Rezal (aar), Aung Naing Lin (anl),
Aye Moe Pwint Phyu, Busawan Kachonnarongvanish (bk),
Choi Yee Ling Elaine (ce), Daniel Rhys Harding (dh),
Dominic Andreas Dahl (db), Duc Quang Ly (dql), Fatima
Nisar (fn), Felix Serna Calvo (fs), Geo Dzakwan Arshali (ga),
Gowthami Kunchihithlu (gk), Hajra Nasir (hjn), Helene Ng
Hui En (he), Henning Glaser (hg), Herosha Shanmugam
(hrs), Hoa Khanh Ngo (hn), Htet Hlaing Win (hw), Jamison
Tate O'Brien (jto), Lizhi Dong (Id), Lucas Meier (Im), Lunyka
Adelina Pertiwi (Ip), Madeleine McWilliam (mm),
Mohammad Rizwan Ali (mra), Myat Sandar Zaw (msz),
Nicholas Fenech (nf), Nguyen Hoang Thuy Tien (nt), Riffa
Abad Ansari (raa), Rishi Shrivastava (rs), Robishan Subba
(rs), Sofiia Lysko (sl), Steven Naaman (sn), Sudiksha Ajit
Lachman (sal), Thandar Aung Soe (tas), Thoon Nadi Lynn
(tl), Tomwit Jarnson (tj), Vanessa Soon Qi (vsq), Venus
Phuangkom, Volkan Kayhan (vk), Wong Sin Yuen (wy),

Yong Qi (yq)

We would greatly appreciate your feedback! Please
send any feedback you have regarding this newsletter
to: info@cpg-online.de

Also, don't forget to Like CPG on Facebook, and
browse our website for other updates and news!
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